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Green Light in the Dark
by hopefullydreaming

Summary

As the daughter of Sirius Black, Aurora has a big legacy, one she doesn’t want to carry. Half
the Wizarding World call her father a Blood Traitor and the rest call him a Death Eater. She is
forever judged by her father and by her name. Raised by her grandmother Walburga, then her
great grandfather Arcturus and then her great-aunt Lucretia, she’s always been conflicted
about her father, as everyone tells his story slightly different. But when she goes to Hogwarts,
Aurora is determined to be known as a Black, but not as Sirius Black’s daughter. One way or
another, she will prove everyone wrong, straddling the fine line of morality and blood in the
Wizarding World.

Beginning and Year One: Chapters 1-19
Year Two: Chapters 20-32
Year Three: Chapters 33-61
Year Four: Chapters 62-102
Year Five: Chapters 103-144

Notes

(This fic is cross-posted on FF.net.) The rating of this fic may change to teen later, and I will
update tags appropriately. For now there are no romances, but this might change. Also,
canon-typical violence, attitudes and themes. The first two years will be largely canon-
compliant, but larger changes will taken place from third year onwards. (‘Major’ character
death refers to Walburga and Arcturus, rather than to major characters in the canon. Later
deaths may occur.)

http://archiveofourown.org/users/hopefullydreaming/pseuds/hopefullydreaming


Granny Walburga

Even for a two year old, Aurora Black was small, and she was strange. She had stubby
fingers and wide eyes and a desperately frightened wobble to her lips. Her hair was already at
her chin, a light reddish brown she took from her mother whose face she could no longer
remember. She stood alone, clinging for dear life to the edge of a spare cot in an unfamiliar
house, crying for her papa.

There was another cot in the room, in which lay a boy far comfortable than she was. He fit
this place, the warm magnolia walls with flowers painted over them. He was shorter and
younger than her but he was not crying, because his parents were here and he was not scared.
He had no reason to be, yet.

Aurora was scared. She didn't know why, as two year olds rarely do, but she knew that she
did not feel right and she didn't like this house or this boy and she knew the man and woman
who lived here but not well enough and she wanted her papa. She needed him. Her hands
grasped the edge of her cot and the boy opposite her shook his head urgently, and promptly
started crying.

Her attempt at escape foiled, Aurora fell back down to sit grumpily on the bed as the boy's
mother rushed in to hold him tightly. "Shush, Neville," she told him. "It's alright, sweetheart.
Did you get a fright?" Neville cried. "There's nothing to hurt you here, Nev. Just Aurora."
Neville looked over his shoulder at Aurora, who drew back and pouted. He seemed to be
getting an awful lot of attention. Aurora just wanted someone to hold her like that.

"Papa," she cried out, and Neville's mummy turned around towards her. "Want Papa!"

Neville's mummy smiled uncertainly. "Don't worry, Aurora. Your papa will be here soon, he
just has to find Harry."

"Papa," Aurora said again, pouting. She knew Harry, but could not think why her papa would
be with him and not her. She could not remember the last time she was not with her father.
For the last few months, they had been almost the only company that each other had.

Neville's mother looked worriedly at Aurora and then at the window, where the sun was
already beginning to set on the first day of November, casting a fiery reddish gold over the
street outside. "Your papa'll be here soon," she said, less certain this time. "I promise,
sweetie."

He did not come for Aurora that day nor the next. Instead, at dinnertime when Neville was
being fed and Aurora was chasing sweet corn with a plastic fork, there was a sharp knock at
the door. Aurora looked up excitedly, brightening for the first time that day. "Papa?"

Neville's parents looked anxiously between each other, and his father went to answer the
door. The voice there didn't sound like Aurora's papa; it was a lady's voice, quiet but stern
and authoritative, the sort of person who would boss Aurora around and tell her off if she got
fingerprints on her photo frame. But she was not used to that sort of voice; she got told off by



her grandpa fairly often — or she had, it had been a while since she had seen him — but he
was always nice. This lady's voice was cold, and Aurora did not like cold. She frowned when
she heard the door close, and the clicking sound of footsteps over the floor as the visitor
entered the house.

She was very tall, Aurora thought when she saw her. She had high cheekbones and dark curls
and an cold glint to her eyes. There was something unnerving about her, something scary, yet
at the same time, familiar. Aurora looked to Neville's mummy in confusion.

"Aurora," Neville's father called her over, and she got down obediently from the table,
toddling over. Neville stared at her - he wasn't very good at walking yet, but Aurora could run
when she wanted to. "Come over here. This is your granny, Walburga."

Aurora looked at Walburga. She wasn't her granny. Aurora's granny was short and smiley and
had ginger hair and snuck her sweeties and gave good cuddles and let her run around in the
garden, and was rarely cross even when she brought mud inside. Granny Walburga looked
down her nose at Aurora with stern grey eyes and didn't look like she wanted to see her at all.
Aurora didn't think she would like mud.

"This isn't granny."

Neville's father looked nervous. "I am your grandmother," said Granny Walburga. She spat
the word grandmother out, as though it held a bad taste. "Your father has gotten himself
imprisoned." Aurora didn't know what that meant. "As such, the responsibility of... caring for
you... has been given to me, as your closest living relative." Aurora stared at her.

"Where's Papa?"

Granny Walburga pursed her lips. "He is not important."

Aurora didn't agree with that. "Where's Papa?" she demanded, more louder this time. "I want
Papa!"

Granny Walburga stood up abruptly. Neville started crying again. "I will be taking her now,
Longbottom. The Ministry will be dealing with this."

Neville's daddy looked at a loss for what to do. "Well... We'd still be more than happy to—"

Granny Walburga shot him a very sharp look that Aurora didn't like at all. Neville's dad
stopped talking. "At least you kept her alive," she said. She looked at Aurora. "Come with
me, girl."

"Aurora," she said indignantly. "I'm Au-ro-ra." She said her name slowly so that Granny
Walburga understood, but she didn't look very pleased about it.

She scooped Aurora into her arms tightly, nodded stiffly to the Longbottoms, and then
stalked out without another word or a thank you. It was cold outside and Aurora sniffled,
looking over her shoulder as the door closed. She didn't have a coat. She didn't have any of



her things, and all of a sudden longed for her teddies; the brown bear with the pink heart on
its paw, the golden lion cub, the fluffy black puppy.

All she could see of Neville and his family were their outlines in the living room.

"Where we going?" she asked Granny Walburga, who did not answer. She kept walking down
the dark street in silence, and then when they came to a quiet corner with no funny cars or
motorbikes, she brought out a stick which looked a bit like Papa's wand but wasn't, and then
everything disappeared and reappeared in and instant.

Aurora started crying. She didn't like that feeling at all — it made her feel sick — and now
when she looked around she was in a room she had never been before. It was dark and
imposing, with a high ceiling and lush wallpaper. There weren't any windows, which she
didn't like, either. Aurora liked seeing the sun and the sky and she liked having space to run.
She stared up at Granny Walburga as she set her down onto a chair; it was hard and not
squishy and her legs were very high off the floor. She might not be able to jump off it, and
Aurora didn't like being restricted by that.

This was not somewhere she could ever imagine her papa inhabiting, or her mummy, or
anyone she knew. It was wrong and all of a sudden she felt terribly far out of her place. Her
lip trembled, and her eyes filled with fresh tears and she whispered, "Where's my papa?"

"Stop crying," Granny Walburga hissed at her, face twisted venomously. "I will not have a
crying child in my house!"

"I want Papa!" Aurora cried out, looking around, but there was no sign of him. She turned
back indignantly to Granny Walburga. "Papa!"

"Your Papa isn't here," Granny Walburga spat, and her voice was not nice. Aurora cried
harder. "Stop crying, girl!"

"But — but—" Her lips wobbled. "Where's Papa?"

Granny Walburga did not tell her. "You are staying with me for the foreseeable future," she
said, words pinched. "You will not cry. You will not whine. You will do as you're told. You
will not ask for your papa."

"But—"

"You will not!" Aurora's lip trembled again, but she nodded, frightened. Granny Walburga
glared down at her. "Are you hungry?" She shook her head. "Good. Kreacher!"

There was a very loud crack and then a strange, wrinkly thing appeared in front of Aurora.
She shrieked and scurried backwards, forgetting the height of her chair, and promptly
knocked it over. The weird thing caught her just in time, its large eyes wide in alarm.
"Mistress?" it said in a croaky voice, turning to Granny Walburga. "Is this the child?"

Granny Walburga nodded. The thing seemed to gasp, and then, setting Aurora down
carefully, bent over so that its long nose scraped on the floor. It was weird. She looked at



Granny Walburga, who pursed her lips. "Stand up, Kreacher. She will not be staying for long
— half blood scum of the blood traitor." She shook her head, and though Aurora didn't know
what that meant, she didn't like the way Granny Walburga said it. She didn't like anything
about this situation, really. "See to it that she has a bed made up. Amuse her until she is tired.
And try to stop her crying. I can stand the noise."

Then Granny Walburga turned on her heel and stalked out of the room, slamming the door
behind her. Aurora almost cried again but she didn't want to anymore, now she'd been told
not to. Maybe if she was good, Granny Walburga would take her to her papa. She was family.
That was what that meant.

So she looked at the weird thing who had just stood up, and tried to be polite. "Who are
you?" she asked in her nicest voice, like Papa had taught her to.

"Kreacher, young mistress," the thing said. "At your service and the service of the Black
family."

She folded her arms, frowning. "You're a Kreacher?" Kreacher nodded. "What do you do?"

"I serve Mistress," he croaked.

He didn't say anything else. Aurora sat down on the floor, confused, then said, making sure
Granny Walburga wasn't around, "Do you know where papa is?"

Kreacher shook his head with a strange sort of smile. "The traitorous son is gone. Locked up
in Azkaban... as he should... his he hurt my mistress... how he betrayed her... now his little
child is here... Oh but my mistress doesn't want her... No, she doesn't..."

"Az-ka-ban?" Aurora said, sounding out the word as Kreacher had pronounced it. She hadn't
heard of an Azkaban before. "Where?"

Kreacher shook his head. "Kreacher does not know. Kreacher does not go to Azkaban.
Kreacher serves his family and is loyal and does not betray them."

Aurora stared at him. "Papa come back?"

Kreacher looked at her with a mean smile. "Kreacher hopes not. Kreacher hopes the traitor
Sirius rots in Azkaban."

Aurora flinched. She didn't want her papa to — to rot. She wanted to cry again and this time
she did. Kreacher, to her surprise, was quick to try and comfort her, although she didn't really
understand what he was saying. She didn't stop crying for ages, until Kreacher gave her a sort
of pencil with a feather on the end and told her she could do some drawing on parchment,
and she sniffled a bit, before she got to trying to draw him, a big, shakily lined blob with two
smaller eye blobs and big triangular ears.

She didn't see Granny Walburga again that night. Kreacher told her to sleep in a room on the
first floor, that was far too big for her one person, and it was dark and creepy and the
floorboards creaked and one of the windows was open, so the curtains fluttered menacingly at



her, like dark green ghosts. Aurora didn't like to sleep on her own. Usually, Papa would sleep
in the room with her in case she had a nightmare, and he would rock her back to sleep.

But Papa wasn't here. There was only Aurora and the wind and Kreacher, creeping in the hall
outside. She curled up under a thick blanket, wishing for one of her stuffed toys, and she kept
crying until it wore her out and she went to sleep, dreaming of bright lights and high cackles,
and her papa screaming when she couldn't reach him.



Important Decisions

Granny Walburga didn’t like Aurora to call her Granny Walburga. She told her that she was
Grandmother and nothing more, and then she told her that Aurora wouldn’t be staying long
anyway so she oughtn’t start getting comfortable. She didn’t say anything more about
Aurora’s papa, and eventually Aurora learned to stop asking, because Grandmother looked at
her with scary, tense eyes. Aurora didn’t know what she’d do if she got too upset, but she was
scary.

 

The memory of her father’s face began to fade so that Aurora felt she was clawing at her
mind to try and remember him. He became more of a feeling than an entity, and the less she
spoke about him, the less she believed she would ever meet him again. In her head, he was
dead. Like her mother.

 

Which meant Grandmother was the only family she had left. And she had to make sure that
she didn’t leave her.

 

It felt like a long time passed before Aurora met anybody else from outside the creepy house
with Grandmother and Kreacher. They had a quiet Christmas in which Grandmother gave
Aurora a terrible book that she couldn’t read and which had no pictures. She also gave her a
frilly pink dress, which was nice, but got quite itchy, and Aurora didn’t get why she had to
wear it to Christmas dinner when the only people who would see her were Grandmother and
Kreacher who saw her in normal robes all the time. “You’ll wear it,” Grandmother snapped
when Aurora questioned this, and then she didn’t question it again. It was best to be quiet.
Grandmother liked it when she was quiet.

 

But some time after new year, when the world outside the house started to get a little bit
warmer, and Grandmother became slightly warmer, too, they had a visitor. A tall, thin, tense
looking man in plain grey robes declared himself as being from the Ministry of Magic. He
was there to see Aurora, but Aurora didn’t want to see him. “He looks strict,” she whispered
to Kreacher, who she’d made help her hide in one of the small cupboards. She liked
Kreacher, more than she liked Grandmother. He took care of her well and sometimes gave
her a hug to stop her crying. He was sad, too, though Aurora never understood why. 

 

“He looks scary.” But then again, so did Grandmother. The only difference was Aurora knew
Grandmother now. “Does he know Papa?”



 

Kreacher gave her a suddenly nasty look and opened the cupboard door, revealing Aurora
suddenly to Grandmother and to the Ministry of Magic man. “Kreacher!” She gaped in silent
protest, wilted under Grandmother’s disapproving glare, and crossed her arms as she looked
at the Ministry of Magic man.

 

“You must be Aurora,” he said, and he had a very crisp sort of voice. She nodded. “Orcus
Selwyn. I’m here to sort out the issue of custody, after your father’s... unfortunate
disappearance.”

 

Aurora stared at him, waiting for Orcus Selwyn to say something more. When he didn’t, she
looked at Grandmother in confusion. “Someone else has to take you in,” Grandmother said,
wrinkling her nose. “Your father wanted Andromeda, but I won’t hand you off to another
blood traitor.”

 

“Quite right,” said Orcus Selwyn, with an approving nod. “I understand, Ms Black, which is
why I offered to be the one to sort the matter. She is of Black blood, after all.”

 

“Yes,” Grandmother said stiffly, with a hard look at Orcus Selwyn. “Pure blood.”

 

He looked slightly surprised, but nodded hastily. Grandmother was very scary when she
wanted to be, and she wanted to be quite a lot, so she had good practice. “Might we progress
somewhere more comfortable?”

 

Grandmother sniffed. “Indeed. Kreacher, fix tea for our guest.”

 

“Yes Mistress,” Kreacher said quickly, scraping into a bow. “Of course Mistress.” He
scampered off down the hall towards the kitchen and Aurora looked at Orcus Selwyn. He
smiled somewhat stiffly at her; she was beginning to think all adults were stiff now. Papa
hadn’t been stiff. He’d run around outside with her on his shoulders and she’d screamed and
laughed for ages. Grandmother didn’t do that and Kreacher was too small so Aurora didn’t
want to ask. The grown ups went into the living room, which was the brightest room in the
house — except for Aurora’s bedroom, the walls of which she had finally convinced
Grandmother to let Kreacher colour dusty pink. This room had a very big window that
Aurora liked playing pretend fairies next to, usually with a very begrudging Kreacher.



 

“If you wish for Aurora to remain with a blood relative,” said Orcus Selwyn as he sat down,
pulling out sheafs of parchment, “we have options. I have been in contact with your late
husband’s father Arcturus Black, his sister Lucretia Prewett, your brother Cygnus Black, and
your niece, Narcissa Malfoy. The Malfoys have a son of similar age to Aurora—”

 

“Draco,” Grandmother broke in, “I know, I have met him.”

 

He was going to make her leave. Blood rushed in Aurora’s ear, the confused and uncertain
fear from the beginning of November running cold through her again. She had only just
gotten used to Grandmother and though she still scared her, she liked Kreacher, and she never
wanted for anything. Other people might be worse and they might not have a Kreacher. And
she was still exploring here. There was a lot more of the house that she had to see, and she
didn’t want to give up.

 

“Of course,” said Orcus, looking suddenly rather flustered. “Of course, Ms Black. If you
have any preference, the child is still magically in your care and you can make the decision
yourself, and I will inform whoever you appoint. As I’m sure you know, your son’s will
appointed James and Lily Potter as his daughter’s guardians, but er, given the
circumstance...” He seemed to falter, seeing the anger in Grandmother’s eyes.

 

“Potter,” Aurora said quietly, frowning. She knew them. “Where are they?”

 

Her grandmother and Orcus both turned to stare at her, the former very tight lipped, and the
latter looking very awkward indeed. “I trust you have not told her?”

 

“She is two years old,” Grandmother said. “I do not believe she would understand the
situation.”

 

She had thought they were dead. They had passed on beyond the veil, like her mummy and
her family. This situation, that must be it. Little Harry had been her best friend, apart from her
dad. Now Kreacher was her best friend, albeit a strange one. She didn’t want to lose him.

 



Orcus’ cheeks went a bit red. “Understandable. Understandable, of course... Mr Black also
mentioned Andromeda Tonks in his will—”

 

“She is not a Black,” Grandmother said tightly. “Nor is he — not truly.”

 

“Quite,” Orcus said. “In that case, who will it be?” Aurora was very confused. Her
grandmother was looking after her — well, in a manner of speaking. She wasn’t as nice as
papa but Aurora did like her, because she was familiar and having been stuck inside for so
long, she didn’t want anybody new. She didn’t want to be with someone else.

 

“Gra-mother,” she said slowly, enunciating every syllable. Orcus looked at her, as did her
Grandmother, both of them seeming faintly surprised. “I want to stay with grandmother.”

 

“Ah.” Orcus and Grandmother exchanged awkward glances. “That’s lovely, Miss.”

 

She frowned as they turned back to one another, talking hushedly so that she couldn’t hear
what they were saying. He had said that the other ones had a son her age. She wanted to meet
him. Papa’s friends had had a son, Harry, and he was small and very loud, but he was her
friend. If she stayed with those other people would their son be her friend too? He might be
more fun than Kreacher, but Kreacher also didn’t complain when she told him to make books
fly and probably the other boy couldn’t even make books fly. At least, Aurora hoped he
didn’t, because she couldn’t make anything fly yet.

 

“She could meet them,” Orcus was saying to her grandmother. “Before we make any
decisions.”

 

Grandmother glanced at Aurora, who frowned. “Who?”

 

“We’re considering sending you to stay with my sister in law, Lucretia,” Grandmother said.
“She has no children of her own.”

 

“Lu-cri—”Aurora couldn’t say that name. She pouted. “Where?”



 

Any more new people made her scared. She had only known very few people, her parents’
closest friends. They didn’t trust many people, because her papa had said some people
weren’t nice and might want to hurt them. Anything could happen to her. Aurora gripped her
chair tightly, feeling sick.

 

Grandmother ignored her, speaking to Orcus in a low voice. Aurora picked up the name
Arcturus somewhere again. Kreacher appeared with a tray of steaming tea along with a cup
of juice for Aurora, and she smiled tightly at him as she took it. He stayed beside her when
Grandmother did not dismiss him, and Aurora whispered, “What happened?”

 

“Kreacher cannot say,” he said. “Kreacher cannot tell Mistress Aurora yet.”

 

She didn’t like that answer, and turned away from Kreacher with a very loud huff.
Grandmother and Orcus were talking again, and then Grandmother sighed, eyes turning on
Aurora, who blinked. “You said you wished to remain with me,” she said. “Here?”

 

Aurora nodded quickly. “You and Kreacher.”

 

Grandmother sighed, pinching her forehead. “You remember what I told you?” Aurora
blinked at her in confusion. “You do not cry. You do not whine. You do as you’re told.”
Aurora nodded.

 

“I’ll be good, Grandmother. I promise, I’ll be the most good girl ever.”

 

“Very well.” She pursed her lips and turned to Orcus Selwyn. “Lucretia is married to a
Prewett, a family very openly against the master of my late son. They are good, but it is too
dangerous right now. Arcturus is old and losing sight of the pure way, Cygnus is, frankly,
unstable, and I will not have her with the Malfoys, schemers that they are.” She wrinkled her
nose. “She will remain with me until further notice. Perhaps I can finally raise an heir this
family can be proud of.”

 



Aurora smiled in relief. Orcus Selwyn looked rather put out, but he nodded anyway and they
left quickly and smoothly. Aurora beamed as she turned to Kreacher. “I get to stay!” she said,
feeling tears of relief which she pushed away quickly, hoping Grandmother wouldn’t know.,
Kreacher smiled at her, though it was slightly forced, and he wrung his hands. 

 

“Good, Mistress Black. You will be a good mistress.”

 

“I’ll be the best,” she said, hoping that she could he, that her grandmother wouldn’t try to get
rid of her again. She had to be better and perfect. Just in case. “I promise I’ll be good.”



Arcturus Black

Aurora was just past her fourth birthday when Grandmother brought Carlotta Yaxley to their
home. “She will be your tutor,” she told Aurora crisply. “In reading and writing — English,
Latin, French, History, and mathematics, as well as anything else you want to learn and you
agree with me.”

Aurora’s eyes lit up. Now she might be able to read the non picture books her grandmother
kept giving her. “Really?” She beamed and ran to give her grandmother a hug. She was very
stiff and did not give good hugs at all, so Aurora walked back quickly and shook her head.
“Sorry, Grandmother.”

Grandmother looked down at her, tight-lipped. “You can start with the alphabet, Yaxley.”
Carlotta nodded. “Start now.”

Aurora learned her As and Bs and Cs and then her 1s and 2s and 3s. She found that while
reading was fun, she liked doing maths and making the numbers all add up just right, and
perfecting the shape of every single one of them. Reading let her imagine, but adding and
subtracting was real and rational and it was very satisfying to get it right and to have Carlotta
tell her so.

She got to meet the Malfoys’ son, too, when she was five and Grandmother judged her as old
and responsible enough to make friends — because Arcturus and Cygnus and Cassiopeia
were the only other people she really knew, and they were all old and not stimulating
relationships. Draco wasn’t at all like her faint memory of the dark haired boy she had been
friends with; he was blonde and pale and upright and proper and he told her off for ripping
the page of one of his books but then he got his house elf to fix it and it was okay. He was a
good flier, though, and successfully bullied his parents into letting him and Aurora race each
other around their massive garden on brooms.

“You’re good,” he told her when they landed, both flushed. “For a girl.”

“I’m good for anyone,” she told him, crossing her arms and scowling. “I’ll beat you if we
race again.”

He laughed at her but the next time they went head to head, she did beat him, and she greatly
enjoyed the look on his face when she did so. She also enjoyed Grandmother’s faint smile
when she told her of how she’d beaten Draco by a considerable time, and she greatly enjoyed
getting ice cream as part of her pudding that night, as a special treat. “You mustn’t be
arrogant, though,” her grandmother warn her. “And you mustn’t be inelegant.” Aurora drew
herself up taller and pulled her sleeves down so they were smooth. Her grandmother looked
at her approvingly. “Good. You are learning. I’ll get that dirty blood out of you yet.”

And when Aurora was very nearly six years old, and learning to be prim and proper and hold
herself like a pureblood lady, Grandmother died. It wasn’t sudden, people said, because she’d
been ill for years, ever since Regulus died. But it was sudden to Aurora, who didn’t
understand how her grandmother had been getting slower and tireder, and who didn’t know



how dying worked. She thought of her Mummy, when she sat in a set of black robes and
watched a heavy coffin getting lowered into the ground. She knew her Mummy had been in a
coffin, but she hadn’t sat and watched. Papa hadn’t let her.

Part of her thought, maybe hoped, that her father would come today of all days, to say
goodbye to his mother and to take Aurora home with him to Kreacher. But he didn’t. She
wasn’t sure she would know his face anyway. At the end of the funeral, Orcus Selwyn took
her over to Arcturus Black, a tall old man, balding with white hair and a lot of wrinkles. He
had the same eyes as she did — deep, dark brown, and wide, though sunken more into his
face now. She went home with him, to a big house in the Cornish countryside with high
ceilings and lots of pretty chandeliers and stained glass windows.

There was lots of room for her to run about, more than there had been when she stayed in
Grimmauld Place. And Great-Grandad Arcturus, who she was calling GaGa because Great
Grandad Arcturus was a mouthful, was very old and very slow, so didn’t stop her from doing
as she pleased so long as she didn’t go beyond the ring of trees around Black Manor. She
liked running through the high grass, liked climbing up the tallest trees in the garden.
Arcturus didn’t call her things like blood traitor or dirty-blooded like grandmother had — he
told her that her mother had been a Muggleborn, but that that was alright because Aurora was
Aurora and they would raise her right anyway. He told her to know her worth, but to be kind
with her power, never indulging in cruelty unless necessary.

“Many people went too far in the name of purity,” he told her once, though she didn’t quite
understand what he meant by it yet, “go too far down the path of darkness and forget who
they are. You won’t do that, my Aurora. No, no — this is a new world. Do what you must to
survive, for our house. But do not pledge yourself to madness.”

But Aurora didn’t much care for talk of madness, far more excited to have freedom to run
around and someone to give her warm hugs. She was allowed to have visitors too, so Draco
Malfoy saw her a few times and so did his friend Pansy Parkinson, who Aurora only liked
sometimes, when she wasn’t fussing over her hair. She didn’t like to fly very much, but that
was alright with Aurora. She refereed all of her and Draco’s races and usually Aurora won,
which Draco didn’t like at all.

“You definitely cheat,” he told her, and she shook her head.

“You definitely whine,” she told him pointedly, remembering what her grandmother had
always told her. “And you must never whine. It’s unbecoming of you.”

The Summer before she turned seven, GaGa took her to Diagon Alley. “When you get your
acceptance to school,” he told her, “you’ll come here to get your books and supplies and your
wand, and a broom, if you wish to have one.”

“Where will I go to school?” she asked him, clutching his hand tightly as they made their
way from the pub to the small corner of street behind. Draco had said his father wanted to
send him to Durmstrang, and Pansy wanted to go to Beauxbatons because she thought their
uniforms were lovely, but Aurora knew that all of the Blacks — including her father — had
gone to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, which was in Scotland.



“That’s rather up to you,” Arcturus told her. “Hogwarts would be ideal, and if you want a
position within society or the Ministry here it is best to make connections which would fit
someone from the House of Black. But Durmstrang Institute has a very strong curriculum in
the Dark Arts which Albus Dumbledore refuses to even consider, and Igor Karkaroff is a
family friend. You would do well there. Beauxbatons... I would not recommend it, but you
may do some research into the matter. Your name has been down for Hogwarts since you
were born - but I suppose, if you decide in a few years’ time you would rather go to
Durmstrang or Beauxbatons, I would support your application.” Aurora grinned.
Beauxbatons was in France, Pansy had told her, and she thought France must be a lovely
place. Paris was meant to be very romantic and they had such lovely dresses in the past.

“What about other schools?” she asked. “Like Ilvermorny?”

Arcturus looked down at her and shook his head. “Absolutely not America. It does not have
the legacy we are looking for. American wizards are all flashy, new money. We are Blacks.
We are proud, but we don’t show off, do we?” She shook her head, as he tapped the wall
before them. “No, I would not support you going to Ilvermorny. Hogwarts, Beauxbatons, or
Durmstrang.”

She supposed it wasn’t a bad choice. And she was very quickly distracted by the wall in front
of her moving away, to reveal a winding, bustling, bright street befores her. “It looks lovely,”
she said, sighing.

“Yes, yes,” Arcturus said crisply. “Stand up straight now, Aurora. If we come across anybody
I know, I want you to introduce yourself politely, and smile, and if they extend their hand
then you shake it, yes?” She nodded quickly to show she understood him. “And if anyone
makes a comment on your birth, or your father, you are to stay quiet and let me handle it.
Diplomacy is the most important skill — do not get upset.”

Aurora nodded. She’d long since learned not to bring up her father to anyone, and only think
about it when she was on her own. She knew more now than she had when she’d lived with
her grandmother. She knew Sirius Black, her father, had been a spy for the Dark Lord, whose
name no one spoke but whom everyone seemed to revere, and had handed him the vital
information he needed to kill the Potters. That was something she didn’t understand. He had
been friends with them. She remembered hearing that they were her godparents. Then he’d
killed their oldest friend, too, and a street of Muggles, and his cousin Bellatrix had tortured
the Longbottoms to the point of insanity and then Arcturus had stopped speaking about it,
only saying that Aurora had to be better than that, and that the family had to survive it. She
didn’t ask any more about the subject.

Walking down Diagon Alley felt different to being in any other Wizarding place. She’d been
in Grimmauld Place and at the Malfoys’ and Parkinsons’ houses, and the Black Manor, but
none of them felt like Diagon Alley did. It was bright and the sun shone on her and she could
feel the excitement of everyone else rushing about, doing their errands. It was nice. She liked
it.

Arcturus took her to Twilfitt and Taffling’s for some new day robes — she got a sky blue set,
a deep purple set, and a black set — and then to the apothecary for ingredients for his
Potions. “Can I help?” she asked him and he shook his head.



“This is all very complicated. Perhaps when you’re older, and you’ve shown a little bit more
of your magic.”

She grinned - that sounded like a yes, eventually - and held her head high as she walked
around with Arcturus. There was a little darker corner of the street, leading down into a
shadier street and they headed towards there slowly. “Aurora,” Arcturus said, “you’re goinnto
be very sensible and proper, and have a look in Flourish and Blotts for some books to read
while I go down here.” He pointed to the dark alley and Aurora frowned over his shoulder.

“Why?”

“Don’t ask me why. I won’t be more than half an hour.”

She was about to protest, but Arcturus was already guiding her into the bookshop next door
and then he disappeared, leaving her there. Frustration welled behind her eyes, and she
stamped her foot, pouting a little. Then she reminded herself not to whine, and tilted her chin
higher and strode over to the Latin section. They had a lot of titles there, though they were all
very long and probably for witches much older and better at Latin than she was. Quite
affronted, she meandered over to the children’s section, which she did not think she needed to
resort to. They had a lot of copies of something called the Tales of Beedle the Bard. They
were Draco’s favourite bedtime stories, Pansy said, although he always denied it. She’d never
been read bedtime stories by her grandmother and she daren't ask Arcturus to read them to
her.

Still. She wanted to know what all the fuss was about. So Aurora crept over and took one of
the faded blue copies from the shelf, flipping through it. Babbity Rabbity and the Cackling
Stump... The Tale of the Three Brothers... The Warlock’s Hairy Heart... They were all rather
strange stories, she thought, but nevertheless read through the first two quickly in the time
before Arcturus came back for her, holding a small bag that he wouldn’t let her see inside.

“That’s too young for you,” he said, frowning at the book. Aurora hastily slid it onto the
shelf. “Come on, why don’t we find something in French for you to practise with?”

They found two French books to take home with them, and then Arcturus brought Aurora to
the Magical Menagerie. “I thought you might like to have a pet of your own,” he said,
“seeing as I have an owl, but I’m getting rather old and can’t be much fun.”

Aurora beamed, looking around. There were many owls on the top of the shelves, petting and
staring down at her with wide, bright eyes. A cage of rats scuttled about nearby and she gave
them a very wide berth, instead looking around for any signs of dogs. Dogs had always been
her favourite animal, and she had vague memories of a big black one, that appeared in her
dreams sometimes.

“Are there dogs?” she asked Arcturus, clutching his hand tightly. “I like dogs.”

He gave her a strange look. “You do?”

Aurora nodded seriously. “I want a big one, a black dog.”



His lips quirked up in a smile. “Well, a dog is a lot of work, Aurora, to train, and I’m not sure
a big dog would be very good for the two of us.”

“Dogs like me!” Aurora insisted. “My dog is very well trained.”

A frown creased his brow. “Your dog?”

She felt immediately she’d said something wrong, but nodded. “The dog in my dreams. I
remember it, it’s very nice.”

Arcturus took a moment to take this in, then nodded slowly. “I see. Well, I still think a dog
may be beyond us for now, and I don’t see any here besides. Perhaps a cat, though? They
make for very loyal familiars.”

Aurora held in her pout, knowing that he was right about the lack of dogs here, and headed
instead to the corner where a dozen or so cats were playing together. One in particular stood
out, a large but excitable black cat. It bounced over to Aurora and she took fright a little
before she regained herself.

“Be careful,” Arcturus told her sternly, and eyed the cat with suspicion. Aurora laughed, and
let the cat lick the tips of her fingers.

“She’s a black cat,” she said, giggling. Arcturus didn’t look nearly as amused as she was.
“Can I get her?”

Arcturus sighed, but Aurora had already set her heart on this cat. “Very well, seeing as you
like her so much. I’ll speak to the clerk.”

Aurora beamed, and managed to coerce the black cat into her arms. She brought her over just
as the clerk and Arcturus agreed upon a price and her GaGa paid. “Does she have a name?”
Aurora asked, stroking the cat, who nuzzled her elbow.

“We call her Katy,” the clerk said. “But she might respond to something else.”

Aurora frowned at the cat, who glanced up at her with wide, pale yellow eyes. “How about
Stella?” The cat mewed affectionately and Aurora beamed, glancing at Arcturus. “She’s
called Stella now.”



A Quiet Goodbye

Aurora had always done little bits of magic here and there. She liked to make books go on
fire when she was frustrated with the characters, and had more than once jumped out of a tree
from a far higher height than was safe and come out perfectly fine. Arcturus said she was
going to make a fine witch someday, and make the family proud.

The one thing she loved more than magic was dancing. Arcturus had hired her a private ballet
teacher when she was seven, as her typical method of expressing her energy was by making
things explode (accidentally) or by running around and getting muddy, neither of which he
approved of. Aurora hadn’t expected to love ballet, but she did. It was clean and precise and
she knew where everything was meant to go and how it should feel.

She got to jump around, too, but it was refined, and her movements were stronger. More
controlled. She knew Arcturus approved, and she liked to think her grandmother would have,
too.

By the time she reached the age of nine, he had her helping him to brew remedial potions.
“My hands aren’t what they used to be,” he said. He was right; they were withered and
wrinkled and she noticed how they shook when he tried to hold anything. So she chopped
things for him when they had to be chopped finely, and learned not to be grossed out by eels
or fish eyes — that counted as whining, too. And she stirred things when they had to be
stirred carefully, and Arcturus let her use his wand a lot since she didn’t have her own.

“I promise I’ll take you to get your own as soon as you get your acceptance letter,” he told
her. “Like every other witch and wizard your age.”

But that was a great concern, too. Aurora still didn’t know where she wanted to go to school.
Durmstrang was interesting and she though their emphasis not only on the Dark Arts but on
Alchemy was fascinating, but Beauxbatons’ curriculum was a lot more flexible and also had
a brilliant Alchemy course — Nicholas Flamel himself had studied it there. She spent days
poring over books about the three great wizarding schools, making notes and comparison
charts. Her mind was made up eventually after a lengthy conversation with Arcturus, who
said that if she was still uncertain then she ought to go with the safest and traditional option
of Hogwarts.

“If you wish to study the Dark Arts,” he told her, “I’m sure you will find I am a more than apt
teacher, and if not, I can certainly find one. And Alchemy you can study on your own terms, I
have no doubt you will be able to.”

So she’d nodded, and when she’d found out that both Draco and Pansy were going to
Hogwarts, that effectively sealed the deal for her. “You will be in Slytherin, won’t you?”
Pansy asked her.

“Of course I will,” Aurora told her haughtily, praying that she was right. “I’m a Black, aren't
I?”



“My mother said your father was a Gryffindor,” Draco said in a whisper, even though they
were quite alone in the garden.

“Well, I’m not my father,” she told him with a sharp look which had Draco shutting up
immediately. “I will be in Slytherin. Perhaps if you ask such ridiculous questions, you’ll be in
Gryffindor, Draco. Or Hufflepuff.”

Draco pulled a horrified face. “Don’t say things like that! Can you imagine the shame?”

“Well, then don’t you entertain the idea of me being in Gryffindor,” she whispered back,
quite frustrated. “I won’t be.”

Her eleventh birthday came first of any of them, on the twenty-seventh of September. “I bet
you’ll be the oldest in our year,” Pansy told her. “I don’t know anyone else with a September
birthday.”

“And I’m stuck with a birthday in June,” Draco said gloomily. “It’s horrid.”

“You’ll be eleven soon enough,” Aurora told him with a smirk, tossing her hair over her
shoulder. She’d wanted a large party, but Arcturus was getting slow now, and not doing very
well at all. They’d employed two new house elves, Tippy and Timmy, to help care for him,
but she was eleven now and she wasn’t stupid. She knew he wasn’t well, and he was even
older than her grandmother had been.

“Can’t you take me to get my wand now?” she asked him after Draco and Pansy had left.
He’d retired to his bed, with Tippy and Timmy hovering worriedly around him. “I’m eleven!”

“Not until...” He coughed violently and Tippy’s eyes widened in alarm as she scurried around
to try and force some water down his throat.

“I’ll do it,” Aurora said, taking the glass and holding Arcturus up. She could feel him
shaking. “It’s okay.”

“It’s tradition,” he said once he’d regained the ability of speech. “You don’t get your wand
until you get your Hogwarts acceptance letter.”

“But we know I’m going to be accepted! You said so!”

“Yes,” Arcturus said with a faint smile. He looked very white. “But tradition is tradition,
Aurora. Keep your head up. The time will fly by. And I’ll by better by the time you get your
letter, I can take you and we can make a proper occasion out of it.”

She nodded, and he squeezed her hand. “Now, go and ask Remy to make dinner for you. I’ll
see you in the morning.”

He didn’t get better. Christmas was a solemn, subdued affair. Arcturus couldn’t get out of
bed, he was shaking so badly, and they ate dinner in his bedroom, Aurora sitting nervously in
an armchair. “Shouldn’t you go to St Mungo’s?” she asked him quietly.

“No,” he croaked stubbornly. “No need for that.”



“But you’re unwell!” Tears welled in her eyes that she tried to blink away. “I’m worried
about you!”

“Don’t make a fuss, Aurora,” he told her. “And don’t cry.”

She sniffed, and tried to wipe her eyes on the sleeve of her robe. “I’m not,” she muttered.
“It’s the pollen.” He thankfully did not point out that it was December.

“I’ll get better,” he told her. “Once Winter’s over I’ll be much better, you wait and see.” He
smiled, patting her hand. “I’ll send you to your Aunt Lucretia tomorrow, she’ll be happy to
see you.”

She knew that meant he was too tired to deal with her. Heavily, she finished the rest of dinner
and crept back to her own bedroom to read a book she’d snuck from the library about the
Dark Arts, and went to sleep still sad.

“I’m worried about him, too,” Lucretia told her in the morning. “He’s only getting older. But
you are almost at Hogwarts age, and he doesn’t want you worrying about him. Keep your
head up, Aurora. Don’t cry now.”

“Can you speak to St Mungo’s?” she asked quietly. “They might be able to help more than
the house elves!”

“My father doesn’t trust St Mungo’s healers,” Aunt Lucretia said. “Or the Ministry.” She
patted Aurora on the shoulder. “It’ll be alright. How about you have a go on Ignatius’ old
broom?”

Arcturus started to get marginally better in the early Spring, but Aurora could tell everyone
was worried. This was happening too soon. He was Lord Black, Head of the House, and the
title should have descended to his eldest son, Aurora’s grandfather — but Orion Black was
long dead, one son missing and the other imprisoned, and everyone agreed eleven was far too
young for a girl to take on the role as Head. They agreed Lucretia would take on the role until
Aurora came of age, and held a ceremony so that the family magic recognised Aurora
properly. She hadn’t been brought into the family in the traditional way, but she was their
future now.

Politics became a key part of her curriculum. Her tutors were Arcturus and Lucretia, and
occasionally Cygnus and Cassiopeia Black, teaching her the composition of the three
counsels of the Ministry — the Wizengamot legal court, the Legislating Assembly, and the
Minister’s Inner Council. She memorised the big names, the different factions, and her
family’s position hovering on the verge of the Conservatives and the Moderates. These
lessons were to prepare her to be Head of the House, should the worst happen. She learned
more etiquette than she had to, and was tested during dinners with older wizards from the
Assembly — Abraxas Malfoy, Arum Keith, Edmund Bulstrode — and their wives or,
occasionally, heirs. Questions were asked about her mother which were deftly avoided, and
each time Arcturus would remind her that the word ‘mudblood’ held no meaning unless she
let it, and that she was defined by being a Black, not by anything else.



“Rise above it,” he told her, “there will come a day when nothing will matter but your own
words.”

He seemed almost fully recovered by late Spring, as he had promised, and as the time for
Hogwarts letters came nearer - with Pansy’s birthday and then Theodore Nott’s and then
Draco’s - Aurora found herself forgetting all about her worry from last year. She spent more
time outside, running around in the garden, flying on Uncle Ignatius’s old broom which he
had kindly given to her. Climbing trees felt like nothing now. She was getting too tall for the
height to scare her.

“I do hope we get to share a bedroom,” Pansy told her as they sat under the tallest tree.
“Daphne Greengrass and Millicent Bulstrode both want to share with me, but I’d much rather
be with you.”

“Oh, I hope so too,” Aurora said. “As long as we’re both in Slytherin.”

“You aren’t still worried about that are you?” Pansy asked her shrilly. “Of course we’ll both
be in Slytherin.”

She nodded but that worry remained. Her father hadn’t been in Slytherin, and he was the
greatest shame of the family. If she didn’t make it in... “And besides,” Pansy said, “I won’t let
you not be in Slytherin. The other houses make their students sleep in dormitories! With four
other people! Imagine that, you could be stuck in with any old Mudbloods and blood
traitors.”

“My father was a blood traitor,” Aurora said uncomfortably. “And my mother...”

“Yeah, but they were Gryffindors! You’re not going to be a Gryffindor!” Pansy sighed huffily
and got up. “If you’re going to be moody then I’m going home. Stop worrying so much.”

“I’m not worrying,” Aurora told her, also standing up. “I’m just considering all of the
potential outcomes.”

“You talk like you’re old,” Pansy muttered. “Be fun!”

“I am fun!” Aurora protested. “I can climb trees!”

“Proper fun.” Pansy rolled her eyes. “Not tomboy fun. You’re almost at Hogwarts now,
Aurora. You have to be a lady, like me.”

“You’re not a lady,” Aurora said. “And you’re younger than me! I can be a lady whenever I
want to be.”

Pansy stuck her tongue out to prove her point and Aurora giggled, linking their arms. “I will
be in Slytherin,” she said decisively. “I promise.”

Aurora’s Hogwarts letter was due to arrive on July the fifteenth, according to her estimations.
She was counting down the days, and watching the skies eagerly for any important looking
owls that might be coming her way. “And it will definitely come?” she asked Arcturus
anxiously, standing by the window as he lay quietly in bed. The Summer had brought another



bought of illness, though he insisted it would pass and she had nothing to worry about.
“You’re sure? My name is definitely on the list?”

“Quite sure,” Arcturus said with a wheezy, strained chuckle. “Come and sit down now, and
fix your skirt.” She did so hastily, checking her hair was alright in the window’s reflection
before she hurried back to sit by Arcturus’ bed. He was looking pale, even paler than usual.
He didn’t say anything for a very long while, and Aurora knew he felt worse than he let on.
She’d heard the house elves whispering, and Aunt Lucretia had been visiting an awful lot
recently.

She wondered where she would end up if he did die soon. Perhaps Aunt Lucretia would take
her in, or Draco’s mother, who was after all, still a Black by blood. Or maybe Draco’s
grandfather Cygnus — he was, after all, her great-uncle by her mother’s side. Her mind
wandered to the Potters, what her world would be like if they were alive. She wasn’t sure if
she’d like it. She wouldn’t know Draco, and they were all blood traitors, blood traitors who
had picked the wrong side and paid the price. That was what Arcturus said any time she
asked. She supposed if they were still alive, it would mean her father had never been a spy
and given them over to the Dark Lord and gotten caught committing murder. She’d still live
with him. Maybe he’d even have gotten his place back on the family tree. She was currently
just floating somewhere on the bottom, like a stray leaf.

“You look upset,” Arcturus said, drawing her attention back to him. “Don’t worry. You will
get your Hogwarts letter. I promise it.”

“What if I don’t? And what if I don’t get into Slytherin? What if... What if I end up a
Gryffindor, too?”

“You’ll still be a Black,” he told her croakily. “You won’t go the same way as your father. I
know you won’t. You get to choose. I have every faith that you will be brilliant no matter
what you do. Just don’t let anyone else define you.”

“Wha if people talk about me? What if they say — what if they say mudblood? Or blood
traitor? What if I don’t matter?”

“Then you make yourself matter.” He grasped her hand tightly. “Remember what I have
taught you. Know your worth, dear. Your mother and father don’t matter — you may yet be
the best of us. And I love you, no matter what. I will always be proud of you.” She nodded
with a lump in her throat. “Don’t cry, Aurora.”

“I wasn’t going to!”

He nodded, closing his eyes. “Don’t cry.”

He squeezed her hand and then didn’t let go. He had gone quite still, and Aurora thought...
He wasn’t breathing. “Arcturus?” she asked frantically. “Arcturus! Arcturus!” She wrenched
her hand from his grip, quite horrified, and put her ear to his chest. He wasn’t breathing. He
wasn’t breathing. Her eyes filled with terrified tears. “Arcturus! Tippy! Timmy! Help!”



With two loud cracks the house elves appeared in the room, both quite frantic. Timmy
disappeared and came back with a very white-looking Aunt Lucretia, who promptly ushered
Aurora from the room. “Arcturus!” she said, heart pounding. “He — he wasn’t breathing!”

“I know,” said Aunt Lucretia, who looked like she was trying very, very hard not to cry. “I
know, Aurora. Go to your bedroom. I’ll come and find you later.”

“But Arcturus—”

“There’s nothing you can do for him. I need to be in there.”

“But he—”

“Aurora!” Her voice broke. “Stop arguing, do as I tell you, and go to your room.”

She didn’t see him again that night. Aunt Lucretia came in to tell her that he had died, there
was nothing they could do, but he was peaceful, now. She would stay with her until they
could go home to Uncle Ignatius’ house and then they’d take care of her.

In the morning, Aurora’s Hogwarts letter came by owl and she tore it up and cried as it went
on fire.



A Wand

The day after the first Hogwarts letter, two more arrived. They were persistent. Aurora
debated throwing them out of the window. She didn’t want to go, not now. Arcturus had said
he would take her to get her first wand when she got her acceptance letter and she’d waited
and waited and now it was here. And he couldn’t take her. Her tears seemed to burn her eyes
and she thought she’d burst from the effort of trying not to cry.

Aunt Lucretia took her to stay with her and Uncle Ignatius and four owls found them there.
“You haven’t relied to your letter?” Ignatius asked her with a frown, and she shook her head.

“It - it came the day after...” She was lost for words but he understood. He even smiled
gently.

“It’s alright. I’ll write back and explain the situation.” He looked at her for a moment. “Do
you still want to go?”

She thought about it, and then she shrugged, then remembered shrugging was impolite and
said, “I don’t know. He - he was supposed to take me to get my wand!”

“I know, Aurora,” said Uncle Ignatius. He tried to hug her but she didn’t want him to. She
wanted Arcturus to hug her, to tell her not to cry in the only way that actually stopped her
from crying. She wanted him to still be here because it wasn’t fair! None of it was fair.

“I want to go for a walk,” she said sharply, and turned around so he wouldn’t see her crying
when she walked away.

The funeral was held a few days later. There had been no more letters from Hogwarts, so
Aurora assumed Ignatius had written to them on her behalf, but she didn’t ask. She sat in her
room most of the time and only came out for meals, because she didn’t want Lucretia and
Ignatius to look at her and think she was going to cry, or whine. Because she was a Black and
Blacks had to hold their heads up high but she didn’t want to. She wanted to cry.

She had expected a quiet affair as had been held for her grandmother. But Arcturus’ funeral
had attracted quite the crowd, a whole host of witches and wizards she had never met before
and who either didn’t care to know her or exchanged significant looks when they heard who
she was. She hated it. Everyone was around her and looking at her and she wanted to hex
them all so that they’d get out of her way and she could be in peace.

She didn’t know what to do. Sometimes she wanted to cry but Arcturus had told her not to in
his last moments, and Blacks didn’t cry. It was a rule, and especially important when she was
surrounded by other pure bloods.

Draco was there, though. He and his parents sought her out, and Narcissa Malfoy wrapped an
unusually warm arm around her shoulders. “I’m so sorry,” Draco told her quietly, and looked
at his parents for confirmation. “I always liked your Arcturus.” She just nodded numbly.



“We’ve spoken to Lucretia and Ignatius,” said Mrs Malfoy. “They were going to see if
Ignatius’ niece could take you to Diagon Alley with her children, she has a son your and
Draco’s age, but I think it best if you come with us instead.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to.”

“You don’t want to?” Lucius Malfoy’s voice was cold. She’d always disliked that about him,
and it felt worse now. “Why ever not?”

She didn’t meet his eyes even though she knew she ought to have. “I just don’t.”

“We can get everything else for you,” Mrs Malfoy started worriedly, “but you will have to get
your wand yourself.”

“I don’t want to,” she said again, more forcefully and stood up, legs shaking. “I don’t want
to! I don’t want to go to Diagon Alley, I don’t want to get a wand, and I don’t want to go with
you!”

She stormed off, cheeks blazing, certain she was going to cry as she ducked behind a bush
and curled up. She couldn’t. She didn’t want to go to Hogwarts, not anymore. She didn’t
want to be in Slytherin and she didn’t want to not be in Slytherin, just in case. Part of her
expected Draco to come and find her, but he didn't. No one came looking for her until the
funeral dispersed and Uncle Ignatius and Aunt Lucretia appeared.

“That was quite the speech you made to the Malfoys,” Uncle Ignatius said sternly. “You
mustn’t speak to them like that.”

“It’s true,” she blurted out. “I don’t want to.”

“You have to,” said Aunt Lucretia, straightening up. She looked haughty and in control, like
any Black woman should. “It is your role, it is tradition, and you will not abandon tradition
for the sake of grieving. You are eleven years old. There is plenty of time for grief.”

Aurora shook her head. “But I’m upset now.”

“Then don’t be. You are a Black.”

“I know that!”

“Don’t cry. Don’t whine. Do as I tell you. You’re coming to Diagon Alley with us.”

They took her to Diagon Alley on the first day of August. The sun was shining brightly and
Aurora hated it. She glared at the sky until her eyes hurt and she could hardly see, and then
Aunt Lucretia dragged her along the street. “Stop that,” she snapped. “You look foolish,
Aurora.”

“I’m holding my head high,” she said, though she did tear her gaze away from the sun. It was
starting to make her cry.



Aunt Lucretia got their money from the Gringotts vault while Aurora was made to wait
outside with Uncle Ignatius. “You’ll get your own vault when you’re seventeen,” he told her.
“Your grandmother’s inheritance has reverted to you apparently, and you’ve come into an
awful lot of money following Arcturus’ death.”

“I don’t want it,” she muttered, scuffing her feet on the ground. Ignatius frowned and she
remembered that was wrong, so she straightened up and stood still and perfect until Aunt
Lucretia returned. She looked at her approvingly. “Come on, both of you. I thought Madam
Malkin’s first and then Flourish and Blott’s and the apothecary. The rest of what we need we
have at home - and then we can get you your wand.”

It was immeasurably difficult, but Aurora managed to smile at Aunt Lucretia and kept the
smile up until they reached the robe shop. “How about we pop into a shop just across the
road?” Aunt Lucretia said, smiling forcedly as Aurora went to go inside. “Meet us outside
when you’re finished, alright? No wandering off.”

They left her there and she wasn’t entirely surprised. She went inside Madam Malkin’s alone
and was pleased to find it empty, as she sat patiently on a stool for the shop owner to measure
her and fit her Hogwarts robes. “You’re awfully quiet, dear,” Madam Malkin observed.
“Where are your parents?”

She didn’t know how to reply. “My aunt and uncle are in another shop.”

Malkin’s eyes softened. “I see.” She hummed a little. “Any idea what house you’d like to be
in?”

“Slytherin,” she said immediately, and Madam Malkin raised her eyebrows.

“Really? That’s an interesting one.”

“It is?” Aurora stared at her, unsure why anyone wouldn’t want to be in Slytherin.

“Quite so.” She patted her gently on the arm. “You can get down now. You’re an easy fitting,
and an easy customer. I had two boys in earlier, both arguing.” She shook her head. “Come
over and I’ll give you the price.”

Aurora looked around distractedly as Madam Malkin input the prices of her sets of robes, and
then she handed over the money silently. Aunt Lucretia and Uncle Ignatius were already
waiting for her outside, with her ingredients from the apothecary and her books from Flourish
and Blotts. “I wanted to choose my own books,” she said shortly, frowning.

“Well, we wanted to save time,” said Aunt Lucretia. “And now we can go and get your
wand.”

She’d dreaded hearing that. Aurora walked as slowly as she ever had up the winding street,
until they reached a shabby looking shop with peeling paint that bore the name Ollivander.
“This is the one,” Uncle Ignatius said with a grin. “Come inside, hopefully there’s not a
queue.”



There wasn’t a queue, but there was one dark haired boy already in there, who seemed to be
having a bit of trouble. He had with him a man who Aurora thought might have been his
father, except the man was like the size of two or three normal men, and the boy was very
small and skinny. She frowned, watching as he tried wand after wand.

“We don’t have to get me a wand,” she whispered desperately to Aunt Lucretia, who stared at
her.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Aurora. You can’t go to Hogwarts without a wand.”

“I can use Arcturus’ old one-“

“Absolutely not.” She’d thought for a moment Aunt Lucretia might have hit her, and winced
pre-emptively, but she merely sighed and said. “His wand was buried with him. Now stop
your whining. It doesn’t suit you.” She shut up immediately.

It seemed like ages before the other boy got given his wand and hurried out of the shop,
looking flustered. He glanced at Aurora and seemed to smile faintly. She just stared back at
him, wondering if she could make a break for it, and darted out of the door. The boy startled
in surprise as Aurora ducked behind the giant man he had with him, who turned around and
stared.

“Shh,” she pleaded, pressing her finger to her lips and shaking her head.

“What are you doing?” the boy whispered.

“Hiding. My aunt and uncle are trying to get me to find a wand.”

The boy frowned. “Don’t you want a wand?”

She shook her head, and motioned for him to come with her as she attempted to sneak away.
She was headed towards Knockturn Alley, where she was very much not allowed to go and
where she hoped her aunt and uncle wouldn’t find her. “We’ve lost Hagrid,” the boy
whispered. “He’s meant to be showing me around, I don’t know where I’m going.”

“How do you lose someone that tall?” Aurora whispered back, sneaking along by Flourish
and Blotts. “And it’s fine, I do know where I’m going. Just stick with me.”

“But why don’t you want a wand?” The boy looked at her worriedly, something like
recognition in his very green eyes. “Are your aunt and uncle-“

“Aurora.” Aunt Lucretia’s voice was sharp and furious. Aurora’s cheeks heated furiously as
she turned to see her aunt towering over her. “What on Earth do you think you are doing,
sneaking away from us?”

“I don’t want-“

“You are getting a wand and that is that, Aurora.” Aunt Lucretia’s eyes landed on the boy and
she startled, going somewhat white. “Who is this?”



“I don’t know.” Aurora shrugged. “Look, can’t I just-“

“No, Aurora.” Aunt Lucretia bent down. “I know you are grieving my father, and I know you
really wanted him to take you to get your wand. It’s important as a tradition and I understand
that. But you still have to get one. Arcturus wouldn’t want you to go without.”

“But he promised.” Aurora’s lip was wobbling, and she looked up and away from Aunt
Lucretia and the boy, determined not to cry. “He said he’d take me to get my wand.”

“I know. But he can’t, Aurora, so I am. Come on now, say goodbye to your friend.”

“Bye,” Aurora mumbled.

The boy did the same. “I should find Hagrid.”

She nodded and smiled weakly at the boy. Aunt Lucretia was frowning like she wasn’t sure
what to say about it. “Sorry for separating you. But he won’t be too hard to find, I’m sure!”

The boy cracked a smile. “Yeah, probably not. Will I see you at Hogwarts?”

Aurora nodded. She too smiled. “Yeah, probably.”

“Aurora!”

“Coming!” She nodded stiffly at the boy and then hurried away to join her aunt. “I’m really
sorry-“

“Wait until we get home for your apologies, Aurora. That was a foolish thing to do.”

“I know, I’m sorry-“

“I said wait.”

They went inside the shop where Ignatius was waiting with a wizened man Aurora knew
must be Mr Ollivander. Ignatius didn’t say anything, but while he looked disapproving his
eyes were also kind and worried.

“Come on now, Aurora,” said Aunt Lucretia, pulling her forwards to stand before a small,
odd-looking man with a shock of straggly silver hair and a curious expression.

“Yes,” he said quietly, his voice soft. “I did wonder if I’d be seeing you, young Miss Black.”
She frowned at him, but remained silent. “How awfully like your father you are... I can see it
in your eyes.”

“Yes,” Aunt Lucretia said snappily, “we all know about Aurora’s father, but we are here for a
wand, and a wand we shall have.”

Ollivander startled to attention with a half smile. Aurora stared him down, hoping he
wouldn’t mention her father again. “Well then,” Ollivander said at last. “Hold out your wand
arm for me.”



She did so promptly, tilting her chin up so that she was effectively looking down at
Ollivander as he measured her arm. “Yes,” he murmured, shuffling away into the shadows of
his shop. “One moment.”

He returned with a narrow box which Aurora recognised as being for a wand. “Alder and
unicorn hair. Seven inches. Stubborn.” She smiled despite herself as he handed it to her. She
could feel the magic twisted inside it, and grinned as she flicked the wand. Nothing
happened. With a glare, she tried to flick the wand again, and not so much as red sparks came
out.

She glanced up to Ollivander who looked only quietly amused. “Perhaps not,” he said
cheerfully, and plucked the wand from her hand. “Ash, then?” He handedto her another slim
wand box. “With dragon heart string.”

“Powerful,” she heard Uncle Ignatius murmur. “That was the wand wood Lycoris used.”
Aurora attempted to use this wand too, and accidentally shattered the window behind her.
Aunt Lucretia looked rather disapproving, though Ollivander insisted that this kind of thing
happened all the time.

“That one isn’t for you,” he said, taking the ash wand away.

They went through a number of other wand - black walnut and phoenix tail feather, cherry
and dragon heartstring, chestnut and unicorn hair, elm and unicorn hair, maple and dragon
heartstring - all of which were of fine and prestigious woods and which, ultimately, did not
work. Aurora scowled as she handed back the maple wand, which had broken the doorknob.
Aunt Lucretia appeared rather anxious now, whispering to Uncle Ignatius.

Ollivander considered her carefully before he went to get the next wand. His eyes seemed to
linger on the door. “I wonder...” He took a wand box from a high shelf and held it out to her.
If was of a pretty, richly coloured wood, carved with interesting runes and symbols near the
bottom, and twisting at the top. “Hawthorn and dragon heartstring. Eight and a half inches.
Slightly springy.” He smiled at her and Aurora cautiously flicked it towards the shelves.

The tip lit up a warm golden colour, illuminating the shop. Aurora gasped, beaming, as she
felt warmth exude from the wand and wrap around her for a long moment, like it was
hugging her, before it faded. She looked to Aunt Lucretia, who was beaming, and then to
Ollivander. “Very nice,” he said. “That is a smart wand, Miss Black, good for
Transfiguration, but often conflicted in its nature. And it likes you.”

She smiled as Ollivander took the wand back and Aunt Lucretia paid, beaming at Aurora.
“Hawthorn wands perform very well,” she told her as they left. “This is a good sign.”

Aurora flushed, holding the wand box tightly. She wished Arcturus could have seen this,
could have smiled and said he was proud that she had matched with such a good quality of
wand. Her heart gave a sharp pang and she forced a wobbly smile, following Aunt Lucretia
and Uncle Ignatius home and wondering more about what a hawthorn wand meant for her.
She would have to read a book on wand lore, she decided. Just so she knew what she was
getting into, before she arrived at Hogwarts.



She almost didn’t see the Malfoys coming the other way, and leapt out of the way just in
time. Draco turned to stare at her and she almost said hello, were it not for the look on his
father’s face. Confused, she fell back, frowning at her friend. He glanced at his father almost
nervously and subtly shook his head. But she caught him mouthing the words, Write to me,
and smiled confusedly as they disappeared into the crowd and her aunt and uncle tugged her
further back down the street.



The Hogwarts Express

Dear Draco Malfoy,

How are you? I do wish you had taken the time to talk to me in Diagon Alley, I have missed
your company so. I presume you have bought your wand by now - what make is it? Mine is
hawthorn with dragon heartstring, which Aunt Lucretia seemed quite pleased with, so I am
very happy.

I haven’t seen you in some time, or Pansy, and I do miss you both. I apologise for my actions
at Arcturus’ funeral, I oughtn’t have shouted and it was most rude of me when you and your
family were offering me a kindness. Please accept my apology, and I hope that your mother
and father will too - the last thing I wanted was to offend any one of you, especially as you
have all been so good to me, and you are family.

On another note, I am very excited for Hogwarts now. With luck, we will all be in Slytherin
together and have a wonderful time learning. Please write back to me as soon as you can.

Yours sincerely,

Aurora Black

She sent her letter off the morning after she had been to Diagon Alley and received a reply a
few days later.

Dearest Aurora,

I accept your apology and have reported it to Mother and Father. While my father is still not
pleased with your actions, he understands that we will remain friends, especially once we
arrive at Hogwarts. I have also received my wand - it is made of hawthorn and with a unicorn
hair core. Mother and Father are both quite happy with it, though I was hoping for an ash
wand, but am sure this will suit me well.

We are going on holiday to France soon and so I won’t see you the rest of the holidays;
however I am sure we will have plenty of time together at Hogwarts.

Yours,

Draco Lucius Malfoy

Aurora smiled as she set Draco’s letter aside, relieved that all was well. Now she just had to
think about Hogwarts. She would be in Slytherin, but from there she wanted to make more
friends than only Draco and Pansy. With luck, of course, she and Pansy would be in the same
dormitory, but there were bound to be other girls in their year - Daphne Greengrass, Millicent
Bulstrode, Alice Runcorn, Frida Selwyn and Lucille Travers were all the same age as them -
whom she could befriend. In addition, there was Harry Potter.



He ought to be the same age as her, and therefore in the same year. She didn’t know which
Wizarding family he had been staying with, but certainly not one the Blacks associated with.
Still, that could be overcome. She didn’t want to be his friend necessarily, but she knew
Draco thought it would be prudent of them to try and get along. Whatever his family’s
previous allegiances and political views, Harry Potter was famous. He was the boy who
lived. He would be a useful ally to have, and if he ended up as a Slytherin, all the better.

“You don’t need to make friends with blood traitors like that,” Aunt Lucretia told her,
shaking her head. “That’s where your father went wrong. Befriending Potters.”

“Draco thought it would be a good idea,” she admitted.

“Draco is a silly boy,” Lucretia said, and then sighed, crouching so that she was at eye level
with Aurora. “You will get along quite well without Harry Potter. We don’t want to associate
with those who once stood against the Dark Lord. Against our own family. Understand?” She
nodded quickly. “And besides,” Aunt Lucretia said, and her voice was a little quieter, a little
softer, “I’m not sure Harry Potter would like you to talk to him.”

She knew what that meant. It was her father’s fault his parents were dead, after all. Making
friends with Harry Potter was a stupid idea. She wrote to Draco and told him she wasn’t
going to entertain it any longer.

Arcturus had left most everything to either Lucretia or Aurora. While the house at
Grimmauld Place had originally been in his charge, it now went to Aurora, and she and
Lucretia set about sorting through everything in there. “Anything that gives off a magical
energy,” Lucretia instructed, “you do not touch it. You tell me immediately and do what I say
when I deal with it, yes?”

Aurora nodded her assent and Aunt Lucretia set her free on the third floor. She searched the
rooms one by one. Aunt Lucretia had just said to look for anything that was Arcturus’, and
nothing her did; they looked like boys’ rooms. One decked out in the Slytherin colours green
and silver, but the other and astounding scarlet and gold for Gryffindor. She blinked in
surprise as she hovered in the doorway. This was her father’s room, she realised, when he had
lived here. It felt so strange to stand there, but a part of her was curious too, as to why this
had been left like this for so long. She combed through the room, listening out for any sign of
Aunt Lucretia coming upstairs - she didn’t think she’d like to find her here - and there wasn’t
much of value until she stumbled across a stack of papers. Muggle photographs.

They were old, and it took Aurora a while to pick out her father - there. With Arcturus’ eyes
and her hair and her grandmother’s cheekbones. He was laughing, head thrown back happily,
and though the photo was stagnant it seemed more alive than any other. It was strange to see
him like that, as opposed to the murderer she’d always been told he was.

There were others in the photos too, as she poured through them. One she thought might have
been her mother - they had the same eyes, and at the age she seemed to be, she looked similar
- but she didn’t know. That hurt in an unexpected way, the fact that she didn’t even know
what her mother looked like.



One was of a girl and a boy, just growing into adulthood. One with brilliant red hair and
green eyes that were bright despite the fadedness of the photo, and a boy with messy hair
who was grinning. The girl looked fondly annoyed with him, in the process of rolling her
eyes when the photo was taken. She turned the photo over, looking at the elegant
handwriting. James and (a very annoyed) Evans. James. James Potter? And was that Evans,
was that Lily Potter? Her head spun. “Aurora!” Aunt Lucretia’s voice called. “Is everything
alright up there?”

“Fine!” Aurora called nervously, stuffing the photos in her deep robes pocket. “Nothing
important here!”

She hurried out of that room and into the Slytherin room, pretending to be interested in a ring
with a snake on it, as Aunt Lucretia. “Come on,” she said, “I doubt there is much on this floor
anyway. The drawing room needs more cleaning than I am up to, we’ll do that at another
time. There is an awful lot of Dark magic around here.” She looked about and shivered. “It’s
no place for you, Aurora.”

Aurora followed her back out of the house into the sunny London street. She took her aunt’s
arm and kept a firm hand on the photos in her pocket as they Apparated away. Those pictures
were important. One might even have been of her mother, and one was definitely of her
father. She didn’t know how she felt about that yet.

On September the First, eleven year olds across Magical Britain awoke excited for their first
year at Hogwarts, and Aurora was no exception. Though she was, as she kept reminding her
aunt and uncle, almost twelve, and becoming quite grown up, she did find herself smiling a
bit in the mirror when she got dressed. All of her books, robes, and other school equipment
were packed neatly and organisedly in her trunk, and her cat Stella sat by her feet. “Well,”
she said, with a lump in her throat. She wished Arcturus had been there to see her off, to wish
her well and tell her she’d be a shoe in for Slytherin. She wondered what he would think of
Harry Potter. He’d probably say the same as Aunt Lucretia. “Time for school.”

They got to Platform Nine and Three-Quarters, and Aurora clutched a little list of her
Hogwarts Plan.

Work hard and study, and ensure all your teachers like you so you have a better chance of
getting help in classes and better grades.

Befriend other purebloods and Slytherins and ensure everybody knows you are a true Black,
not a blood traitor or a Dark Lord’s servant.

Don’t cry and don’t whine. Do as you are told, do not bring up your father to anyone, stop
anyone who tries to bring it up. Make Arcturus proud.

It wasn’t much and it wasn’t a solid plan, but Aurora was determined to stick to it. “We’ll see
you for Christmas,” Aunt Lucretia said, hugging her once Aurora had gotten all of her things
into a compartment Draco and Pansy had shown her to. “Write to us after your Sorting and
after your first week of classes, I want to make sure your professors all treat you correctly.”



She nodded. “I will, Aunt Lucretia.” She squeezed her tightly in another hug. For a moment
she considered not letting go, holding on forever. Everyone was so much bigger and louder
than her, and no one knew who she was yet but they would soon. And she was worried they
wouldn’t know her for her, or the reasons she wanted them to know her.

“And remember. You are a Black. You are part of one of the noblest and most ancient
families in our world. People may think what they want if you for it, but they will never
forget that.” She smiled at her. “Make sure they associate your name with you.”

Aurora nodded nervously, before she let go of her aunt and hurried back onto the train. She
couldn’t help herself from peeking into various compartments as she passed. Two red haired
twins were holding another boy’s tarantula; further down, a nervous looking boy was holding
a toad very tightly, and the dark-haired boy from Diagon Alley sat alone looking out the
window. She frowned at him. It didn’t look like he was talking to anyone seeing him off, but
he was watching the platform like he wished he was.

“Hello,” she said quietly, and he turned around, eyes wide. He had awfully messy hair, and
his clothes looked far too big for him. They were Muggle clothes too, or at least they were
very unfashionably robes. She wrinkled her nose. “Are you talking to someone?”

“No,” the boy said abruptly, sitting down.

“I didn’t think so.” She considered going to sit down with him, but decided against it. Draco
and Pansy would be looking for her. “Didn’t your parents manage to get through the
platform? They have to hold onto a wizard to do it, if they’re Muggles. It’s a precaution.”

The boy blinked. “Both my parents are dead.”

He said it so plainly. She stared at him. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly and sincerely. “So is my
mother, if that helps. My f-“ She stopped herself. This boy’s parents were dead, and he had
messy black hair and green eyes and was clearly her age, and she didn’t understand why he
was dressed like a Muggle. But the idea that he might be Harry Potter was enough to stop her
speaking. “My friends are waiting,” she said quickly, tilting her chin up. The boy who might
have been Harry Potter blinked at her in confusion.

“Oh. Right.” He sounded almost sad, and Aurora felt a little bad, because she wouldn’t like
not to know anyone. But there was no way she, Aurora Black, could go and introduce Harry
Potter to the few friends she had. First of all, they’d all be all over him and she did not want
that. Second of all, he’d be bound to hear who she was. What her father did. She didn’t want
that.

“You don’t know any other wizards, do you?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t even know I was a wizard until my birthday. And that was only a
month ago.”

It was Harry Potter. Her stomach seemed to plummet. “Oh,” she said flatly. “Well, you’re
here now, aren’t you? That’s what matters. I’m sure you’ll meet someone soon. See you at
Hogwarts.”



She hurried back down the length of the train to the compartment where she’d left her trunk.
Draco and Pansy were already sitting there, along with two large, strongly-built boys, the
pretty brunette Daphne Greengrass, a plump, mousy-haired girl, a short, stocky-looking girl
with a curtain of thick red hair, and two boys, one short, pale and pensive looking, and one
with angular cheekbones and dark skin, whose eyes lit up with interest when Aurora entered.

“Aurora,” Draco said cheerfully, and nudged Greengrass out of the way so he could stand and
hug her. “We were beginning to think you had gotten yourself lost.”

“I had to say goodbye to Aunt Lucretia,” she told him and smiled nervously at the others,
though giving her her best impression of confidence. It’s all in the appearance, Arcturus had
told her. Act regal, and you are regal. Act a fool, and you will always be a fool. “She is
worried about me.”

“Of course she is,” Draco said, and Pansy smiled, giving Aurora a quick hug. “Well, I ought
to give you introductions. You know Daphne Greengrass, don’t you?” Aurora nodded to
Daphne, who raised a cool hand in greeting. She had an indifferent sort of elegance about her.
“This is Millicent Bulstrode.” The plump brunette girl waved, smiling warily at Aurora.
“Frida Selwyn.” The red head gave Aurora a cool, appraising look and nodded her head
stiffly. “Theodore Nott.” Draco pointed to the pensive boy in the corner, who smiled
awkwardly and promptly looked back at the book he was holding. “Blaise Zabini.” The tall,
dark skin boy considered Aurora for a moment like he was studying a particularly interesting
portrait. He nodded, and Draco nodded. “And this is Vincent Crabbe, and Gregory Goyle.”
The two other boys nodded their heads, and Draco turned back to Aurora with a grin.
“Lucille and Alice said they’ll be along shortly - Alice wanted to say hello to Susan Bones.”

“Okay,” Aurora said, and then though that was too indecisive. “Well, I’m Aurora Black, And
it is lovey to meet you all at last. This is my cat, Stella.” She gestured to Stella, who was
standing to attention at her feet, and Frida Selwyn cooed suddenly.

“I love cats,” she explained. “But my mother’s allergic to them, which is awfully
inconvenient, as we’ve never been able to have one. My sister and I have owls instead, and
they’re very handsome, but they’re not the same as cats.”

Aurora smiled. “Stella’s lovely. You can say hello to her if you want.”

Frida did, and Aurora grinned at Draco, who nodded to her approvingly. They sank back
down into seats, Aurora pressed between Draco and Pansy with Stella on her lap, and the
others all talked quickly and excitedly. “My sister says the Hogwarts feasts are the best feasts
you’ll ever have,” Millicent Bulstrode told them all loudly. “And we have three excellent
house elves, so you all know the food must be exceptional for Drina to say so.”

Pansy laughed. “Well, I’m not sure the food will be quite my highlight,” she said, and
Millicent flushed. “But I personally am very excited to begin Potions work. Father never let
me help him.” She looked at Aurora. “I’m ever so jealous you got to brew.”

Aurora flushed. The only reason she got to brew was because Arcturus was too ill and old
too. She’d enjoyed it at the time but thinking about it now felt odd. “I’m sure I’m not that



much ahead of everybody else,” she said encouragingly, playing at modesty. “And I’ve
hardly any experience with other aspects of magic.”

“Well, I’m going to try out for the Quidditch Team,” Draco said, and Frida laughed.

“First years aren’t allowed,” she reminded him. “Don’t be silly. You don’t even get to bring
your own broom.”

“I don’t need my own broom to be good,” Draco told her. “You’ll see. I could be the youngest
seeker in a century.”

“Or Aurora could,” Pansy said, and grinned at Aurora. “She’s a brilliant flyer. Better than
you, Draco.”

Draco went pink. “Don’t be silly,” Aurora said, laughing. “We’re well matched.”

Pansy smirked, but they didn’t get any further into their conversation. Two girls had just
entered, one tall and dark skinned, with curly black hair, and the other equally tall but her
friend’s opposite in every other respect, pale and blue eyed and with straight, honey blonde
hair. Aurora was immediately envious of that hair.

“Lucille,” Pansy said hailingly. “Alice. Come and meet Aurora.”

Lucille looked at Aurora interestedly. “I have someone better. Word is, Harry Potter’s on the
train.”

Aurora froze. Everyone started talking immediately, all gibbering excitedly. “What’s this?”
asked an older girl, coming over. “You’re awfully loud for some first years.”

“Drina,” Millicent said excitedly. “Harry Potter’s on the train!”

Drina raised her eyebrows. “Is he now?” Millicent nodded.

“Lucille heard.”

“Susan Bones told me. She’d heard it from Katie Bell, some Gryffindor, who heard it from
Fred and George Weasley.”

“Your source is a Weasley?” Drina scoffed. “It might as well be a broken-winged owl.”

She returned to her seat, but Aurora heard her telling some others the story too. “Come on,”
Draco said to her, getting to his feet.

She looked at him. “Where?”

“To fins Harry Potter, of course.” He glanced over her head. “Crabbe, Goyle, with me.
Pansy?”

Pansy shook her head. “I’m not going to look for Harry Potter. He can find me.” She folded
her arms and Draco looked at Aurora desperately.



“I’m not coming with you! I told you what my aunt said.”

“Please, Aurora,” Draco said, eyes wide and pleading. “I need you to come with me.”

“No you don’t.”

“I do! Please?”

She stared at him and sighed very loudly. “No. But I will tell you he’s that way.”

“You’ve already met him!” Draco was staring at her like she’d betrayed him.

“Briefly. He was-“ She stopped herself from saying he was dressed like a Muggle. Perhaps
she had better go. She didn’t mind people who dressed like Muggles, they were just a bit
strange, but she didn’t think Draco might be the same.

She didn’t get to correct herself though. Draco pulled her to her feet and was dragging her
down the train with her. Crabbe and Goyle lurked behind. “I don’t think this is a good idea,”
she told Draco in a whisper. “It’s Harry Potter!”

“Exactly!”

“I bet your father wouldn’t like it if you were friends with him.”

“And what would your father think?” Draco snapped, and Aurora shut up promptly. She had
no choice but to follow Draco now.

They came to the compartment with the boy who was probably Harry Potter in it. He wasn’t
alone anymore; a red haired boy sat with him, with a rather sad looking rat dozing in his lap.

Draco knocked sharply on the door and opened it. “They’re saying all down the train that
Harry Potter’s here,” he said, looking at Harry Potter with great interest. “So it’s you, is it?”

Harry Potter looked to Aurora, and then to Draco. He pulled a face - it wasn’t that noticeable,
but Aurora could tell already that he didn’t like Draco, which was peculiar. “Er, yes,” Harry
said awkwardly.

Draco glanced behind him. “This is Crabbe and Goyle. And this is-“

“Draco,” she whispered warningly.

“My friend Aurora. And I’m Malfoy. Draco Malfoy.”

She sighed in relief that he hadn’t said her surname. She knew it was only a matter of time
before everyone found out anyway, but she wanted to wait. The ginger boy coughed. The sad
rat on the ginger boy’s lap opened one eye and then squeaked, bolting off of the ginger boy’s
lap and straight towards Aurora. She jumped in fright, instinctively kicking the thing away,
and the ginger boy scrambled about trying to catch him. “Scabbers!” he cried. “Scabbers!”



“Get that disgusting thing away from me,” Aurora said, staring down her nose at it. “It could
have any sort of disease!”

“He’s not diseased,” the ginger boy said defensively. “He’s my rat. You just kicked him.”

“Well, don't let him near me, then,” Aurora said shortly, shuddering. “And who are you,
anyway?”

“No need to ask, Aurora,” Draco said with a laugh. “My father told me all the Weasleys have
red hair and more children than they can afford.” She’d heard of the Weasleys, of course.
Blood traitors. She was still pretty sure she was related to them somehow. Uncle Ignatius
definitely was, as a Prewett. Draco looked sharply at Harry Potter, who was staring at them.
“You’ll soon find, Potter, that some Wizarding families are superior to others. You don’t want
to go making friends with the wrong sort. I can help you there.”

Weasley was still glaring at Aurora, who shifted uncomfortably. This wasn’t how she wanted
this to go. She tilted her chin up further and looked down her nose at him as Draco held out
his hand for Potter to shake. “I think I can tell the wrong sort for myself, thanks,” said Harry
Potter coolly, and Aurora raised her eyebrows.

“I told you this was a waste of your time,” she told Draco, making to turn away. But he
wasn’t done.

“I’d be careful if I were you, Potter,” he said slowly. “Unless you’re a bit politer, you’ll go
the same way as your parents. They didn’t know what was good for them either.”

“Draco!” Aurora said sharply, shocked he would bring that up. She saw a look of recognition
dawn on Weasley’s face as he gaped between her and Draco and Potter. “Stop it. You
shouldn’t say such things.”

Draco rolled his eyes. “If Potter hangs around with riff raff like the Weasleys and that oaf
Hagrid... Who knows what might happen.”

“Draco,” Aurora whispered, and turned aghast back to Weasley and Harry. “I’m awfully-“

But Weasley had stood up and was glaring at them both. He had gone very red. “Say that
again.”

“Oh, you’re going to fight us now, are you?”

“Draco,” Aurora hissed. Louder, with every ounce of authority she could manage, she said,
“No one’s going to fight anyone.” She looked at Potter and Weasley with a look that said, and
you had better not try it. “Are you?”

“We will if you don’t get out,” Potter said, and she realised he meant her, too.

“Come on, Draco,” she said. “Let’s go.”

“I don’t feel like going,” he said, and she resisted the urge to strangle him. The trouble
making fool. He was going to make a scene just for the fun of it. “We’ve eaten all our food,



and your compartment’s full of it.”

Then, just as Goyle reached for a chocolate frog, Scabbers the rat struck again. He lunged for
Goyle, biting his fingers, and Goyle shrieked. He waved his hand wildly in the air, yowling as
he tried to throw the rat off.

Aurora slapped it off of him, shoving him down the corridor. The boys ran off as the rat
disappeared, but Aurora lingered in the doorway for a second, watching Harry and the
Weasley boy look for Scabbers. Harry looked up. “What are you still doing here?”

She sneered. “Nothing. The rat’s that side of the compartment, you’re looking in the wrong
place.”

Then with a last look at Harry Potter, she turned on her heel and stalked back to the
compartment where Draco was already telling everyone the story of Weasley boy’s feral rat.



Perhaps in Slytherin?

The sky was dark by the time they came to a stop at Hogsmeade train station. Aurora looked
up at the stars and grinned, holding Stella tightly. Maybe she’d get to see a real aurora
borealis out here some day. They were very far north and there were no Muggles for miles
around to get in the way of the light.

“Hurry up, Aurora,” Pansy said impatiently. “We need to get on a boat together. You, Draco,
and I.”

Aurora smiled at her and followed her friends to where the very tall man who had
accompanied Harry Potter in Diagon Alley was standing, waving a lantern and calling for the
first years. She watched as he greeted Harry and Weasley, and then scowled. “It’s four to a
boat,” Draco told her, and they hurried down the banking to the great, dark lake where just
over a dozen boats sat docked, rocking gently against the waves.

“Four to a boat!” the giant man was shouting - Aurora hoped dearly that he wasn’t a real
giant - and Aurora hopped in quickly with Pansy and Draco. A moment later, Daphne came
over to join them, looking extremely put out.

“The other girls have already filled up a boat,” she said, shaking her head. “So I suppose I’ll
have to slum it with you three.”

“You’re too good for Bulstrode,” Pansy told Daphne decisively, and smirked. “We’d be more
than happy to welcome you into our ranks.”

Aurora grinned. “Does anyone know how we get Sorted?” Pansy asked. “No one would tell
me. Apparently it’s a secret, which I think is ludicrous. We ought to be prepared.”

“Mother wouldn’t tell me anything either,” Daphne said, wrinkling her nose. “But from what
I’ve deduced, we’re going to have to solve a puzzle. Personally, I think it should be a good
way to sort the good from the bad.”

Draco nodded in agreement. “I quite agree. I’m rather good at puzzles.”

Aurora rolled her eyes. “You three are getting ahead of yourselves. All we have to do is try
on the Sorting Hat.”

Draco stared at her. “How did you know that?”

“How did you not?” She shook her head. “It’s in Hogwarts: A History. It used to belong to
Godric Gryffindor.” Pansy pulled a face. “Yes, I know. But all you have to do is put it on and
it’ll sort us.”

“That’s awfully boring,” Pansy said frowning. “We don’t even have to prove ourselves?”

“No,” Aurora said. “Only put on a hat. It is rather ridiculous, and an outdated practice.”



“I don’t want to wear anything of Gryffindor’s,” Draco announced loudly, as their boat
started moving gently across the water. “Can you imagine?”

“It must have all sorts in it,” Daphne said with a shudder. “How many students must have
tried it on?” She sniffed. “I don’t trust Dumbledore to have given it a proper wash, do you?”

“Absolutely not,” Pansy said. “I’m sure it’s positively disgusting.”

“I’m not touching it,” Aurora decided, although she knew she would probably have to. “I
won’t do it. I’ll force it to put me in Slytherin if it puts up a fuss, but I’m not touching the
thing.”

Pansy giggled. “I second that. I’m not putting on the hat either.”

They hadn’t gotten further in their conversation before the boats turned a corner and the lake
seemed to shimmer with golden and silver lights. Aurora looked up, gaping, as Hogwarts
Castle rose above her. Lights twinkled in every one of its many windows, and tower spires
rose high enough that they cut into the moon. “It’s beautiful,” she said quietly, and Pansy
nodded.

“Mother said it was.”

“It’s just a castle,” Draco said, but even he was staring at Hogwarts, clearly impressed.

Aurora beamed as they clambered out of the boat, excited to go in and get sorted and meet
her housemates. She didn’t spare a thought for Harry Potter as she went with Draco, Pansy
and Daphne up the school steps. Even as a stern witch, Professor McGonagall, introduced
herself to them, she barely noticed it, instead staring around at the portraits who were
chattering excitedly, and at the ghosts who flew in and out of the door. It felt magical like
home did, but ten times more so. It felt warmer, and the lights were gentler. Being with her
friends made her smile and she momentarily forgot her fears as they strode into the Great
Hall as a group.

They came to a stop before a stool with a very withered, very unwashed looking, wide-
brimmed hat. Daphne and Aurora both wrinkled their noses at it and caught each other’s
eyes, giggling. “The ceiling’s enchanted oh know,” a bushy haired girl was saying. “I read it
in Hogwarts: A History.” Aurora had read the same, of course. She caught the girl’s eye and
smiled, and the girl grinned back but didn’t say anything. The hat had started singing. Aurora
has been expecting the hat to sing a song, but she seemed to be the only one. It was a nice
song, and she grinned at the line about Slytherin.

Perhaps in Slytherin, you’ll meet your real friends. These cunning folks use any means to
achieve their ends.

She rather liked the idea of being cunning. And as for real friends... She grinned at Draco and
Pansy, then at Daphne. Yes, she would certainly make some real friends.

“When I call your name,” Professor McGonagall told them, in front of all of the students,
“you will come up here and place the Sorting Hat on your head.”



She gestured to the stool, which Aurora thought must have been sat on by thousands of other
witches and wizards before her. She wrinkled her nose again. She hoped that had been
cleaned properly. Did Hogwarts have house elves? It must, she thought, to feed so many
students.

The first girl, Hannah Abbot - short and blonde - sat down on the stool, looking incredibly
nervous. All eyes were on her as the hat deliberated a moment, before shouting,
“HUFFLEPUFF!”

There was a roar of applause from the table two away, whose students wore yellow
Hufflepuff emblems on their robes. Aurora took a second to identify the Slytherins at the far
end of the hall, as Caroline Allan and Jamie Anderson both became Ravenclaws. Then
McGonagall called out, “Aurora Black!”

She could hear people whispering as she went up to take the stool, head held high.

“That Black?”

“Surely not!”

“She can’t be in our house!”

Albus Dumbledore, the Headmaster, was eyeing her curiously. This made Aurora only more
determined to ignore them all, as she sat down elegantly on the stool, surveyed the hall, and
gingerly held the hat over her head. “Hesitant to put me on, are we?” it said, and she startled.
It landed on her head, chuckling, and she scowled. “Another Black. I haven’t had one of you
in years. Young Mister Regulus. Lots of Slytherins there... But your father... A Gryffindor.
Well, don’t I know a few things about Sirius Black.” She scowled.

“Don’t talk about him,” she said in a low voice, barely moving her lips so that no one could
tell she was talking to the hat. She kept her eyes on the door at the end of the Great Hall, not
falling on anyone else.

“Not a fan, eh? I wonder how much you’ve been told.”

“Shut up,” she told the hat, and it just laughed.

“Well, let’s see then. Witty, intelligent, you have a keen mind, and a curious one. Ravenclaw
would be a good fit. There’s a loyalty there, hard-working... And some courage I see.”

That sounded awfully Gryffindor. “I want to be in Slytherin,” she told the hat.

She could almost feel the damned thing smirking. “Is that so? Well, it would fit your name,
certainly. Cunning, not quite, but you could get there. Ambitious, and resourceful, and
certainly prideful... You’re an interesting one.”

Aurora crossed her arms and scowled. “Put me in Slytherin, please.”

The hat laughed. “And stubborn. Determined. Yes, you know what you want. Very well, then.
SLYTHERIN!”



She grinned as she yanked the hat off her head. There was a spattering of nervous applause
from the Slytherin end of the hall, but Draco and Pansy both cheered loudly and soon all of
the Slytherin table was cheering for her. Aurora set the hat down daintily, making a note to
wash her hands when she got to the Slytherin table, and flounced away, beaming.

She watched steadily for the trickle of Slytherins coming to join her. Millicent made it,
grinning cheerfully as she sat down opposite Aurora, followed by Crabbe, then a tall girl with
dark brown skin and dark black hair held up in two ponytails, who was called Tracey Davis
and after her, Clarissa Drought, rather plump and sullen looking, with tanned skin and short,
reddish brown hair - they both regarded Aurora warily when she sat down next to her. Goyle
joined them next, sitting on a disgruntled Millicent’s other side. Daphne came just after him,
and beamed as she squeezed in between Aurora and Tracey. “Good show, Black,” she told
her, running her hands through her hair. “Pansy’s nervous, but I don’t know what she thinks
she has to worry about.”

Apollo Jones was the next Slytherin - tanned and handsome, with blonde hair - then Leah
MacMillan, similarly tanned and rather stocky, with thick eyebrows and with long black hair.
She seemed very cheerful about the whole thing, despite the fact that a boy Aurora had been
sure was her brother had just been put into Hufflepuff without her. She didn’t get the chance
to ask her about the matter, though: both Leah and Apollo sat at the far end of the table, away
from Aurora.

Draco made it into Slytherin, of course, as did Theodore Nott. Next was a short, rather pink-
faced boy called Robin Oliphant, with curly brown hair. He sat determinedly next to Tracey
Davis and started whispering quickly to her, and Aurora couldn’t hear. She focused her
attention on Pansy, who had taken the Sorting Hat, too, just after Theodore, who had of
course been put into Slytherin. She did look nervous, Daphne was right, but she had nothing
to worry about. The hat yelled out, “SLYTHERIN!”

They all clapped for Pansy, and only a few moments later, Sally-Anne Perks was sorted into
Slytherin too. She was skinny, with a pale and freckled face and ginger hair held back in two
plaits. Aurora couldn’t stop herself from being curious as Harry Potter’s name was called and
excited murmurs rippled through the hall. People were craning their necks to get a look at
him, but Draco and Pansy had ended up sitting either side of Aurora now, and they did not.
“He does look a bit weedy, doesn’t he?” Pansy said. “We are better off without him.”

Some of their housemates seemed to think there was a chance that Potter could be sorted into
Slytherin. Aurora scoffed. As if the great Harry Potter would submit himself to anyone
except Gryffindor. Maybe Hufflepuff. And sure enough, the hat took a few minutes, but it
inevitably yelled, “GRYFFINDOR!”

The Gryffindor table went wild with excitement and Aurora rolled her eyes. She hated the lot
of them already. They were terribly loud. They didn’t seem to stop cheering for ever, and then
the Sorting dragged on.

At the mention of Alice Runcorn’s name, Aurora did glance up, only to see that she had been
sorted into Hufflepuff. There was a murmur of curiosity from the others, and Pansy
whispered, “That’s a shock. What’s it put her there for? Stupid hat.”



She’d thought that was enough of an upset. Then Frida Selwyn got put in Gryffindor and the
ensuing dramatics were enough to make Aurora very, very grateful that she had been put in
Slytherin. There were another two Slytherins added to their ranks - Lewis Stebbins with light
brown skin and messy black hair, and Gwendolyn Tearston, who was tall, tanned and blonde,
and seemed as warm as a Hufflepuff when she sat down next to Leah MacMillan.

Lucille Travers and Blaise Zabini both made Slytherin too, and then the Sorting was over.
The Weasley boy had, to no one’s surprise, been put into Gryffindor along with Harry Potter.

“Good group we have,” Draco said, glancing around. “Shame about Frida and Alice. Imagine
being sorted into Hufflepuff.” He shuddered. “I think I’d leave.”

“I feel worse for Frida,” Pansy said. “What must her family say when she tells them?” She
glanced at Aurora. “Do you think she will tell them?”

“I don’t see how she couldn’t,” Aurora said. “It would be difficult to avoid, wouldn’t it?”

Dumbledore stood up as McGonagall cleared the hat and stool away. He smiled out at the
Great Hall. “Welcome,” he said, voice rather soothing. “Welcome to a new year at Hogwarts!
Before our feast begins, I have a few words I would like to say: Nitwit! Blubber! Oddment!
Tweak! Thank you.”

Aurora stared at him. “What.”

“Oh, Mother says Dumbledore’s quite odd,” Pansy told her.

“Father says he’s a fool,” Draco added. “He’s losing his touch somewhat, and his mind.”

Then the tables filled with hot plates of food and Aurora was quite distracted from Professor
Dumbledore’s oddness. At the end of the feast he gave out a lot of weird rules about not
being allowed into the Forbidden Forest and how the third floor Charms corridor on the right
hand side was out of bounds to anyone who didn’t wish to die a most painful death. Aurora
was determined never to go to the third floor if she could help it.

“Alright,” shouted a boy from the other end of the table as the feast broke. “First year
Slytherins with me, to the dungeons! The rest of you hang back a bit - I’m sure you can find
something to amuse yourselves with.”

Draco, Crabbe and Goyle shoved their way to the front of the group of first years, while
Aurora hung back with Pansy and Daphne. “Do they have to quite so brutish?” Daphne said,
glaring at Crabbe’s back.

“So long as they aren’t brutish to us,” Pansy said clippedly, as they all fell into step and
followed the boy downstairs.

“I’m your prefect,” he told them. “While you’re here, you can come to me with any issues.
But I want it understood now, they must be serious issues. Not because you don’t want to go
to detention, or someone said something mean to you in the corridors. I don’t tolerate
whiners, and neither does Professor Snape.” Aurora straightened up, even more determined



not to whine. Perhaps this prefect was also a Black, somewhere along the line. “I’m Lucas
Flint, and you can also talk to Kayda Ordens, if you need to. No one is to bother Professor
Snape unless it is urgent or very severe.”

They reached a stretch of damp stone wall. Aurora thought it was quite unimpressive, and
wondered for a moment why they were there before Lucas Flint said the word, “Merlin,” and
it slid away, to reveal a low ceiling room with a number of deeply painted bookshelves,
several green velvet armchairs and a crackling fireplace. By the other wall was a window,
through which she was sure she could see the lake. A fish swam past merrily.

“Oh,” Aurora said softly, “it’s quite lovely.”

“Isn’t it just?” Pansy beamed. She was looking around excitedly. “Mother said we’ll have to
wait to find out which room were in. Oh, I do hope we’re together.”

“Me too,” Aurora said with a smile, though she supposed sharing with Daphne wouldn’t be
terrible either.

They lingered for a moment, taking in the beautiful space, before Lucas Flint yelled,
“Alright!” They quietened down instantly. “Girls’ rooms are on the left, boys’ on the right.”
He gestured to two doors. “As we have use of all the dungeons, including lower floors, our
house has space for more rooms than others. Each student will have one roommate. This
cannot be changed over the next seven years except in extreme circumstances. Please do try
to get along.” He grimaced. “I don’t want another case of magically sprouting tails.”

Aurora laughed along with the rest as she said her goodnight to Draco and followed Pansy
and Daphne through the door to the girls’ rooms. The corridor was narrow, but judging by the
space between the rest of the doors, the rooms themselves would be quite large. There were a
few other corridors stretching off of the main one, creating something of a maze, especially
by the green lighting, but Aurora thought it was rather exciting.

“There’s my name!” Pansy said, hurrying over to a door with a silver plate on it that read:

Pansy Parkinson

Millicent Bulstrode

“I’m in with Millie?” She pulled a face. “She snores something awful!”

Daphne giggled and shoved Pansy lightly towards the door. “Have a nice sleep, Pansy.”

“I wanted to be with Aurora! I bet you two will be together and get to have all the fun!”

Aurora laughed. “Don’t worry, we promise not to leave you out.” Pansy pouted. “You’ll be
alright. You like Millicent, don’t you?” Pansy nodded grudgingly. “See? And we’ll have all
of our classes together, and meals, and all our spare time apart from nights. Personally I think
we’ll all be sick of each other.”

Daphne grinned. “Enjoy your nights then,” Pansy said, with one final glare before she went
inside and slammed the door.



“I do enjoy a good Pansy tantrum,” Daphne said lightly as they carried on down the same
corridor. “Look out for our names, will you?”

Aurora frowned, peering around. “Oh, there’s yours, Daphne. You’re with... Lucille.” Her
heart dropped. That meant she was in with one of the other girls - one of the ones she hadn’t
met yet.

“Oh, Good,” Daphne said cheerfully, then caught the disgruntled look on Aurora’s face. “Oh,
sorry. I always thought they ought to keep the purebloods together, but I don’t suppose they
can when there’s an odd number of us.”

“It’s not that,” Aurora mumbled, and Daphne looked surprised. “I don’t mind being with a
half-blood, but I don’t know any of the other girls. It might be tricky.”

Daphne shrugged. “Well, I guess you will now. You barely knew me until today.” She
grinned. “There’s Lucille coming just now. Lucille! Over here, we’re roommates.” Daphne
turned to Aurora. “I’m sure you’re nearby. If you do have trouble, just knock on mine or
Pansy’s door and you can sneak in for the night. Maybe knock on mine,” she added as an
afterthought. “Millie’s snoring is quite dreadful.”

Aurora left her and Lucille to it with as graceful a smile as she could muster. She’d seen the
way the other new students all looked at her, like they were scared of her. She’d heard
someone whisper blood traitor earlier, and she wasn’t honestly sure which was worse. Maybe
if her roommate was a half-blood then they wouldn’t care about her father being a blood
traitor - but she knew anyone would care about her father being a murderer. But she wasn’t
either, she reminded herself. She was a Black, she was not just Sirius Black’s daughter. She
would be fine if she kept her chin up.

Her room was not far from Daphne’s, but it was on the other side of the corridor. The name
below hers on the plate read Gwendolyn Tearston, who she remembered as the tall, blonde
girl. Aurora allowed herself a moment to be nervous before she swallowed deeply, fixed her
hair, tilted her chin, looked down her nose ever so slightly, and strode confidently into the
room

Gwendolyn was already in there, talking hushedly and worriedly to two other girls - Tracey
Davis and Clarissa Drought. They all shut up at once and looked up when Aurora entered,
which was how she knew they had been talking about her. “Hello,” she greeted calmly, her
gaze landing deliberately on each of them before she settled on Gwendolyn. “I’m Aurora.”

“We know,” Tracey Davis said, and shot a worried look at Gwendolyn.

The three girls didn’t say anything. “Are you going to introduce yourselves?” Aurora asked
with an air of laziness, though she was beginning to feel rather unsettled now. It was one
thing to be put in a room with someone she didn’t know, quite another to have that person so
clearly not want to be near her.

It was Gwendolyn who had to take one for her team. “Gwendolyn Tearston,” she said,
holding her head high and matching Aurora’s gaze. She had a pleasant, refined sort of voice,



but it was the kind Aurora thought would make for an excellent singer, and would have a
lovely laugh. “This is Tracey Davis and Clarissa Drought.”

Aurora knew this, of course. She smiled pleasantly as she said, “It’s nice to meet you. Did
you know each other before coming to Hogwarts?”

The three girls looked between each other as though this was a dangerous question. Aurora’s
lips thinned and she narrowed her eyes. Clarissa Drought gulped nervously, eyes wide. “Yes,”
she said quickly. “Or at least, Tracey and I did. We met Gwendolyn on the train. We’re both
half-bloods.”

Aurora nodded. “Alright.”

They glanced between each other again, in that way friends do when they are sharing the
same thought. Aurora felt rather put out, but was sure they wouldn’t naturally include her in a
silent conversation about herself. She wanted dearly to ask the two other girls to leave so she
could speak to Gwendolyn without any nervous glares getting in the way, but she couldn’t
very well ask. That wouldn’t do anything for their first impressions of her. Instead, she made
to close the door behind her, and both Tracey and Clarissa hurried over, slipped out and
disappeared down the hall. Aurora raised her eyebrows. Clearly they were very loyal friends.
Not.

She turned instead to Gwendolyn, who had sat down on the edge of one of the beds and was
looking anywhere but at Aurora. It wasn’t outright unpleasant, but she could feel the tension
in the air, which was why she was awfully relieved to find that Stella was sitting curled up by
the other bed. “Stella!” she cried, and Gwendolyn looked up sharply. Aurora rushed over,
scooping her cat up in her arms. “I did wonder if they’d bring you here for me. Did they feed
you?” Stella nodded and purred gently. “Good girl.”

“That’s your cat?” Gwendolyn asked, her voice somewhat shaky. Aurora nodded. “Oh. I
thought it was a school one. To eat mice or something.”

“Oh, no,” Aurora said, stroking Stella’s head. “No, she’s much too lovely for that, don’t you
think? She’s my lovely girl.”

She get to her feet and sat on the edge of the bed, looking at Gwendolyn, who appeared rather
stiff and tight-lipped. She frowned. “You can say hello, if you’d like.” Gwendolyn shook her
head furiously. “Don’t you like cats?”

“I do,” Gwendolyn said shortly, and then bit her lip as though nervous. “She’s very lovely,
you’re right. I’m going to go to bed if you don’t mind.”

She hurried into their little shared bathroom and Aurora frowned at her back. Although she
had never had much experience of making friends, she had never been refused one. And after
her failure with Harry Potter - which was admittedly, partly her own fault, and partly Draco’s,
and partly Potter, and partly the Weasley boy’s rat - this was an extra blow. Still, Gwendolyn
wasn’t anybody important. She had never even heard of the Tearstons before. It was just
frustrating. Because Gwendolyn looked at her like she was scared of her even though Aurora



had never done anything cruel to her, and didn’t plan to unless she deserved it. So she knew it
was because of her father. And she hated that.

When Gwendolyn came out of the bathroom, ready for bed, Aurora passed her without a
word and they didn’t speak again the entire night.



Professor Snape

Awkward though it was to suddenly sleep in a room with someone she’d never met before
and who didn’t seem to like her at all, Aurora got in a good night’s sleep. She woke promptly
in the morning, though Gwendolyn’s bed was already empty, and started writing a quick
letter to Aunt Lucretia.

Dear Lucretia Prewett,

I hope my letter finds you well. Apologies for not writing last night, I was quite excited after
the feast and wanted to settle into my room. I have been Sorted into Slytherin House, as I am
sure you will be proud to hear. Draco and Pansy have both been made Slytherins along with
me, as have some of their friends who I have met - Daphne Greengrass, Lucille Travers,
Vincent Crabbe, Gregory Goyle, Theodore Nott, Blaise Zabini and Millicent Bulstrode.
Unfortunately I have not been placed into a room with any of those girls but with one
Gwendolyn Tearston, whom I have never heard of, and who does not seem to like me at all.
Nevertheless, I am determined to do well in classes and within the social circle of my house.
If you have any advice for my situation, I would very much appreciate it.

Yours Sincerely,

Aurora Black

She sealed the letter before she got dressed, and then headed out into the grounds to search
for the Owlery. It took her a long while to find, with the assistance of a third year boy, and
she decided upon the handsomest of the school owls to send to Aunt Lucretia. After, she
hurried to a bathroom to wash her hands thoroughly - the Owlery was not a particularly
sanitary-looking place - and then back the Great Hall for breakfast, retracing her steps from
the night before.

Pansy and Millicent were already seated together, gossiping, and welcomed Aurora over. “We
didn’t see you in the common room,” Pansy said.

“I went to send a letter to my aunt,” Aurora explained as she sat down, eying the spread of
food before her. “In the Owlery. It took my forever to find.”

“Oh, good,” Millicent said, “you can show me this evening then, I have no idea where to find
it.”

Aurora smiled and decided to have some porridge to begin the day with. “Who are you
sharing a room with?” Pansy asked her. “Only Daphne said she’s with Lucille, and I was ever
so worried about you.”

“Gwendolyn Tearston,” Aurora told her. She wasn’t surprised when Pansy pulled a face. “Do
you know her?”



“Know her? No, of course not. Nobody seems to.” She exchanged a significant look with
Millicent. “I’m sure she must be Muggle born.”

“We don’t know that,” Millicent said, helping herself to bacon. “Perhaps she just doesn’t get
out much. Aurora didn’t.”

“Aurora is a pureblood,” Pansy reminded Millicent with a sharp look.

“Is she nice, though?” Millicent asked Aurora.

“I haven’t really spoken to her,” Aurora replied, and Pansy nodded understandingly. “I wasn’t
the one at fault, though. She already had Davis and Drought in the room with her, I’m sure
they must have been gossiping, and then she made no effort to talk to me whatsoever.” She
hesitated before adding, “I think she’s scared of me.”

Pansy scoffed. “Well, I’m afraid I can’t say I’m awfully surprised, Aurora. Any Mudblood
would be.”

That didn’t help Aurora at all. She glared at Pansy, who didn’t seem to care, and was
immensely grateful when Draco sat down on her other side, with Blaise, Daphne and Lucille
behind him. “This place is awfully confusing, isn’t it? We couldn’t find our way at all.” He
winced at Aurora. “Rotten luck with roommates, Aurora. Who did you get?”

“Tearston,” she said tiredly. Draco pulled a face.

“She seems an awful wimp,” he said. “I saw her with that Davis and Drought this morning in
the common room. She looked like she had been crying.” He eyed her interestedly. “Did you
hex her or something?”

“No,” Aurora said, “of course not. I’m not quite so interested in making enemies as you seem
to be, Draco.” To her satisfaction, Draco did blush somewhat abashedlg. “And besides, I
wouldn’t have gotten the chance to hex her, for she was already gone when I woke up.”

Draco sniffed. “Well, the less you have to keep company with her the better, I suppose. You’ll
sit with me in class, won’t you?”

She blinked in surprise, but nodded quickly. “Of course.”

“Draco,” Pansy whined, “I was going to sit with you!”

“Yeah, well, you should have asked,” Draco said, then grinned at Aurora. Pansy seemed quite
put out, but she didn’t care much. Draco already knew way more spells than Pansy did - he
would be a good partner for the class.

It was a short while before Professor Snape - a sallow-faced, dark haired man - came around
the Slytherin table to hand everyone their timetables for the year. Today, as it was a Monday,
they had Charms first, then Defense Against the Dark Arts both second and fourth periods, as
well as History of Magic in their third period, right after lunch. The notice under Defense
Against the Dark Arts said that they shared this with Gryffindor on a Monday, which made
Draco groan loudly.



“That’ll be awful,” he said. “What else do we have with them?”

“Only Potions,” Aurora said, scanning the parchment. “Double period first thing on Friday.”

“Oh, that’ll be alright then,” Draco said cheerfully. “Snape likes us all well, and he always
treats Slytherins better than Gryffindors.”

Aurora sniffed. “Well, I don’t think I’ll need his special treatment.”

Draco grinned. “Of course you won’t.”

Charms was a rather interesting class. Aurora liked Professor Flitwick, a very short but
cheerful man who seemed determined to encourage every one of them. They hadn’t done any
practical soellwork with him yet, but he said he wanted them to understand the theory first,
which made sense. Aurora took diligent notes despite Draco’s teasing, and while Professor
Quirrel was a rubbish teacher, and smelled horribly of garlic, she did the same in Defense
Against the Dark Arts, while diligently avoiding the Gryffindors. Draco did the same, still
seeming a bit embarrassed about Harry Potter. History of Magic was dull, because the
Professor was dull, and Aurora thought it was a shame. Listening to a ghost drone on for an
hour was awfully difficult, but she knew it was important, and by the end of class she had the
most notes of anyone.

“Don’t know why you bothered,” Pansy said, “it’s not useful anyway. Who cares about
goblin rebellions?”

“I think it’s important to know our history,” Aurora replied, and Pansy still asked to use her
notes when it came to writing essays.

Aunt Lucretia wrote a short reply that arrived just after dinner. Aurora was quite proud of the
school owl for such a speedy communication. All the letter said was that Aurora had done
well to get into Slytherin, and that she ought to remember who her friends were - by which
she clearly meant Draco and Pansy. But there was no worry about that. Gwendolyn wouldn’t
talk to her at all, which was highly frustrating.

They spent every evening that week in silence, Aurora typically reading something about
Potions or Transfiguration, while Gwendolyn either read her own book or left the room,
presumably to be with Davis and Drought, who she seemed friendly with. As long as she
didn’t bother her, Aurora decided, it didn’t matter if they were friends or not.

Friday was a very important day. While Aurora had been fascinated by her Transfiguration
class, and was the only student who had managed to turn a matchstick into a needle by the
end of the class - Draco and Pansy were both very jealous, as Draco had only gotten his to go
a bit pointy, and Pansy had had no success whatsoever - it was Potions that she most looked
forwards to. In addition to it being a fascinating aspect of magic, she was attracted by the
prospect of proper partner work, and a teacher who preferred Slytherin. While Professor
McGonagall had been nice, Aurora got the distinct impression that she didn’t like her or her
housemates very much.



Gwendolyn was, for once, present when Aurora woke on Friday morning, though she looked
extremely nervous about it. Aurora smiled thinly at her and set about getting dressed, packing
her books and potions ingredients into her bag. She also polished her wand quickly, to ensure
its accuracy in Potions. Gwendolyn was still fussing over her hair when Aurora was ready,
and she lingered by her bed for a moment, wondering if she should wait to walk to breakfast
together.

Gwendolyn met her gaze in the mirror and turned around sharply. “Why are you still here?”

Aurora arched a cool eyebrow. “This is my room.”

“No, but you’re clearly ready to leave. You don’t need to lurk over my shoulder.” She
sounded almost nervous. Aurora laughed, smirking, which didn’t seem to calm Gwendolyn at
all.

“I wasn’t lurking,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Merely watching you.” This only seemed to
disconcert Gwendolyn more, so Aurora changed tack. “I was going to offer to walk to
breakfast with you, since you’re here. But if you’d rather be alone, then fine. I’ll go and find
Pansy.”

With that, she picked up her bag and flounced from the room, face red. Why did Gwendolyn
not want to speak to her? Well, she knew why, but it didn’t make it any more frustrating. She
hadn’t even done anything to her. Yet.

“Ah, good,” Pansy said, coming out of her room just as Aurora walked past. “Come on,
Millie, Aurora’s here!”

Millicent hurried out of their room, and grinned at Aurora. “Is Tearston still not speaking to
you?”

“No,” Aurora muttered. “I almost offered to walk her to breakfast, but she seemed terrified of
the thought.”

Pansy snorted. “Don’t worry yourself about people like her, Aurora. You have us.”

After a quick breakfast, Aurora went back down to the dungeons with Pansy, Draco and the
others, where they lined up eagerly outside Professor Snape’s classroom. Some of the
Gryffindors were already there, Potter and Weasley among them, muttering under their
breath. “Do you think he’ll have us doing practical work in the first lesson?”

“Oh, I bet he will,” Daphne said. “McGonagall did, and he will do the same I’m sure.
Doesn’t he just seem the type to give us hard work in the first lesson?”

They all nodded in agreement, and then the door swung open to reveal Professor Snape,
looking sour and rather bat-like. His eyes tracked over the students, landing heavily on
Aurora, and then he said softly, “In.”

They all followed him, Aurora gazing around in excitement. This room was darker than the
rest of the dungeons, but it was very refined while at the same time managing to be homely.



She rather liked it, with its low basins and clustered worktables. “With me,” Draco said, and
dragged her to a desk at the front of the classroom, right beneath Professor Snape’s watchful
eyes. Aurora stared around her; there were jars of various ingredients such as eel eyes around
the walls, and while Draco considered them very warily, she just smiled. She was used to this
kind of thing, thought it did remind her painfully of Arcturus. She wished she had been able
to write to him rather than Aunt Lucretia about Hogwarts. He would have given her a much
lengthier letter than she had, Aurora was certain.

She took out her parchment, textbook and wand and laid them neatly on her desk as the other
students filed into class behind her. Potter was talking loudly to Weasley, and she noticed
Professor Snape immediately looking at them with dislike. She smirked. This would be
interesting, if Professor Snape took the Gryffindors down a peg. They were already awfully
rowdy and loud behind their station.

Once the class settled, Professor Snape looked around again. He had the sort of presence that
made everybody hush, and sit up and take notice of him. Aurora wondered if he had always
been like that. It was a very good skill to have.

“Let us begin,” he said softly, eyes glittering as he looked around the room, “with the
register.”

He was looking at Aurora as he said this and she tried not to let her discomfort show. Every
other teacher had shown a reaction to her name, apart from McGonagall and Binns, and she
didn’t want him to make a fuss. She tried to tell him this with her eyes, but it didn’t seem to
work. “Aurora Black,” he said quietly, and his voice wasn’t so soft anymore. It was sharp,
with an edge to it that she didn’t like. “Interesting to see you here.” She swallowed, and
glanced at Draco, who appeared surprised. “Tell me, Black. Have you opened your textbook
yet?”

She frowned. “Yes, sir. I’ve read it through to prepare.”

A sneer contorted Professor Snape’s face. “We shall see. Black, where would I find a
bezoar?”

She blinked. That was an easy question. “In the stomach of a goat, sir.”

Rather than satisfy the Professor, this only seemed to infuriate him. “And the twelve uses of
dragon blood?”

That one was not so easy. Even Hermione Granger, who had flung her hand up in the air
when Professor Snape first questioned Aurora, looked uncertain. Aurora was uncertain too,
but she wasn’t about to let Professor Snape See that. “The First is as an oven cleaner,” she
said as confidently as she could, “the second as a spot remover, and a cure for verrucas. It can
also be used as a cure for boils, to reduce inflammation of a wound, and to reduce swelling.”
She counted in her head. That was six of twelve. Professor Snape was glaring at her,
seemingly frustrated that she had been able to answer him at all. “The others are... glueing
over material breakages, they can be used in blood based spells, get rid of frostbite...” Nine of
twelve. She frowned, trying to remember. She knew she’d read it at some point, not only in
her Potions reading but during her reading about Hogwarts. It was Professor Dumbledore



who had discovered the twelve uses, after all. She ran over what she’d already said. “I believe
it can also cure... pneumonia? If it’s used in a potion - the Lung Warming Potion.”

Snape’s eyes glittered and he said coolly, “And is that all, Miss Black?” He said it like he was
challenging her. She was determined to accept that challenge.

“No,” she said quickly, holding her head higher in defiance. Someone gasped lightly behind
her. Even Hermione Granger appeared stumped now. She wracked her brain. Everyone was
watching her and she was determined not to lose face. “It can also be used in some green
dyes, and... and...” She frowned, trying her best to recall the final use. “And it can also ward
off... Doxies.” That was it, she knew. She smiled proudly, meeting Snape’s glittering gaze.

He considered her for a long moment and she held her breath and his gaze. “You are correct,
Miss Black,” he spat. “But I do not appreciate show offs in my classroom.”

Her heart fell. She hadn’t been showing off. “With respect, sir,” she began, ignoring Draco’s
urgent look, “I only answered your question.”

Snape’s eyes flashed. “Do not speak back to me, girl,” he hissed, and she flinched in surprise.
No one had spoken to her like that. “Millicent Bulstrode!”

Behind Aurora, Millicent startled. “Yes, sir?”

“I prefer you to say here to mark your presence.”

Aurora blinked. He wasn’t going to question her, too? Millicent said, “Here,” and then Snape
moved on, so clearly not. Why her, then? She glanced at Draco, who looked equally confused
as Professor Snape made his way down the register. He was very nearly warm towards
Draco, which shocked Aurora. What had he done that she hadn’t?

The only other person he picked on was Harry Potter, who looked just as confused as Aurora
felt when Snape asked, “What would I get if I added powdered root of asphodel to an
infusion of wormwood?”

She knew the answer. It would create a Draught of Living Death. Potter didn’t seem to know,
though Granger seemed to be straining to answer. Aurora would have done the same, had she
not already been called a show off. She tried to mime to Granger to put her hand down, but
Snape caught her. “Miss Black, I would appreciate if you didn’t try to assist Potter. If he does
not bother to learn before he comes to class, that is on his own head.”

Her cheeks blazed. That wasn’t what she was trying to do at all, but she didn’t think telling
Professor Snape her real intention would go down better. She kept her mouth shut. “Potter?”
Snape said softly. He still hadn’t answered.

“I don’t know, sir,” Potter said quietly.

Snape sneered. “Tut, tut. Clearly, fame isn’t everything.” Aurora technically agreed with him,
and didn’t like Potter, but she still rolled her eyes on principle. What was Snape up to,



picking on both her and Potter? “And what, Potter,” he continued, “is the difference between
Monkshood and Wolfsbane.”

Aurora thought there was no difference. She couldn’t tell if Professor Snape was trying to
trick Potter or if she was wrong. Either way, Potter didn’t seem to know this answer either.
Granger did. She was about to jump out of her seat to answer, Aurora thought. “I don’t know,
sir,” Potter said, and then added boldly, “but I think Hermione does, so why don’t you ask
her?”

Snape’s eyes flashed dangerously. That had been a big mistake on Potter’s part. “Two points
from Gryffindor, I think, Potter. For cheek.” Potter’s cheeks went very red. “Miss Granger, do
stop waving your hand about and sit down.” She did so at once, also red in the face. “The
answers, Potter, is that infusion of wormwood and powdered root of asphodel combine to
make a Draught of Living Death. As for the difference between Monkshood and Wolfsbane,
there is none. It may also be known as aconite.”

He continued the register without another word to Potter or Aurora, and when he reached
Blaise’s name, he folded his arms and surveyed them all with cool indifference. “There will
be no foolish wandwaving in this class,” he began, voice soft. “I don’t expect many of you
will truly appreciate it as magic, or really understand the beauty of the softly simmering
cauldron with its shimmering fumes, the delicate power of liquids that creep through the
veins, bewitching the mind, ensnaring the senses. I can teach you how to bottle fame, brew
glory, and even put a stopper in death.” Aurora shivered, but not of fear. It sounded beautiful,
the way he was describing it. “If you aren’t as big a bunch of dunderheads as I usually have
to teach.”

Aurora was certain that she would not be. She wanted to bottle fame, brew glory... Put a
stopper in death. A smile spread across her face. “We will begin by brewing a Cure for
Boils.” Professor Snape flicked his wand and the instructions appeared in chalk in his
blackboard. Aurora read it quickly and scribbled it down, before starting to heat her cauldron
gently.

She measured, sliced and added everything carefully, checking her notes and the board
between steps. Once she was finished the first round of ingredients, she waved her wand and
let the potion rest while preparing the other ingredients - horned slugs and porcupine quills.
She set a timer for thirty minutes’ time and flipped through the notes in her textbook
interestedly. “Yours looks good,” Draco said, looking over and sniffing. “Smells funny,
though.”

“I think it’s meant to at this stage,” she said, looking at her potion. “Concentrate on your
own, Draco, it isn’t meant to be that colour.”

Draco went pink and Aurora grinned at him, checking on her own potion every few minutes
just to ensure it was going as it should. When the resting period was over, she added four
horned slugs and stirred the cauldron until they reduced and liquidised a little, before taking it
off the heat. She let it cool for a minute, just to be on the safe side, before she added two
porcupine quills. She stirred it clockwise five times, and waved her wand. The potion had
pretty pink smoke rising from it in pleasantly amusing rings. Aurora smiled and extinguished
the flame on her desk, before quickly bottling the cauldron.



She very nearly dropped a vial when there was a yell from the other end of the classroom:
Neville Longbottom’s cauldron had melted and he was covered in potion, which stank
awfully. He mustn’t have taken it off the heat.

“Foolish boy,” Snape muttered, cleaning up the mess. “I suppose you put the porcupine quills
in before you took it off the heat?”

Neville nodded meekly. His hands had erupted into horrid, painful-looking boils, and Aurora
winced in sympathy. “And you, Potter. You didn’t stop him?” Potter’s eyes widened.
“Suppose you thought you’d make yourself look better if Longbottom messed up his potion?
Two more points from Gryffindor, Potter.”

Draco sniggered next to Aurora. She shook her head at him. “Well,” Snape said, looking
around, “the rest of you ought to have finished by now. Let me take a look.”

Aurora swallowed nervously as Snape stalked between the aisles. He criticised almost
everyone, though he was silent as he looked at Hermione Granger’s potion. Considering her
skill in other classes, Aurora thought that might mean it was good. He came over to them
quietly and sneered as he looked into Aurora’s cauldron. “Is this really your work?” She
blinked at him.

“Yes, Professor.”

“Draco? Is this true?”

Draco looked rather bewildered. “Yes, sir. She brewed it herself.”

Snape made a hmph noise. “It is adequate. Draco here has made an exemplary potion.”

Aurora looked over at his cauldron. Hers was far closer to the description in the textbook, and
Snape knew it. She glared at him. “Yes, Miss Black?” he asked silkily, catching her glare
with a cruel smile. “Is there a problem?”

“No, sir,” she said quickly, cheeks blazing. “I was just looking to see what Draco did better
than I.”

Snape glared at her, but seemed to find no fault. He stalked behind her to examine Millicent
and Lucille’s potions, and she breathed quietly in relief.

“I don’t know why old Snape dislikes you,” Draco whispered once they left the classroom.
“Even I didn’t know the twelve uses of dragon blood.”

“I don’t know why either,” Aurora whispered back. “He doesn’t like Potter either, though. At
least I didn’t get points taken off of me.”

“Even so,” Draco said. “It seemed most unfair to me. I don’t know why you tried to help him
out with his answers.”

She laughed. “I didn’t. I was trying to get Granger to stop making a fool out of herself. She
was desperate to answer. And he called me a show off!” Her laugh turned bitter.



Draco smirked. “Yes, Granger does seem quite a know it all, doesn’t she? Not as much as
you.”

“I am not a know it all,” Aurora scolded him, with a light glare. “I’m just a good student.”

Draco laughed at her as they set off to the common room for break. “And this is why I sit
with you in class.”

Aurora’s sour mood over Professor Snape persisted for the rest of the day, right through
Defense Against the Dark Arts and Transfiguration, the latter of which she would normally
enjoy. She didn’t understand why Professor Snape had taken such an immediate dislike to
her, to the point of singling her out amongst his students. “Black,” McGonagall said sharply,
attracting Aurora’s attention. “Eyes on your match, please.”

“Sorry, Professor.” She flushed, cheeks blazing red, and promptly turned the matchstick into
a needle. McGonagall’s mouth twitched into what might have been a smile, though she hid it.
Aurora smiled though.

Although she couldn’t forget about Professor Snape’s attitude towards her, Aurora did cheer
up by the time dinner came around, and afterwards she sent another letter off to Aunt
Lucretia telling her about her week in great detail. Neither Pansy nor Draco were in the
common room when she got back, so Aurora went to her room instead. Gwendolyn was in,
and seemed to be concentrating very hard on changing a matchstick into a needle. Her face
was screwed up and slightly red. Aurora watched her curiously, sitting down and holding
Stella in her lap.

Gwendolyn noticed her gaze and looked up, going even redder. “Yes?”

“Nothing,” Aurora said quickly. “I was just watching you.”

This seemed to greatly unnerve Gwendolyn, which hadn’t even been Aurora’s intention. She
would much rather she was unnerved because she’d actually done something. “Please don’t,”
Gwendolyn mumbled, and then hurried out of the room without another word, closing the
door behind her.

Aurora sighed heavily and sank backwards to lie on her bed, staring at the four poster green
hangings. Stella purred gently, standing on her chest now. “Are other people always like
this?” she wondered aloud. Stella just meowed and went to play with a ball of wool on the
floor.



Flying with Lions

A week had passed since the beginning of term when a notice was put up on the notice board
in the Slytherin Common Room. “Flying lessons,” Aurora read off cheerfully to Draco,
Pansy and Millicent. “Excellent.”

“Not excellent,” Pansy said. “Read the rest.”

“On Thursday afternoon... With Gryffindor!” Her mouth fell open in protest. That just wasn’t
fair. They’d all be insufferable and reckless. “Really?”

“You’re not scared are you, Aurora?”

“Scared?” She scoffed at Millicent. “Of the Gryffindors? Do you know me?”

“Of being shown up,” Millicent clarified, and both Draco and Pansy laughed on Aurora’s
behalf, which made her feel quite good.

“No Gryffindor is going to show Aurora up,” Pansy said, quite confidently. “Or Draco, but
Aurora will probably show him up.”

“Excuse me,” Draco said, quite offended. Aurora laughed and bumped his shoulder easily.

“I’ll go easy on you if we race,” she said. “Promise.”

The week leading up to their flying lesson, everybody got more and more excited as they
discussed flying. Draco told anybody who would listen about his daring escapes from a
Muggle helicopter, which Aurora knew was complete nonsense, but it was very entertaining
to hear him tell it. She didn’t feel the need to brag, though if anybody asked she would tell
them how she’d been flying since she was five, and was determined to try out for the
Quidditch team as soon as they allowed.

“Girls aren’t allowed on the Slytherin team,” Blaise Zabini pointed out to her, and she
pointed her needle at his eye. He shut up immediately.

It seemed the only person who hadn’t been on a broom before was Gwendolyn, who had read
multiple books on the subject in their room when she thought Aurora wasn’t paying attention.
“It isn’t something you have to study for, you know,” she told her tiredly on Wednesday night
as they were getting into bed. Gwendolyn looked at her warily. “Flying, I mean. If you think
you can do it, then you can.”

Gwendolyn still looked awfully worried. “You said you’d been flying since you were five.”

“Well, yes, I have.”

“So obviously you know you can do it. It’s like walking or talking or writing. But I’ve not.
And you know everyone else is great. I’ve heard Malfoy.”



Aurora smiled and looked conspiratorially at Gwendolyn. She considered it for a moment
before she said, “Don’t tell him I told you so, but Draco’s flying stories are a lot of nonsense.
He’s just showing off.”

Gwendolyn looked at her in surprise. “Really?”

“Yes. He is rather bad for that, actually.” She shook her head fondly and Gwendolyn resumed
their silence, which Aurora took as her cue to go to sleep.

When they finally went down into the grounds for the flying lesson, the sun was bright and
the sky blue and Aurora had to resist the urge to skip. It would have been most undignified of
her, but she was ever so excited to be on a broom again, racing through the sky with the wind
in her hair. She hadn’t been on a broom since... Well, since before Arcturus died. She slowed
at the thought, wondering what he might think of her and how she got on with her yearmates.
With the exception of Draco and Pansy, she didn’t have any friends she would seek out to
talk to. Of course, there were Millicent and Daphne, and even Lucille and Blaise and
Theodore, but they were more Draco and Pansy’s friends than hers. And even despite their
civil conversation the night before, she certainly wouldn’t count Gwendolyn Tearston as a
friend. She had been sneaking Aurora nervous looks all day, whispering to Davis.

Aurora ignored her though. Nothing would ruin her flying lesson. Not even Gryffindors.

They got there before the Gryffindors, and divided off into their own clusters, Aurora
standing with Draco, Pansy, Vincent and Gregory. “I say, I wish they’d let us bring our own
brooms,” Draco said, eyeing the school brooms that lay on the ground with great suspicion.
“These things don’t look up to much.”

“I think that’s a Shooting Star,” Aurora said, wrinkling her nose at a battered old broom near
them. “Let’s leave that one for Potter.”

Draco laughed, grinning at her, as the Gryffindors came marching down the hill from the
castle. “Here they come,” Pansy muttered. “Potter’s in the lead.”

“I bet he is,” Aurora muttered in response, and she and the others all moved quickly to get
good brooms before the Gryffindors took them all up. She noticed Gwendolyn looking
nervous and caught her eye, giving what she hoped was an encouraging smile.

Gwendolyn just stared at her, whispered something to Tracey Davis, and then stared down at
her broom.

The Gryffindors lined up together, each standing over a broom. Potter was opposite Aurora,
and she smirked when she caught his eye. She’d heard him saying already that he had never
been on a broom before, so she dearly hoped he hadn’t heard similar advice to that she’d
given Gwendolyn. This could be highly amusing, if so.

Their instructor, Madam Hooch, arrived a moment later, once they were all standing by their
brooms. “Well? What are you all waiting for? Everybody stand by a broom, that’s it.” Aurora
looked down at hers, one of the more tenderly cared for ones. She would even say it might



have come out within the last decade. “Stick your right hand out over your brooms,” Madam
Hooch instructed. “And say up.”

“Up!” everybody shouted.

Aurora grinned when hers shot into her hand immediately and glanced around. Draco had
managed it too, of course, though to her dismay, Potter had, too. He was looking at her rather
sourly, so she smirked and glanced away. Gwendolyn was still frowning at her broom,
muttering, “Up. Up!” under her breath until finally, the handle flew into her grasp and she
beamed at Davis. Aurora was also pleasantly surprised when watching Weasley, as he took
great pains to get his broom to move, and when it did, it smacked up to hit him in the nose.
She couldn’t help but laugh.

Once they had all gotten their brooms in their hands - Neville and Granger both took an
awfully long time - Madam Hooch showed them how to climb on without sliding off the end,
which Aurora knew perfectly well, though she supposed some did need the teaching. At least
this would be an easy class to pass. Madam Hooch came around to correct their grips, and
told Aurora hers was perfect, but told Draco he had been doing it wrong for years. Quite
amused by the reddening of his cheeks, Aurora smirked at him, and he gave her a dirty look
in response.

“Now, when I blow my whistle, you’re to kick off from the ground, hard. Keep your brooms
steady, rise a few feet and then come straight back down by leaning forwards. On my
whistle.” Aurora prepared herself, bending her knees. “Three - two-“

But Neville Longbottom kicked off already. He was white and clearly frightened, but shot
straight up in the air, looking against. “Come down here at once, child!” Madam Hooch
yelled up at him. He went up further, twenty feet, face white, and then made the terrible error
of looking down. Aurora could almost see it happening before it did. He gawped downat the
ground, face going almost green, and slid sideways off of his broom.

“Neville!” Aurora cried, as he plummeted downwards and landed with his face in the ground.

Madam Hooch hurried over to him, her face quite as pale as his was, and Aurora watched
worriedly. “His wrist’s broken,” Hooch muttered. “Come on now, it’s alright, up you get.”

She pulled a tremblingly pale Neville up to standing and turned to face the rest of the class.
“None of you are to move while I take this boy up to the Hospital Wing! You leave these
brooms where they are or you’ll be out of Hogwarts before you can saw Quidditch.” Aurora
dropped her broom instantly. “Come on now, dear.”

Neville started crying, holding his wrist tearfully as he went up to the castle with Madam
Hooch, who had her arm tightly around him.

Draco burst out laughing, and Aurora shot him a disapproving look. “Did you see his face?”

“Don’t be mean, Draco,” she told him primly.

“It was pathetic,” he said, and Crabbe, Goyle and even Pansy joined in the laughter.



“Shut up, Malfoy,” snarled Parvati Patil, a Gryffindor.

“Oh, sticking up for Longbottom, are we?”

Pansy laughed. “Never thought you’d like fat little crybabies, Parvati.”

“Pansy,” Aurora scolded, rolling her eyes. She stood closer to Theodore Nott, who looked
quite as disapproving as she felt. Draco did have a tendency to make a scene, and she didn’t
want to watch this one. She wasn’t friends with Neville, but sometimes she thought she might
have been, had her father turned out different, and knowing what she did about his parents,
she couldn’t help but feel bad for the boy.

“Look!” Draco was saying, as he bent down to pick something red up from the ground. “It’s
that stupid thing his grandmother sent him.”

The Remembrall glistened in the sunlight as he held it up. “Give it here, Malfoy,” Potter said
in a quiet voice.

Aurora raised her eyebrows at him, and Draco smirked. “How about no. I think I’ll leave it
somewhere for Longbottom to find. How about up a tree?”

“Draco, stop it,” Aurora said sharply, sensing what was about to happen. He was still holding
his broom. “Stop making a scene, and just give it to Potter.”

Draco raised his eyebrows. “Do you like Longbottom now, Aurora?”

“No,” she told him, firmer than she’d intended. “But I don’t want you breaking any rules. Or
starting fights.”

“You know I could take Potter.”

“Even so, it’s against the rules.”

Draco grinned at her. “Like that really matters. Come help me find somewhere - you’re the
best flier, after all.”

“No,” she said firmly.

Draco smirked. “Suit yourself, then.”

“Give it here!” Potter shouted, but it was too late.

Draco leapt onto his broom, and soared away instantly as Aurora had known he would,
clutching the stupid Remembrall in his hand. “Idiot,” she muttered under her breath, so that
only Theodore could hear.

Draco flew level with the topmost branches of the trees and called down, “You want it,
Potter? Come and get it!”



Potter grabbed his broom and Aurora groaned. “No!” Granger shouted, in a surprising show
of clarity. “Madam Hooch told us not to move, you’ll get everybody in trouble!”

It didn’t stop Potter, and Aurora hadn’t expected it to, though clearly Hermione Granger had.
Potter climbed onto his own broom and soared up, too, making some of the others gasp. He
was a surprisingly good flier, actually, Aurora thought. Especially for his first time. He turned
his broom sharply to face Draco, who was clearly just as surprised by his skills as Aurora
was.

“Give it here!” Potter called loudly. “Or I’ll knock you off your broom!”

“He does that,” Aurora muttered, “I’ll hex him into next week.”

Theodore smiled faintly. She couldn’t hear what Draco’s reply was, but she could tell he was
worried. Potter flew sharply towards him and Aurora gasped in surprised, as Draco only just
got out of the way in time. Potter wheeled around sharply and the Gryffindors started
cheering for him, which Aurora thought was quite unnecessary and entirely over the top.

“No Crabbe and Goyle to save you up here!” Potter was shouting, and Draco seemed to have
realised the same. He stared down at Aurora and made a gesture for her to join him. She
shook her head. She had told him so, and she wasn’t going to get involved in this drama,
unless Potter actually did knock him off his broom.

“Catch it if you can then!” Draco yelled, and promptly threw the Remembrall into the air and
zoomed back down the the ground. Aurora watched as Potter turned sharply and streaked
after it, chasing the ball right down to the ground in a hard, steep dive. He caught it just
before it reached the ground and shattered, and Aurora stared, begrudgingly impressed.

“What was that about?” Draco asked Aurora. “I thought you’d back me up!”

But she didn’t say anything. Professor McGonagall was marching over to them, white in the
face. “He’s in for it now,” Aurora muttered. “Good thing I didn’t come up there after all.
Then we all would have been in real trouble.”

Draco pulled a face. “HARRY POTTER!” McGonagall yelled as Potter got to his feet,
shaking. “Never - in all my time at Hogwarts - how dare you - might have broken your
neck!”

“It wasn’t his fault, Professor!”

“Quiet, Miss Patil.”

“But Malfoy-“

“That’ll do, Mr Weasley. Potter, follow me, now.”

Draco was grinning as Potter was led away. Aurora rolled her eyes. “You had to make a scene
out of it, didn’t you? Why couldn’t you just leave it alone?”



“Where’s the fun in that?” Draco asked, and she glared at him. “It’s only Longbottom,
Aurora. And besides, now Potter might even get expelled.” He looked extremely excited by
the prospect.

Aurora sighed. “I suppose.” Weasley was glaring at them both, and Granger muttering under
her breath. “It’s a shame we can’t fly though. I wanted to show you up.”

“Getting confident, are we?”

“I’m not getting confident, Draco. I am confident.” She grinned. “But let’s leave the rule
breaking for now, yeah?”

Draco, unfortunately, couldn’t resist. “I’m going to talk to him,” he said at dinner.

“Who?” Aurora asked distractedly, stuck between eating shepherd’s pie and reading through
a Potions guide.

“Potter.”

“Oh. Is he still here?”

“For now.” Draco stood up. “Crabbe, Goyle, with me. Aurora?”

“Busy.”

“Potions? Really? You’re better than that.”

“Potter?” she mimicked. “Really? You’re better than that.”

Draco rolled his eyes. “If you want to be boring, fine. Come on, boys.”

“He’s going to get himself in trouble,” Aurora said, frowning after Draco as he left.

Pansy sniffed. “I notice he asked you to join him and not me.”

“And?” Aurora stared at her. “Why shouldn’t he?”

Pansy didn’t reply. She stood up and moved to sit next to Daphne and Lucille instead, leaving
Aurora alone opposite Theodore and Blaise, who both shrugged. “Don’t mind Pansy,” Blaise
told her.

“I don’t,” Aurora replied tightly, returning to her meal.

Draco returned with Crabbe and Goyle a few minutes later, looking smug. “That’ll show
Potter,” he said.

“What did you do?” Blaise asked with interest.

“Challenged him to a wizard’s duel.” His eyes lit up. “At midnight.”



“You can’t be serious,” Aurora muttered. “Don’t you care how much trouble you’ll get in if
you’re caught?”

“That’s why it’s so genius, see,” Draco told her, and sat down gleefully. “I’m not really going
to go. Potter will go to the trophy room with Weasley at midnight, well after curfew, and if
Filch happens to get an anonymous tip from a student that they’re going to be out in the hall
at night...” He smirked and Aurora grinned.

“You’re terrible,” she told him, but was pleased with how devious he had managed to be.

“I thought you’d approve,” he said cheerfully, and stole a roast potato from her plate. “This
way, I can’t get in trouble.”

Aurora shook her head ruefully and stole one of Draco’s Yorkshire puddings, smirking at
him. “Well, yes, you had better not.”



Midnight Feast

Aurora was shocked to find Potter and Weasley both still at the Gryffindor table the next
morning, looking pale and tired but quite cheerful. Draco was horrified. “How have they
gotten away with it?” he asked, glaring fiercely. He held his fork so tightly Aurora thought it
might break. “How?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora said, narrowing her eyes in dislike at the pair of them. “They must
have gotten very, very lucky.”

“Or someone tipped them off,” Pansy said, glaring around the table.

“No,” Aurora said, “they definitely went. See how tired they look? Like they’ve been up all
night.”

Draco nodded, grimacing. “And now we’ll have to suffer all the way through Potions with
them.”

“Don’t remind me,” Aurora groaned. She was already starting to hate the class that she’d
thought would be her favourite. It was, ironically, being replaced by Transfiguration. At least
McGonagall didn’t seem to hate her disproportionately to literally everyone except Harry
Potter.

“Oh, cheer up, Aurora,” Pansy told her. “At least it’s only two weeks until your birthday.”

That did cheer her up a bit, until she remembered she would also have a Potions class on her
birthday. Draco laughed at her as they continued breakfast and set off towards their class.

When they got there, Aurora was pleased to note that Longbottom’s wrist appeared fully
healed. Granger fussed over him, asking how it felt and how easily he could move his
fingers, while Potter and Weasley both sent Draco superior looks, clearly smug that they had
gotten out of any punishment for being out of bed after hours. Draco looked incredibly sour
about this, and Aurora wasn’t surprised. “Cheer up,” she told him just before they went in,
“the last thing I want is a class partner who can’t even make me laugh.”

That Potions class went on just as the last had, and Aurora was in a typically bad mood at the
end. Gwendolyn, who seemed to sense the anger radiating off of her throughout the day,
squeaked when Aurora entered their room after their final class and promptly hurried off to
her own friends. Aurora just rolled her eyes. She was, sadly, used to this by now. It didn’t
matter. She sat with Draco, Pansy and Daphne in the common room working away on their
homework - well, the girls were. Draco was still fuming about Potter not being expelled.

A week later, Potter got a broomstick in the post at breakfast. “You have got to be kidding
me,” Aurora said, jaw dropping open. First of all, he’d explicitly broken Madam Hooch’s
rule, gotten caught and not gotten even got so much as a single house point taken off in
punishment. Second of all, he had broken curfew and either not gotten caught at all or had
gotten away without a punishment. And now he got sent a broomstick? When first years



explicitly were not allowed to bring their own broomsticks to Hogwarts? Even Aurora and
Draco hadn’t brought their own.

Draco went to corner Potter after breakfast, Aurora with him. It was entirely unfair. Crabbe
and Goyle blocked Potter and Weasley’s way and Draco seized the broom. “That’s a
broomstick. You’re in for it now, Potter,” Draco said. “First years aren’t allowed them.”

“It’s not any old broomstick,” Weasley said, beaming. “That’s a Nimbus Two Thousand.”
Aurora felt herself drain. That was the best broom on the market. Even Draco didn’t have
one. “What did you say you’ve got at home, Malfoy, the old Comet Two Sixty? Comets are
flashy, but they’re not in the same league as the Nimbus.”

“And what do you have at home, Weasley?” Aurora snarked back. “Do you even have a
broom?”

“I bet he couldn’t afford half the handle,” Draco said, sneeringly. The tips of Weasley’s ears
went red. “I bet you and your brothers have to save up twig by twig.”

Aurora thought that was going a little bit far. Judging by Weasley’s face, he thought Draco
had just well overstepped the mark. Thankfully, they were spared from any actual fight by the
arrival of Professor Flitwick. “Not fighting I hope, boys? And Miss Black?”

Aurora shook her head and gave Flitwick a pleasant, warm smile. “Not at all, Professor. We
were merely appreciating Harry’s new broomstick.”

“Oh, yes, I’ve heard all about this,” Flitwick said cheerfully. “Professor McGonagall told me
the special circumstances.” Special circumstances? What circumstances were special enough
that Potter got to break the rules? “What model is it?”

“A Nimbus Two Thousand, sir,” Potter said. He looked like he was trying not to laugh at
Aurora and Draco. She knew they both probably looked outraged, because they were. She
didn’t know why Potter got sent a broomstick, but she had a feeling it had to do with that
stupid scar on his forehead. Professor Flitwick had after all been very taken by his fame.
Then Potter added, “And it’s really thanks to Malfoy here that I got it.”

Aurora thought Draco was going to explode. She sent Potter a nasty look as she thrust his
stupid broom back into his arms and tugged Draco away with her. “That - that -“ She
spluttered. “It’s completely unfair! What right does he have to break the rules?”

“Stupid scarhead Potter,” Draco muttered.

“Exactly! That’s it, I bet it is! All the teachers like him because he’s some - some precious
famous wizard! He isn’t even good!”

She fumed all the way to Potions, but it was as they settled into their seats that her anger died
down and she thought on the situation, feeling a little guilty. Wasn’t it Aurora’s father’s fault
that Potter had that scar in the first place? She wasn’t really sure she had the right to be mad
about it. But that didn’t stop her from being furious about the broomstick situation. Snape did
nothing to improve her mood, breathing down her neck as she had another go at the Cure for



Boils with the rest of the class. He seemed determined to make her mess up, talking to her
just before she was meant to add the Porcupine Quills off the heat - she only just
remembered, she was so flustered from his interrogation on the properties of fluxweed.

“If I didn’t know better,” Draco said as they left, “I’d say Snape was trying to put you off.”

“You don’t know better,” Aurora told him, looking over her shoulder. “I think that’s exactly
what he’s trying to do. I just don’t know why.”

The next Friday was her birthday, and she was determined that nothing could spoil it. Aurora
woke bright and early the same time as Gwendolyn, and looked around to see if she’d gotten
any presents from Aunt Lucretia. There was nothing in the room, but she decided that was
alright. They’d probably send something along with the owls at breakfast.

Aurora bounded out of bed and hurried to get ready, making sure her hair was perfect.
Gwendolyn watched her curiously as she combed it gently. She turned around, grinning.
“You’re in a good mood for a Friday,” Gwendolyn said.

“It’s my birthday,” Aurora explained, still beaming. Gwendolyn blinked in surprise.

“It is? You never said.”

“You never talk to me.”

Gwendolyn just stared. Aurora smirked, packing up her bag for the day. She ran her hands
over Stella’s fur, eliciting a gentle purr. “Happy birthday anyways,” Gwendolyn told her
quietly, and Aurora looked at her, pleasantly surprised that she’d bothered to say so. It was
polite.

“Thanks,” she said, grinning as she went to the common room to wait on Pansy and Draco.

Draco had already arrived with Blaise, and hugged Aurora tightly. “Happy birthday,” he said,
grinning. “I got you something, but I didn’t know what to get, so I hope it’s alright.” Aurora
smiled excitedly as he brought out from the seat he was standing in front of a large wicker
basket filled with all of Aurora’s favourite sweets and treats.

“Oh, Draco!” she cried, beaming. “Thank you!”

“Pansy pitch in too,” he said, “so you had better give her a great thank you, too.”

Indeed, when Pansy eventually arrived, Aurora rushed over to her with a ridiculously giddy
grin and pulled her into a hug. Pansy stiffened in her arms. “I suppose Draco gave you our
gift then?”

“He did,” Aurora laughed, and released Pansy, who smiled reluctantly.

“You’re ridiculously affectionate, Aurora.”

“I’m cheerful,” she replied with an even bigger grin, and got Pansy and Millicent to help her
hide the basket in her room. “We can have it all tonight,” she said, “a little party? And I



suppose we could invite the others too - Daphne, Blaise, Theodore and Lucille?”

Millicent nodded. “And Vincent and Gregory.”

“Ew, no,” Pansy said, wrinkling her nose. “They’ll eat it all and leave none for the rest of us,
or Aurora. No, leave the two of them out of it.” She turned on Aurora. “Do you think you can
get Tearston out of the way?”

“It won’t be hard,” she said with a laugh. “She hates my company. I wouldn’t be surprised if
she went to stay the night with Davis and Drought anyway.”

“She does that often?” Millicent asked, surprised.

“Seems to,” Aurora said as they came back into the common room, where Draco, Blaise,
Daphne, Lucille and Theodore were all gathered.

“We have a plan for tonight,” Pansy told them importantly. “Midnight, in Aurora’s room,
we’re going to have something of a feast.”

“Yes,” Aurora said. “I’ll let you all know when I can get Tearston out of the way.”

“Excellent,” said Daphne. “I can’t wait to tuck in.”

At breakfast she saw a delivery from Aunt Lucretia’s and Uncle Ignatius’ twin large tawny
owls. They clutched between them a large box wrapped in brown paper, which Aurora was
quick to unwrap, Draco and Pansy peering eagerly over her shoulders. Inside were two
smaller boxes and what was most definitely a book. Aurora unwrapped that first, read the
title about Magic in the Roman Republic and set it aside interestedly for reading later. Of the
other two boxes, one contained a large shipment of chocolate frogs, and the other a very
pretty silver bracelet with small emeralds inlaid in it. The note with it read, We thought this
would be suitable for your place in Slytherin house. All of our love, Aunt Lucretia and Uncle
Ignatius.

“That bracelet’s beautiful,” Pansy said, and Draco helped Aurora attach it to her wrist,
admiring the way it caught the light when she moved it. “I’m awfully jealous.”

“You have lots of jewellery,” Aurora told Pansy, still smiling. She placed the book and the
chocolate frogs back in the box and they left breakfast early so that Aurora could put them in
her room in the dungeons before they all hurried along the corridor to Professor Snape’s
classroom.

She’d noticed at breakfast that he had not seemed amused by the owl delivery she’d received,
and the Potions class confirmed, if she hadn’t already been certain, that Snape detested her.

They were working on Wiggenweld Potions for the first time. It was considerably trickier
than the Cure for Boils, but Aurora had brewed it before for Arcturus. She felt tears stinging
her eyes when she thought of him. This was the first birthday in years for which he could not
be present. Though she loved her gifts from her aunt and uncle, she couldn’t help herself
from longing to have gotten something from Arcturus. For him to have still been alive.



She tried to numb the pang in her chest by focusing on the task at hand. The portions of
salamander blood to add weren’t based on exact measurements but rather on the basis of the
colour they turned the potion, which made it rather more nerve-wracking. She kept adding it
in very slow, small increments, worried she’d add too much.

“Not feeling quite so cocky now, are we, Black?” Snape whispered in her ear.

She tried to keep her voice even. “It’s a little trickier, but I’m doing my best.”

“You think you’re the best student in this class,” he hissed. Aurora did, actually, but that was
because she was, and she was sure Snape had to know that somewhere. “I know you’re not.
You’re a vain little girl who likes to show off her magic and her finery and her name.” Her
heart sped up and she kept her eyes fixed on her potion, watching as it turned from green to
turquoise.

“I’m trying to concentrate, sir,” she told him in a strained voice. Draco looked at her
sideways.

“Do not talk back to me, Black,” he told her, voice dangerously soft. She resisted the rush to
turn around and throw her potion in his face. “It will not end well for you.”

“I’m just trying to do my work,” she said, and her hand trembled as she added more
salamander blood, stirring until it turned a pretty, deep indigo shade.

“You will address me as sir, or professor.”

Fury blazed in her chest. He was talking down to her like she was nothing, nothing but a
stupid child. She hated it. “My apologies,” she ground out, “sir.”

He watched her closely as she continued her potion, and Aurora managed a shaky smile when
it went the desired shade of pink and then red that meant the salamander’s blood had been
adequately mixed in. She added five lionfish spines, heating the potion until it went a yellow
the colour of buttercups, and then the other five lionfish spines and a portion of flobberworm
mucus. The potion slowly changed colour, into a striking violet, and Aurora started to stir it
again.

Draco was looking stressed next to her, his potion stuck on turquoise, and she noticed
Crabbe’s potion was a sludgy green colour it should not have been at any stage, but Snape
said nothing about either of their work. “And what are you doing now, Black?”

“Stirring,” she replied shortly. “Like the recipe says. Sir.”

His eyes glittered, but he didn’t seem able to find anything to fault her on right now, for
which she was immensely grateful. When her potion turned red again, she added more
flobberworm mucus and stirred until it turned the same buttercup shade from before. She
could feel Snape’s eyes on her.

“That’s an awfully interesting bracelet you’re wearing, Black.”

She tensed. “It was a birthday present, sir.”



He sneered. “How touching.” She ignored him, adding two vials of honey water until her
potion turned turquoise again. Draco looked over furiously, stirring frantically, which
somehow managed to comfort Aurora. She added a few drops of boom berry juice, stirred the
potion again and then adjusted the heat to bring it to a simmer.

She leaned back, smiling proudly at her potion. It looked exactly like the picture in her
textbook. “Why are you lazing about, Black?”

“My potion has to simmer for another thirty minutes,” she told him. “I’ve reached the last
stage.” His mouth was thin. “If there is any additional, advanced work you would like me to
do, sir, please tell me.”

His eyes flashed. “You really are remarkably like your father,” he said, loud enough for the
whole class to hear, and Aurora felt the colour drain from her face. “He was just as arrogant.”

Snape flicked his wand over her cauldron and it vanished. “Seeing as you’re so cocky, I’m
sure you can re-do this potion.”

She stared up at him in disbelief, shaking. “I don’t have time,” she said in a tight voice.
Everyone in the class was staring at them. Draco had stopped stirring his potion, not realising
it had turned puce. Even Potter and Weasley were looking at her. “Sir, we only have forty
minutes left.”

“Well,” Professor Snape purred, “then you had better get a move on, Black. Or you might
have to miss your birthday lunch.”

She was shaking as she continued on her potion, Snape breathing down her neck. It made it
very difficult to concentrate, when she was so angry she could hardly think straight, and the
potion eventually turned dark grey. When she added the next bout of salamander blood, it
blew up in her face and she threw her wand down in frustration, breathing heavily and
angrily.

“Perhaps you’ll do better next time, Black,” Snape sneered, as her cheeks stung from the
minor explosion. She coughed and spluttered. “Go to the Hospital Wing.”

She didn’t think twice. She grabbed her books and wand and shoved them hastily in her bag,
almost sprinting from the room, heart pounding heavily. There felt like there might be a small
burn on her cheek, and she could have taken care of it with cold water, but she didn’t want to
be in that room a moment longer. It was so embarrassing! And infuriating; as knew she’d
done well and her potion had been near to perfect. So why was Snape trying to embarrass
her?

She stormed up the stairs to the Hospital Wing, where Madam Pomfrey took one look at her
and sighed. “Don’t tell me you’ve been setting off a fireworks display, Black.”

She gaped at her. “No?”

“Blowing up toilets?”



“No.” She blinked in surprise. “I had an - an accident in my Potions class.”

“Hmph. Well, you’re certainly worse for wear. Over here, clean yourself up and I’ll see if
there’s any burns.”

Face blazing which had nothing to do with the Potions explosion, she hurried to a sink and
splashed water on her face, rubbing the door away gently. Her hair was going to stink of
smoke after this, she just knew it, and she’d have to sit through both afternoon classes. Once
she was done, Madam Pomfrey checked over her burn, applied a cool, thick paste and kept
her five minutes until it had cooled. “There you are,” Pomfrey said. “An easy fix. Be careful
now, Black.”

“I will,” she muttered, picking up her bag. The bell rang for the end of class and she headed
back down to the dungeons in the hopes of catching Draco or Pansy on their way out of the
classroom.

Instead, she ran into Potter and Weasley, who regarded her coolly. “What?” she snapped at
them. “Come to have a laugh at me, have you?” She scoffed. “Go to lunch!”

Both boys’ eyes went wide. They exchanged a shocked glance and hurried away, and Aurora
made a loud cry of frustration, turning on her heel and storming into the Slytherin common
room towards her bedroom. She flung the door open, much to Gwendolyn’s surprise, as she
was already in there. Her eyes went wide and worried. She made to run right past Aurora,
who moved furiously to block the door. Gwendolyn stared at her, face white, seemingly at a
loss for what to do. Aurora trembled with renewed anger.

“Why do you always act like that?” she spat out, and Gwendolyn blinked.

“Like - like what?”

“Like I’m going to murder you. It’s pathetic. You scurry around likes a terrified little mouse,
and why? What have I done?”

“N-n-nothing, Aurora. I’m - I’m sorry.”

“No you’re not. I know you talk about my behind my back, you and Davis and Drought and
all the others. Well, I don’t care! I don’t care what you think of me because my father.” She
sneered at her, chest furious. “But don’t look at me like you do, alright? I’m not in the mood.
And - and don’t come to sleep here tonight, I have plans!”

Gwendolyn looked utterly terrified by the prospect of Aurora having ‘plans’. She nodded
frantically. “I know, I know, Aurora, I’m - I’m really sorry. Can - can I - g-go.”

Aurora nodded stiffly and swept inside, leaving Gwendolyn to walk the other way and fled
down the corridor, presumably to Davis and Drought. Aurora chuckled her bag down on her
bed, startling Stella out of her nap, and then she lay down too, staring furiously at the ceiling.
Don’t cry, she told herself. Stop getting yourself so worked up. She tried controlling her
breathing. What did Snape get out of being such a git? He wasn’t even so horrible to Potter,
and he was a Gryffindor. If anyone was arrogant, it was him, not her!



Stupid Potter. Stupid Snape. Stupid all of this. She clutched her wand so tightly and furiously
that red sparks started to fly out of the end. Her stomach rumbled. She had to go and get
lunch, she decided, though fury still swelled in her throat. She was certain she would hit
something out of pure anger, but she made herself get up, replace her Potions things with her
Defense and Transfiguration books, and sweep back upstairs and into the Great Hall.

There was a space between Draco and Pansy, who both looked up curiously at her when she
entered. “What did you do?” Pansy asked, enthralled. “Tearston looked scared out of her wits
when she came in here just now.”

She gestured down the table to where Tearston was whispering frantically to Robin Oliphant.

“She was getting on my nerves,” Aurora said uncomfortably. “So I told her to stop. It’s not
my fault she’s such a scaredy-cat.” She knew she shouldn’t have yelled like she did, but
Gwendolyn was constantly getting on her nerves, acting like she was terrifying - maybe it
had been only a matter of time before Aurora proved that for herself.

She ate her lunch pointedly so as to avoid any other questions, and her usual diligence in
class meant Draco didn’t see the point in questioning her for the rest of the day. She was
alone in the room in the evening, which suited her perfectly. By dinner, Aurora was quite
cheerful, and she and the others all discussed their excitement before they headed back to
bed. Gwendolyn still hadn’t shown up, so Aurora assumed she was hiding out with one of the
other girls for the time being. She didn’t care. She was better off without her staring at her
like she expected Aurora was about to curse her within an inch of her life.

She read her new book before sleeping, and set an alarm for half past eleven. Even so it was
difficult to drift into sleep, She was so excited, and when her alarm rung she had hardly
dropped off. But she was grinning as she set up the food for the party, and shuffled the
pillows around on her bed so people could sit on them. At midnight, Pansy and Millicent
promptly burst through her door, beaming.

“I knew we’d be the first here!” Pansy cheered, though Daphne and Lucille appeared a
moment later, both smirking.

“Good spread,” Lucille said approvingly, and Aurora flushed, looking at Pansy.

“Well, thanks go to Pansy and Draco. And my Aunt Lucretia - she sent the chocolate frogs.”

“Three cheers for Aunt Lucretia, I say,” Millicent cheered, eyeing up the chocolate frogs
excitedly.

“Don’t tuck in yet, Millie,” Pansy scolded. “Wait for the boys.”

They didn’t have to wait long. Draco, Blaise and Theodore appeared five minutes later,
looking eager to tuck in, and they did. It felt nice, Aurora thought, to be surrounded with her
friends - and these people were here friends, she decided - and having something such as
normally exciting as a midnight feast.



“I still think it’s ridiculous that Potter gets to have a broom,” Draco said. He still hadn’t
gotten over it.

“I quite agree,” Theodore added. “It’s unfair to the rest of us. They can’t give him special
treatment. If it were me, I’d complain.”

“It is you,” Daphne pointed out. “You’re affected too, Theodore.”

“Not really. I don’t like flying.”

“Well, you and pretend to.” Daphne tilted her chin. “I think we should start a petition, or
stage a protest. I’ve read about those. They used them in goblin rebellions.”

“We’re not goblins, Daphne,” Lucille said, laughing.

“Draco is,” Aurora said, and everybody laughed.

“I am not! What’s that supposed to mean, Aurora?”

She winked at Draco, which just seemed to infuriate him further, but her cheeks flushed with
pleasure as everyone laughed at her joke. It suddenly didn’t matter what had happened earlier
that day. She had people who liked to be around her, and no one else mattered, not really.
“Don’t worry, Draco,” she teased, “you’re still my favourite. Even if you’re basically a baby
to me now.”

“Oi!”

“You’re almost a year younger.”

“I’m taller!”

“No you’re not.”

Draco shot to his feet, staring at her indignantly, and Aurora laughed as she rose too. “Back
to back,” Theodore instructed and they moved, Aurora holding herself up as high as she
possibly could. “No, Draco is taller.”

“He is not!” Aurora protested. “Absolutely not! You need to get glasses, Nott.”

Everybody laughed as Aurora sat down, blushing but not unhappy. No one was laughing at
her, they were laughing with her, and it was nice. When they all finally dispersed in the early
hours of the morning, Aurora was quite content, and despite all the sugar she’d consumed,
she got to sleep easily and slept soundly.



Halloween

On Halloween morning, Aurora awoke bright and early, still riding the high from the day
before when she had been the first in the Charms class to levitate her feather - Flitwick had
given her five points to Slytherin. Gwendolyn wasn’t in when she woke, but that was hardly a
surprise. She rarely was. Aurora didn’t know where she went, considering she hadn’t seen her
with Davis and Drought much recently, but it wasn’t her business.

While Aurora got ready for her classes, she could smell pumpkin wafting through the school
even through to the dungeons, a pleasant smell that reminded her of Halloweens long passed
at Arcturus’ house. She allowed herself to miss it for a moment before she packed her books
into her bag - she had Transfiguration, Defense Against the Dark Arts, History of Magic and
Herbology today - and went to knock on Pansy and Millicent’s door.

Pansy opened it, grinning. She had an orange band around the brim of her hat today, in
celebration. “Happy Halloween!”

“Happy Halloween,” Aurora recited back to her.

They went to breakfast together, remarking on the orange pumpkin decorations and the bats
that flew over the roof. “I do love that ceiling sometimes,” Millicent said, and Pansy looked
at her.

“You’re weird, Millie.”

When they arrived in the common room they were greeted by Draco, who was looking very
smug about something. “The initiation programme’s been put up,” he said. “We’re to return
to the common room tonight at midnight after the feast, with our wands. To be prepared to do
whatever the older years tell us to.”

Aurora grinned. Slytherin initiation was a longstanding tradition, always taking place on
Halloween night. The first years had to prove themselves before they could be formally
accepted as one of the house, and though Aurora had never heard of anyone being kicked out,
she did not want to take any risks. No one was to tell anyone what happened in previous
initiations, but Aurora knew she ought to be prepared for anything, and spent most of the day
thinking about it.

Their classes were a bit more laid back that day, though McGonagall didn’t seem too
concerned by the class’s frivolity, and Professor Binns likely didn’t know what day it was.
Professor Quirrel’s class had been a bit of a free for all, as he seemed incredibly twitchy and
nervous about something, even more than usual. “Maybe he thinks a vampire’s going to
attack him,” Daphne said. “I couldn’t blame it. It is Halloween after all.”

“What do you mean you couldn’t blame it?”

“Well, he’s not a very good teacher.”



“And how is a vampire meant to know that?”

“You never know,” Pansy said, “they’re everywhere.”

Draco went pale and turned to his textbook, reading it furiously. Aurora laughed. “Who’s a
scaredy cat now?”

“Shut up, Aurora.”

Aurora had been looking forward to the Halloween Feast ever since she got to Hogwarts. She
even straightened her hair specially with a spell Daphne had taught her, and near bounded
into the Great Hall to celebrate with her friends.

They all tucked in merrily, chatting excitedly, and then halfway through Professor Quirrel ran
down the middle of the hall, exclaimed that there was a troll in the dungeon, and promptly
sent everyone into chaos.

“Prefects,” Dumbledore called over the din, “please lead your houses back to their common
rooms.”

“Is he out of his mind?” Pansy shouted. “Our common room’s in the dungeons!”

“Bloody Dumbledore,” Draco muttered under his breath. “I’m not going anywhere near a
troll. Where are Crabbe and Goyle?”

The Slytherins were having a bit of a free for all. They weren’t the only ones who had
realised they would be heading straight for the troll if they went to the dungeons, and their
housemates scattered in all different directions.

“Hang on,” Aurora said, grasping Pansy’s hand tightly as she spied two boys slipping away
from the Gryffindor crowd. “What’s Potter doing?”

“Who cares about Potter?” Pansy cried. “I’m going to hide! Come on!”

“What are they up to?”

“Who cares?” Pansy cried again, and yanked her hand away from Aurora, who wasn’t
moving.

“I want to see what they’re up to.”

“You’re as bad as Draco!”

Aurora shook her head at Pansy, and surged forwards with the Gryffindor crowd, slipping
along by the walls and ducking behind suits of armour as she followed Potter and Weasley.
There were footsteps behind her suddenly and she ducked behind a statue, catching the two
boys doing the same just as Professor Snape came around the corner, hurrying along the
corridor. She narrowed her eyes at him. What was he doing here? He ought to be down in the
dungeons with the other professors, especially since that was his house territory.



“He’s headed to the third floor corridor!” she heard Weasley say, and frowned. That corridor
was out bounds, but she supposed it mustn’t be to staff. Still, why was he headed there?

She shook the thought from her head as she crept along slyly behind Potter and Weasley, until
she was overcome with the most disgusting stench she had ever smelled. She knew at once,
without even seeing the thing, that this must be the troll.

It leered into view suddenly, a grotesque, yellowed creature. Weasley was looking very white,
and Aurora pressed herself against a wall as she watched it lumber into another room. She
breathed out, eyes returning to Potter and Weasley, who were hurrying to lock the door.
Good, she thought. Though it didn’t explain what they thought they were doing going after
the thing.

Gryffindor show offs, she thought to herself, as she hurried downstairs to the dungeons
before either of them could catch a glimpse of her. Then she heard a girl scream.

Don’t get involved, she told herself, but thought that if it was Pansy, she would have gone
after her in a heartbeat.

With a great sigh, she turned and made to run around the corner, barrelling straight into Harry
Potter. “What are you doing?” he said sharply to her.

“I could ask you the same!”

Potter glared at her. “Shouldn’t you be in your common room with your Slytherin friends?”

She scoffed, looking down her nose at him. “The Slytherin Common Room is in the
dungeons, idiot. Of course I’m not there. That was where I was headed now.” She narrowed
her eyes, glancing between the two boys. “What’s your excuse?”

They shared a look and said at the same time, “We’re not telling you.”

Potter turned around and went running off towards the room they’d just locked the troll in,
Weasley quick after him. Aurora debated going with them for a moment - just a moment,
barely a moment, maybe just a few seconds - but decided against it. They had it handled after
all, and she wasn’t going to go with them when they clearly didn’t respect her. She retained
her suspicions though, as she hurried back to the dungeons. They had no way of knowing
someone would be locked in with a troll - so what exactly were they up to? Probably trying to
wrestle it themselves, she thought, rolling her eyes scornfully. At least it wasn’t her.

“Where have you been?” Draco demanded when she got in. Plates of food had been sent up
for them to continue the feast, and so Draco and Pansy hauled her over to a table with Blaise
and Daphne. “Pansy said you were spying on Potter and Weasley!”

“I was,” she said. “They went after the troll.”

Pansy laughed in disbelief. “They what? Really? Are you serious, Aurora?”

She nodded. “Completely.”



“Well,” Draco said, “I hope it breaks their necks.”

She rolled her eyes in response. “I wouldn’t go quite that far. But the sentiment’s the same;
it’ll teach them a lesson not to be so arrogant.”

She didn’t tell them about Snape. That was something that, though she couldn’t quite explain
why, she didn’t want to reveal just yet. She was soon distracted anyway; once the prefects
decided the first years were suitably well fed they were all sent to their rooms to await the
call for initiation, while the upper years discussed the task.

Gwendolyn seemed very nervous, and Aurora wished she could have been with Pansy and
Millicent instead, as they were probably having a productive conversation, but rules stated
they were not to leave their rooms until midnight. She got only a little bit of sleep before the
call woke her: the haunting hissing of a snake that ran through the walls.

Aurora got changed very quickly, pulling her hair up and grabbing her wand. She only
stopped to haul Gwendolyn out of her bed, hurrying down the corridor alone.

“Good show, Black,” said Lucas Yaxley - a sixth year Prefect - when she arrived in the
common room. “You’re the first girl here. Gemma, note that down.”

Aurora noticed a chalkboard had been set up near the fireplace, with the names of all her
yearmates written down. There was a white tally mark beside Robin Oliphant’s name, and
Aurora imagined he had been the first boy to get there, as a similar mark went by her own
name. She took a tentative seat by Theodore Nott, who nodded briskly at her, looking a bit
peaky.

“Do you have any idea what we’re to do?” he whispered.

Aurora shook her head. “It’s meant to be kept quiet, isn’t it?”

It took a few minutes for the rest of her year to arrive, all twenty of them seated on the sofas
before the fireplace. Room was scarce by the time the last girls - Sally-Anne Perks and Leah
MacMillan - arrived, so they had to perch on the back of the sofa, and both received red tally
marks by their names, as did Lewis Stebbins, who had been the last boy to arrive. Gwen
whispered frantically to Robin Oliphant, who was growing increasingly pale.

“Right,” said Ursula Flint, the seventh year prefect, when everyone had gotten seated. “Little
firsties. You all know by now what it means to be a Slytherin. We are cunning, ambitious, and
resourceful. We are also loyal to one another, at least in the face of others. I do not care of
any petty squabbles between you all. You have had two months to get to know each other and
now you are a family. You may argue amongst yourselves but you must present a united front
to the rest of the school. Understand?” They all nodded quickly.

“Tonight marks an ancient tradition. All over the world, witches and wizards are celebrating
the most important day in our character, when the magical forces in the world are at their
strongest, and the barrier between natural and supernatural, life and death, are blurred. For
centuries, Slytherin House has initiated its students on this night with a series of trials
determined to test their ambition, cunning, and resourcefulness.



“I am not saying this will be easy. I would rather you struggled to complete your tasks. And
make no mistake, you will complete them, using any means necessary that do not venture
into the unforgivable. If you are to break the rules, I ask only that you do not allow
yourselves to be caught. Professor Snape understands our tradition, but that does not mean
that he will be lenient with anyone caught out of curfew.

“Similarly, the knowledge of this tradition is to be kept strictly within the people in this room.
You may never tell anyone what happens on this night. This tradition stretches back to Merlin
himself.” Aurora did not want to disappoint Merlin. “I would also like to remind you all, in
the interests of easing health and safety concerns, that the troll that was in the castle earlier
has since been dealt with and poses no threat. Please do not complain to me that you are
scared, because, frankly, that is no excuse. Many have been scared before you - at the risk of
sounding like a Gryffindor-“ a few people laughed “-at least try not to be dreadful cowards.

“Finally, I would like to set out the agenda for this evening. You will complete three tasks
between my say so and three o’clock in the morning.” A few people’s eyes widened: they
were going to have to stay up until three in the morning? “You must return before three
o’clock. After that, provided none of you fail, we shall have a party throughout the night.
Please note there will be alcohol, but that is for fifth years and up, not any first years. Any
attempt to drink anything stronger than Butterbeer will see you disqualified from Quidditch
trials for the rest of your school careers.

“We - that is, the seventh years, and the sixth and fifth year prefects - will be evaluating your
completion of your tasks and ranking you accordingly. Each of you has a place on this board.
White tallies are positive scores, red are negative. Those to arrive promptly tonight already
have white tallies - those who arrived later have gained red ones, as you can see.”

Sally-Anne whispered something nervously to Leah, who nodded. “Your tasks are as such.
First, retrieve a book from the Restricted Section. Second, create something connected to the
legacy of a notable member of Slytherin House. And take a snake out of the Black Lake.”
Flint smirked at their astonished faces. It felt almost too easy, Aurora thought. She’d thought
something a lot more intense and ritualistic would happen. “You must bring your three
objects back here at three o’clock, when we will complete your initiation. Further information
will be given at the time. Do you all have your wands?” They all nodded. “Good. Now,
begin. And remember, anything goes - but be careful. Not everything can be trusted.”

No one quite knew what to do initiall. They all exchanged glances, and then Pansy stood up,
slowly making her way to the door. The rest followed, splintering into small clusters when
they left the common room - Draco with Crabbe and Goyle; Pansy with Daphne, Lucille and
Millicent; Blaise, Theodore and Stebbins together; Gwendolyn with Robin Oliphant; Davis
and Drought; Leah MacMillan, Sally-Anne Perks, and Apollo Jones. Pansy called Aurora
over to join the other girls, but she shook her head. While working together might accomplish
the first and third tasks, the second was something that she wanted to do herself.

Creeping her way silently to the library, Aurora ran over a list of the most famous Slytherin
alumni. Slytherin himself, of course, then Merlin and Morgana. They would be obvious
choices, everyone would do something related to them. She wanted someone no one else
would think of.



There was Leta Lestrange, who had played a role in the downfall of Grindelwald - though
few liked to admit it. The Bloody Baron was another alumni no one would think of, because
he was completely terrifying. She contemplated Snape, but thought that was a little too close
to home, and her idea to create a de-greasing hair potion might not go down too well.
Perhaps, then, Gwenog Jones, the Seeker of the Holyhead Harpies? They were Aurora’s
favourite team, and Jones had taken the Harpies on to great victories. She was known for her
brilliant violet robes, but also for her brilliance in catching the Snitch. But what of her legacy,
with relation the the house? Well, she’d won them four successive Quidditch Cups, but had
also been known for her skill in the school’s old Duelling Club.

She decided upon Jones, but left the thought aside for now. The first task would be to get a
book, but everyone would be going to the Restricted Section at the same time, and she had no
idea how she was meant to get in. The snake it was.

She used the passage at the far side of the dungeon which most people didn’t know about, but
which led to near the edge of the lake. The night was very cold, and she wished her dressing
gown was warmer, but there was nothing she could do about it now.

Aurora crouched by the end of the lake, looking out into the darkness and letting her eyes
adjust. She cast a dim lumos spell. How was she going to get a snake out of the lake? She
didn’t even know there were snakes in the lake. They had to be in the shallow parts, surely,
which was why she had never seen any from the window in the common room.

She pointed her wand closer to the reeds, keeping her eyes peeled for any sound of
movement. An owl hooted loudly nearby and Aurora jumped, heart pounding. She’d never
admit she was scared out here, but she was beginning to consider if going with the girls
would have been a better idea. She fancied her chances with five of them much better.

Still there was nothing she could do about it now. Aurora peered into the lake, making her
wandlight as bright as she could, and then - there. Something snakelike moving. It was near
her, and it wasn’t going away, but she didn’t know how to capture it. Was it venomous?
Would it bite her anyway? Would it squeeze her until it crushed all the bones in her body?
That was a horrid thought.

How to call the snake though? She put her teeth together and made a very bad, very horrible
hissing noise. The snake wriggled away, and she felt rather foolish. It probably wasn’t even a
snake. More likely an eel. Did they even have snakes in Scotland? She knew Saint Patrick
had gotten rid of them in Ireland, had someone else done the same in Scotland? Surely they
did have snakes, otherwise they wouldn’t be given this task. Except hadn’t Flint said that not
everything was at it seemed? Aurora thought over her wording very carefully.

She only had to take a snake out of the lake. It didn’t necessarily have to have been from the
lake in the first place. And luckily for her, she knew a spell to summon a snake.

“Serpensortia,” Aurora whispered, imagining very clearly a flat, non-venomous, non-
dangerous snake, and though her wandlight disappeared, she could see the faint shape of a
snake fly from the top of her wand. It splashed down into the lake and Aurora grabbed it. The
snake wriggled a little, then met her eyes and bobbed its head. It appreciated its maker.



“Stay with me,” Aurora whispered, though she didn’t think the snake could understand. The
snake wound around her wrist but didn’t make any attempt to crush her, which was a good
sign. Beaming, Aurora hurried back towards the castle, looking at the clock tower. It was
almost one o’clock now. She had best get to the library quickly and then get to work on task
number two.

Any book from the Restricted Section would do, but one that would help her with her
creation would be much better, and she thought the upper years would appreciate that
thought. She had to decide quickly on what to create, she thought, hurrying back into the
dungeons. Gwenog Jones. What could she do to do with Gwenog Jones?

Then she had to stifle a gasp. How had she forgotten? Agrippa. Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa
solidified the concept of Pythagorean Arithmancy and was the first to apply it to the Latin
alphabet in the sixteenth century. He was a Slytherin, too.

An idea started to form in her head. Pythagorean Arithmancy allowed for the study of one’s
strengths and weaknesses through the study of their heart, life and character numbers. In an
Agrippan triangle, the heart would be a top point with life and character either side, but she
wanted to go a step further. An Agrippan pyramid, with three descending sides, was to
feature a hole in the upward point through which a part of the witch or wizard would be
inserted into the hollow shape. Generally, hair was used, but the end product was meant to
give the user temporary protection. Hers would be weak, she knew that, for while she had
read a lot of Arithmancy she was yet to properly study it, but the attempt and the ambition
she thought would be appreciated.

So her book would be about Agrippan pyramids. She had to get into the Restricted Section
first.

When she arrived at the library, the door was already unlocked and ajar, and she could hear
quiet voices from inside. “You do it,” Draco was hissing at Crabbe and Goyle.

“Why us?”

“Because I’m telling you to.”

“What if we get caught?”

“Then I’ll run for it.”

Aurora rolled her eyes and popped her head out from behind a shelf. “Is it unlocked?”

Draco jumped, turning around. “There you are! How’d you get a snake already?”

“I went there first. Seems I was the only one.”

“But how?”

She smirked. “That’s between me and Mr Slytherin. If you’ll excuse me.”



She made to step forward into the Restricted Section, then stopped. “If it’s unlocked, why
haven’t you gone in already.”

Draco looked nervous. “There’s a jinx on it. Lucille got her legs locked, and Millicent came
out in boils. Then Blaise tried, and it set off a Caterwhauling Charm and we all had to make a
run for it.”

“Hmm.” Aurora bent down by the edge of the Restricted Section. Sure enough, there was a
faint and shimmering blue ring around it. “So has no one gotten a book yet?”

“Lucille, Daphne Millicent and Pansy all did. Pansy and Daphne got the other two to get their
books, but if the Caterwhauling Charm goes off again...”

Aurora nodded. “So it can detect us?” She narrowed her eyes, stroking the scales of the snake
on her arm. “I wonder about a snake.”

Draco’s eyes widened. “No! But they told us to go here first!”

“Flint didn’t specify when we completed each task,” Aurora reminded him. She turned to the
snake. It was effectively a golem and an extension of her magic, which meant she did have
some element of control over it, as shown by the fact it had come quite happily to wrap
around her arm. “Snake,” she whispered. It lifted its head and hissed. It didn’t sound too
menacing, at least. “Find me a book on Agrippan Pyramids.” The snake blinked at her lazily.
She glared. “Now.”

With a hiss, the snake unravelled itself from around her arm and slid onto the floor, gliding
right through the ring of enchantments quite unharmed. No jinxes seemed to have been set
off by it, and after a few very nerve-wracking minutes, the snake returned with a book on
Agrippan Pyramids snatched in its jaws. Aurora picked the book out and tapped the snake
happily on the head. “Thank you very much.”

“Can he get ours?”

Aurora smirked at Draco. “Get your own snake, Draco. I’m going to complete my final task.”

She felt quite a rush walking out of there, having just gotten one over on Draco, who was still
staring after her. She was so happy that she almost missed the cloaked figure coming around
the corner.

There was a strange shadow around it, one that didn’t seem quite natural. It was like its
shadow didn’t seem to want to follow its owner. Aurora pressed against the wall, and her
snake hissed. The cloaked figure froze, and Aurora held her breath. Then there was a hissing
noise back. She could have leapt out of her skin. It was like the snake and the cloaked figure
were having a conversation, and for a long few minutes, Aurora stood completely still, hardly
daring to breathe until the cloaked figure moved off.

She ran as quietly as she could back to the common room. The clock on the mantel read half
past one, which left her time to make a half decent pyramid. Grinning, she waved to the



upper years who asked how she was doing. “Good show, Black,” said Farley. “Get on with
the last one.”

With a grin, she hurried back to her room where she emptied her trunk of everything
Arithmancy related, and started to calculate her three numbers. The first heart number, which
identified magical strength, was calculated by adding the numbers of the vowels in her full
name. The letter ‘a’ represented one, so she put all those together to make three. ‘U’ and ‘O’
represented three and six respectively, making nine and then twelve. She added those together
to create three, and scribbled it down.

When it came to her life number - which calculated physical strength - she put together the
number values of her consonants. Two ‘r’s, each representing nine, made eighteen. ‘B’ and ‘l’
made five out together, and ‘c’ and ‘k’ added to create the same sum. Adding ten and
eighteen made twenty eight, and two and eight were ten, which reduced to one.

The combination of consonant and vowel values made the character number, which
represented the strength of her soul. That was a four. She wrote the three number on a piece
of parchment, evenly spaced out and at perfect angles measured with her protractor. She
knew it would come in handy.

She read the textbook as quickly and thoroughly as she could. It said that the bottom pane of
the pyramid should be made of glass and left blank but reflective. Then each of the three
remaining sides should be etched with their respective runes for heart, character or life, and
the representations of magic, soul, and physicality. In the middle of those Runes would be the
arabic number, with the runic symbol for those numbers above and below them.

Aurora was incredibly grateful to the book for providing the necessary runes. She etched
them carefully with the cutting charm, and then moved to the page on Agrippa’s spell. She
had still to imbue the Runes with divinationary power, as well as two protective
enchantments - one to protect the pyramid itself and the other to extend that protection to the
witch or wizard themself.

The wand movements for the spells took a while to learn, by which point it was half past two
and she was running out of time. She placed the enchantments around each side as carefully
as possible, and then when she was satisfied, she cut off three individual strands of hair, took
the tip of the pyramid off, and carefully guided the hairs into the pyramid. Twenty-five to
three. She considered the piece of parchment next to her. She still had time, and she knew just
from touching the pyramid that it was not complete yet.

Twenty three minutes now. She bit her lip. Others would be returning already, no doubt, but
she still had time. Practice made perfect. One more try might just make it better, and she
could show them both as her processes.

She moved the first pyramid aside and started on the new one, cutting and engraving the
glass carefully. She assembled it the same way, delicately, with the thinnest layer of
spellotape and a little of her own magic just to make it hold stronger. Ten minutes.

She murmured the enchantment spells, putting power into every word. She could see the
reflection of magic in the glass, pale blue and lilac lights that glimmered against the dim



golden lamplights. Three minutes. Aurora took off the tip of the pyramid, cut off three hairs,
and placed them carefully not just in the glass pyramid, but so that they clung to the inside
edges. A minute and a half. She sealed the final bonding enchantment, picked up the two
pyramids, wound the snake around her forearm, grabbed her book, and hurried along the
corridor to the common room as fast as she could.

She arrived with approximately ten seconds remaining. The common room cheered.
“Eighteen back!” called a fifth year. “Come on, Black, let’s see what you’ve got for us.”

There was a table assembled with twenty silver trays, in front of which were small name
cards. Seventeen of the others were filled with a collection of books, strange contraptions,
and vaguely snake like things. One was definitely a charmed bit of rope. Gwendolyn
appeared to have twisted bits of fish net into a fake snake, which Aurora admitted was rather
clever.

She set the two pyramids, the book, and her conjured snake down behind her name card.
“Stay,” she told the snake, who hissed in reply.

“Take your place on the sofa,” one of the prefects told her, and Aurora hurried to a place next
to Draco. “We’re waiting for Arid and Gornsley to return with your other two peers, who
don’t seem to have abided by the time limit.” Glancing around, Aurora saw that neither Sally-
Anne Perks or Apollo Jones had returned yet. That did not bode well for them. “Speak
amongst yourselves.”

The remaining prefects and seventh years turned to have a very quiet conversation by the
fireplace, while the rest of the house chattered loudly, returning to their party. The first years
waiting anxiously for the verdict, and for Perks and Jones.

“So you got into the Restricted Section eventually?” Aurora whispered to Draco.

“Well, Goyle did. You might have seen his hair’s gone pink.” Aurora looked over and
grinned. It was very bright pink. “We think it might be permanent.”

“I think it suits him,” she said, and Draco snorted.

“You were cutting it very fine.”

“I know. I was done, but I wanted it to be better.”

“I hope it was worth it. I came third, quite respectable. Pansy was first of course, followed by
Daphne. Blaise and Theodore came after me, then Lucille and Millicent, and then Crabbe and
Goyle.”

Aurora wrung her hands. Now she thought about it, taking all her time might not have been
such a good idea. What if they ranked based on who came first, like they did with their
arrival? She wasn’t the last to arrive back, but she might still be marked down for it. The
upper years seemed to be having a very heated conversation, which upset her nerves even
more.



They were only abated when, a few minutes later, Perks and Jones came back into the
common room, escorted by two weary looking seventh years, who seemed to want nothing
more than to go to bed. A few of the older years jeered, and one sixth year fell of his chair, to
much amusement. Perks blushed as they were brought to stand before the fireplace in full
view of the rest of their house.

The taller seventh year, Arabella Arid, went to speak to the huddled group of verdicts, while
Gornsley remained with Perks and Jones, both of whom looked very nervous as they set
down their books, snakes, and two very odd grey things that seemed to have been supposed
to be swords. Neither of them spoke, but gossip immediately arose on the sofas. “They’ll be
last for sure,” Pansy was whispering. “Those things don’t look special at all, and doesn’t
Perks already have a red tally for being late to arrive at the start?”

“I just hope I’m not last,” Aurora said nervously.

“Of course you won’t be,” Millicent assured her. “You arrived first earlier, and you remained
on time.”

Aurora nodded, but she still felt very nervous. She knew the initiation was incredibly
important not only for its role in tradition but for determining status within the house, as well
as gaining the attention of older years and potential mentors, which would then widen access
to networking. She wasn’t sure what exactly she wanted to network for, but it was an
important opportunity. Plus, she wanted to win, even if it wasn’t an official game. She wanted
to be recognised for what she’d done.

It seemed like an age before the seventh years and prefects broke their huddle. The seventh
years moved to sit in a semi-circle of chairs to the right of the fireplace, while the prefects
stood in front of it, looking rather impressive altogether like that.

“First years,” said Ursula Flint, opening her arms. “Eighteen of you have successfully
completed initiation. But there is one unfortunate pair who returned outside of the time
limit.” Sally-Anne Perks gulped. “For this they must forfeit. Tomorrow night, Sally-Anne
Perks and Apollo Jones will remain awake through dusk, midnight, and dawn to complete the
symbolic triad of tasks. Only then will they be officially welcomed into our ranks.” Aurora
felt rather sorry for Perks. She already seemed tired, and looked ready to cry at the thought of
staying up all night tomorrow night, too.

“Perks, Jones, take your seats behind the sofa.”

Looking miserable, both Perks and Jones trudged to the two rickety, uncomfortable looking
chairs behind the sofas which the rest of the first years sat upon. “Now, for a more positive
story. Over the past few hours, each of you eighteen have completed three tasks assigned to
you. Our seventh year scouts have kept an eye out for your work, and we have been
pleasantly surprised by the outcome and the methods. First, we would like to give some
honourable mentions, and then each of you will come up here, explain your process, and
explain the object you have created.

“First, to Pansy Parkinson, for being the first to arrive back with her tasks completed. You
will receive one white tally.” Pansy smiled smugly, casting superior looks. Daphne looked



like she was seething. “An honourable mention, also, to Daphne Greengrass, for a close
second - however, second is the first to lose. She shall receive no white tallies. For that
achievement.

“A mention to Blaise Zabini, Theodore Nott, and Lewis Stebbins for exercising the value of
fraternity and remaining together in crisis while still evading Professor Quirrel.” Flint’s eyes
glimmered. “A white tally each.” The boys beamed.

“To Aurora Black, for being the first to take a snake out of the Black Lake and clever use of
the serpent summoning charm, as well as cunning analysis of the use of language in our rules.
One white tally.

“To Draco Malfoy, for his exercise of leadership in the library. One white tally.

“Gwendolyn Tearston has shown creativity and the use of non-magical means to form a
unique answer to our task. One white tally.” Gwendolyn looked like she was glowing. Robin
Oliphant beamed and hugged her tightly.

“And finally, to Leah MacMillan, for both cunning and resourcefulness in sneaking fire from
this very fireplace, in an attempt - no matter how ill-fated - to recreate Merlin’s hellfire, one
white tally.”

They all applauded politely, while the older students called out congratulations to those who
had gotten extra tallies. “Yes, well done all, well done all. Now please stand and present your
work. First, Aurora Black.”

Aurora stood up, head held high in a determined effort not to let her nerves show. Slytherins
were meant to be good speakers. She went to stand behind her tray, and smiled elegantly,
taking her snake golem and lifting it.

“My initial thought process,” she began, “was to go to the lake first, as many of my
classmates immediately went for the library. There are plenty of books in the Restricted
Section, but I thought there may not be so many snakes in the lake. My process, however,
was not to find a snake that inhabited the lake, as this proved a very difficult task, especially
at night. Given the wording of the rules, I decided to summon a snake instead, let it fall into
the lake, and then take it out.” A fourth year laughed appreciatively. Emboldened by this,
Aurora went on. “The snake conjured acts as a golem and as such its summoner has a certain
control over it. I got the snake to take a book from the Restricted Section for me, as it
wouldn’t trigger the trap enchantments laid down earlier. The book I choose was Agrippan
Pyramids.” She held it up. “Prior to entering the library I had already chosen what object I
would make - an Agrippan Pyramid, to carry the legacy of Agrippa himself, a Slytherin
alumni of the sixteenth century.

“I used basic Arithmancy knowledge combined with the specific instructions of the text to
create the first of these pyramids. However, this was my first time doing this.” This was the
tricky bit, which made her nervous. Justifying why she was so close to being late. “In order to
achieve the best results, I decided to create a second pyramid, as I had practiced the
engraving and building process already, as well as the enchantment process, and so the
second pyramid ought to be of a better and slightly more practiced quality. This process did



take me rather close to the deadline of three o’clock, however I still made it on time, and I
would prefer that to having a lower quality result.” She nodded to indicate that she was
finished, and set the snake and book down so she could hold the two pyramids.

Ursula Flint gave her an appraising look. “You may sit down, Aurora Black. Next, Millicent
Bulstrode.”

It seemed to take forever for everyone to get through their explanations, and Aurora could
feel her eyes drooping. They still had classes tomorrow, she remembered. That included
Potions. It was a horrid thought, but she forced herself to remain awake as Blaise finished his
speech about how he had created chains like the ones the Bloody Baron wore, and he sat
down to applause.

“Thank you,” said Ursula Flint. “We will make our decision shortly.”

There were a few groans as various first years flopped onto the sofa. Everyone was tired. “I
would really love a butterbeer right now,” Lucille complained wistfully.

“There are some on the table.”

“I’m too exhausted to move.”

Pansy laughed. “You’re such a lightweight, Lucille.” She stifled a yawn, blushing, and
Daphne and Aurora both laughed. “Oh, do be quiet, won’t you?”

“Attention,” called Ursula, and they all sat up very straight. This was it. “Based on your
explanations and overall performance, we have decided that all eighteen of you have passed
initiation. We will call your names in order of your ranking, decided upon by our jury. Please
note that this ranking is not intended to offend, only to assess. Beginning from the bottom of
the ranks, Gregory Goyle.”

Goyle looked rather upset as he got up, feet trailing the ground as he joined Ursula Flint, who
gave him a tense smile. “Next, Clarissa Drought.”

Drought looked very upset by this, tossing her hair impetuously as she joined Goyle. “Tracey
Davis. Vincent Crabbe. Millicent Bulstrode. Robin Oliphant. Lucille Travers.” Lucille looked
furious as she took her place, but Aurora thought Pansy appeared quite pleased with the
result. “Leah MacMillan. Blaise Zabini. Daphne Greengrass.” They were all getting nervous
now, tiredness forgotten. The first ten of the eighteen had been called; Aurora was in the top
half. “Lewis Stebbins. Gwendolyn Tearston.” Gwendolyn appeared slightly shocked by this
declaration. “Pansy Parkinson. Draco Malfoy. Aurora Black. And Theodore Nott.”

She’d come top - almost. Only beaten by Theodore. Aurora blinked in surprise, and then
slowly but surely smiled as she took her place with the others. A great applause went up for
her, though she couldn’t help but notice the sourness of Pansy and Lucille, and of Draco and
Blaise’s pursed lips. But she had done this. She had ranked second, and while it wasn’t first,
it was still pretty good.



“Now,” Ursula went on, “normally at this point we would have you all form a circle and join
hands. However, two of your yearmates have not been initiated, and you must do the bonding
ritual as a whole group. It is sacred to Slytherin. However, you will all make your oaths
tonight. We begin with Theodore Nott.”

Though she could see Theodore holding his hand out, to have a statue of a silver snake placed
in it, she couldn’t hear anything that was said. She supposed that was part of the magic. It
was only a few minutes before her own name was called.

“Aurora Black. Step forward, Aurora, and hold out your wand arm. This is not an
Unbreakable Vow, to avoid any alarm. This is a private oath entirely your own, a pledge of
allegiance to your house, your family, and the legacy you will leave behind in seven years’
time.”

Aurora smiled assuredly as she stepped forward. She was a Slytherin, she had proved that
tonight, and everyone here knew it. She was as far from her father as she could possibly be,
and she relished in that. “Turn your palm to the ceiling,” Ursula instructed, and Aurora did
so. A cold silver statue of a snake was placed in her hand. It wobbled slightly, but Aurora was
determined to keep her hand flat. Ursula smiled. “Repeat after me,” she said. “I, Aurora
Black.”

“I, Aurora Black.”

“Do solemnly swear, by the gaze of Salazar Slytherin himself.”

“Do solemnly swear, by the gaze of Salazar Slytherin himself.”

“That I ally myself from this night forward.”

“That I ally myself from this night forward.”

“To Slytherin House, to my sisters and to my brothers, to my descendants and to my
ancestors.”

“To Slytherin House, to my sisters and to my brothers, to my descendants and to my
ancestors.”

“That I will uphold the honour, values, and traditions of this noble house.”

“That I will uphold the honour, values, and traditions of this noble house.”

“That I will guard its secrets as my own.”

“That I will guard its secrets as my own.”

“And that I will forever be known as a Slytherin.”

“And that I will forever be known as a Slytherin.”

“Long past these seven years, and long past my life.”



“Long past these seven years, and long past my life.”

Ursula smiled. “I swear and declare that I, Aurora Black, am a true Slytherin.”

She couldn’t help herself from beaming. “I swear and declare that I, Aurora Black, am a true
Slytherin.”

She could almost feel the magic in the air as her housemates cheered and applauded for her,
as they hissed in that strangely friendly way, and Ursula took the snake from her to pass on to
Draco. “Well done,” she whispered. “You’re our sister now, Aurora.”

She couldn’t have been happier. Her exhaustion was forgotten almost entirely as she went to
join the older Slytherins, who offered her congratulations and chatted about her tasks like
they had known her all their lives. Of course they all stayed silent for the other oaths, as was
tradition, but Aurora felt giddy with the sense of belonging. “You may all stay and enjoy the
revels as long as you wish,” Ursula declared once Goyle had made his oath. “Tomorrow night
get a good rest. We meet at dawn on the second to formally bond your year.”

She smiled, as did all the others, and Aurora found a drink thrust into her hand. “To
Slytherin!” Ursula cried.

“To Slytherin!”



Slytherin Bonding

The change among their year group was obvious over the next day. A lot more of the older
years paid attention to Aurora now, many of them nodding to acknowledge her when she
made her way around the school. It was a nice feeling, to be recognised and appreciated by
the other students. Even though she was exhausted all through her classes the next day, she
couldn’t help but be proud of what she’d achieved at the initiation.

At dawn on Saturday morning, they all traipsed back to the common room. Sally-Anne Perks
and Apollo Jones sat, pale and tired-looking, on the sofa. “Your peers,” Ursula Flint said as
the last boys trickled in, “have now completed their initiation, witnessed by myself. It is now
time for this group to complete your bonding ritual to one another.

“This ritual is an age-old tradition. From now on you are a family. You will not turn your
backs on one another. You will support, defend, and protect one another. No matter what
happens within these walls, to the rest of the school you are one entity, one family, and you
will come to the defense of one another in any situation, should it be required. Gather into a
circle, wet your fingertips in the basin in the middle here, and then join hands.”

From the looks on everyone else’s faces, they all felt a bit foolish, but nevertheless they all
dipped their fingers in the same water basin and joined hands in a circle like children, Aurora
between Draco and Daphne. “From this day forth,” said Ursula, “I proclaim you Slytherins.
Say these words together. Et mare magnum et callidus anguis. Et intellectivum sunt diversa
saecula, quod sumus.”

“Et mare magnum et callidus anguis,” Aurora repeated in a murmur. “Et intellectivum sunt
diversa saecula, quod sumus.”

Ursula smiled at them. “Participes nos autem in nomine Slytherin vinculum, quod nulla
oblivione rumpitur.”

“Participes nos autem in nomine Slytherin vinculum, quod nulla oblivione rumpitur.”

“Release your hands.”

Aurora could already feel the magic pulsing between them, passing from one Slytherin to
another. A bond that could not be broken. “Congratulations,” Ursula Flint said, a proud gleam
in her eyes. “For anyone wondering, you just swore yourselves bonded under Slytherin. The
first part is the Slytherin motto - Be great as the sea and sly as the snake. Forever they are
united, as we are. The second part is your bonding oath. We share a bond in the name of
Slytherin, never to be broken.” Ursula smiled at them. “You join a legacy of thousands before
you, and you join yourselves in spirit, magic, and friendship. Well done. I hope you will do
Salazar proud.”

In the week or so after the bonding and initiation, it became clear that the Slytherins had all,
whether they liked it or not, grown much closer, while also quickly creating their own
heirarchy. Aurora noticed she was more often invited to conversation, and the year group



seemed to naturally gravitate to new positions on the first year sofas, with her or Theodore
often claiming the favoured spot on the comfiest sofa next to the most ornate coffee table.
She didn’t know if the other students had noticed their new dynamic, or if the other houses
had undergone similar ceremonies, but she was glad she had been through it and come out of
it the way she did.

Their bonding, too, could not have come at a better time. The second Saturday of November
would see Slytherin playing Gryffindor, and rumour had it that Potter would be playing
Seeker. “It’s ridiculous,” Draco declared, pacing up and down with his robes swishing behind
him. “Utterly ridiculous! Wait until my father hears about this, we weren’t even allowed to
try out! I bet this is why he got his broom! Stupid - stupid scarhead Potter!”

Aurora shared his sentiments quite fully. She dearly hoped that Slytherin destroyed
Gryffindor as they had reportedly done last year, for she didn’t think she could take Potter
being victorious in his first match as Seeker. Terrence Higgs, the Slytherin Seeker, seemed
entirely at ease. “Have you seen the size of him?” he sneered. “A faint wind’ll blow him off
his broom, and he’s a first year. I’m not worried about Potter.”

They all woke early and excited on the day of the match. “Here’s to Slytherin’s seven year
streak,” the Quidditch Captain, Marcus Flint, said at the breakfast table, raising his glass of
pumpkin juice.

“Here, here!” they all cried in response, beaming.

By eleven o’clock, the whole school had traipsed down to the Quidditch Pitch. Crabbe
elbowed a second year out of the way so they could squeeze into the front of the stands and
get the best view, both Aurora and Draco leaning excitedly over the railings. “Even if Potter
is Seeker,” Draco was saying, “which would be ridiculous, Higgs has him beat in every way.”

“Potter has a Nimbus Two Thousand though,” Aurora pointed out with a scowl. “When I’m
on the team next year, I’m going to get a better broom and then he’ll see.”

“You think you’re going to be on the team?” Draco asked with a laugh.

“More likely me than you,” she retorted. “Higgs will be leaving, which leaves Seeker open,
and that would be my best position. Course, Andrews leaving means there’ll be a Chaser spot
open, too.” She smirked at Draco. “Maybe you could get a reserve spot.”

Draco scoffed. “Flint wouldn’t even give you a reserve spot, Aurora.”

“Why not? I’m better than you are, aren’t I?”

Draco glared at her. “Sod off, Aurora.” He stomped over to stand by Pansy, Crabbe and
Goyle, leaving Aurora with Theodore and Daphne.

“He’s right. Girls don’t get on the team,” Theodore said, and Daphne jabbed him in the
stomach with her wand. “Oi!”

“And that isn’t our fault,” Daphne told him. “Is it?”



They were saved from any further argument by a great cheer going up around them. The two
teams had just come out of the changing rooms, Gryffindor in long scarlet robes and
Slytherin in a classic emerald, all of them bearing their brooms. Aurora could see Potter just
behind Oliver Wood, looking pale and nervous as he clutched his Nimbus Two Thousand.

She smirked as they mounted their brooms and the captains shook hands. Madam Hooch
counted down and then blew sharply on her whistle. The two teams took to the air. “Come
on, Slytherin!” Aurora yelled out enthusiastically with the roar of her classmates behind her.

It was a dirty game, but that was no surprise. Lee Jordan, the commentator, was a Gryffindor
- which Aurora thought entirely unfair - and as such he made a great deal out of Flint almost
knocking Potter off of his broom in what Aurora thought was a completely fair tackle, and
said nothing when Terrence Higgs had a Bludger swung at him by a Weasley and very nearly
had his head taken off. “Rotten commentating,” Theodore muttered under his breath. “Why’d
they get a Gryffindor to do it?”

But they were stopped from their anger soon. Potter’s broom had started behaving very
strangely, like it was trying to buck him off. “What’s happening?” Aurora asked, staring
around.

“I don’t know,” Daphne said, staring. “I thought you said it was a Nimbus Two Thousand he
had.”

“It is,” Aurora told her. “Draco!” Draco had a pair of binoculars, which he turned on her,
looking quite silly. “Put those down. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Draco said, stowing the binoculars away. He looked slightly pink. “Looks
like Potter’s got himself a cursed broom.”

“Who did it?”

“I don’t know,” Draco said, looking up gleefully as Potter was swung off of the broom,
dangling by its handle. “But whoever it is, they’re my idol.”

“He’s going to fall off!” Theodore sounded unexpectedly alarmed. “Merlin’s beard!”

Aurora watched as Potter’s broom bucked, as she swung wildly in the air. The whole game
appeared to have been unofficially suspended, as she and all the others watched. Then there
was a cry from the staff box, and as suddenly as it had begun, Potter’s broom stopped
bucking. Aurora stared at him, and then her gaze went to the staff box, where Snape was
slightly smoking. That was the cause of the disturbance there, and it had stopped right at the
same time.

She looked back to Potter, who was white in the face but had regained his position on his
broom. And then it wasn’t long before the game started to end. The two Seekers had both
gone into deep dives, and Potter and Higgs plummeted neck and neck down towards the
Snitch. Aurora’s heart was in her throat. “Come on, Higgs!” she yelled over the din of the
crowd. “Come on now! You can beat Potter! Come on, Higgs!”



But Potter was slipping past Higgs. He was gaining further towards the Snitch, racing
towards the ground. “Someone hit a Bludger!” Draco shrieked. “Get him!”

No one did. About five feet from the ground, Potter reared up, stumbling to stand. “He looks
like he’s going to be sick!”

Aurora stared, transfixed, as Potter seemed to retch and then, heaving, a tiny speck of gold
fell from his mouth. The Snitch. “That can’t be allowed!” Draco howled. “He didn’t catch it,
he near swallowed it!”

But it didn’t seem to matter. The Gryffindors were swarming the pitch in delight as the
official score was announced, Gryffindor winning by over a hundred points, and Aurora
trooped sadly back to the dungeons with her housemate. “Load of rubbish,” she muttered.
“They shouldn’t have a first year playing in the first place! Absolute rubbish!”

They all went to bed in a mood that night.

Aurora woke unexpectedly in the middle of the night from a dream she could hardly
remember. Something with a flying motorbike and a dancing stag. She shook her head,
checking the time of her watch, which lay on her bedside table. It was half past three.
Groaning, she rolled over and tried to shut her eyes again, but she could hear someone
sniffling. No, not just sniffling. Crying.

“Tearston?” she asked the darkness. The crying stopped momentarily and then resumed
louder. Irritation prickled at her. Aurora wanted to get her to stop crying, but didn’t think that
simply telling her to cut it out would be helpful. She got up, turning the light in, and looked
over at Gwendolyn’s curled up form. “Why are you crying?”

Gwendolyn let out a sob. “It doesn’t matter. Go away, Black.”

“This is my room,” she reminded her, prickling. “I’m not going to go away. I want to know
why you’re crying.” That just made Gwendolyn cry harder. Aurora switched tack, but she
wasn’t very used to girls crying in front of her. She hated crying. She tried not to let her tired
irritation show in her voice. “Gwendolyn? It’s alright. You can tell me, or I can get Tracey or
Clarissa for you.”

Gwendolyn let out a loud sob and sat up, covering her face with her hands. “You can’t!” she
cried. “They don’t even like me!”

Aurora was taken aback by this. “I thought the three of you were friends?”

Gwendolyn shook her head vigorously. “No! I thought so but - but they ditched me after a
couple of weeks and they’ve been friends for the longest time. I don’t know how to make
friends. Everyone here seems to have known each other forever!”

“But-“ Aurora spluttered, confused. “Then where have you been going if you’re not in their
room?”



Gwendolyn buried her head in her hands. “I’ve been sleeping in the common room some
nights. Or I get up early and come in late. I-“ She looked at Aurora and burst into a wet sob,
shaking her head again.

“You really hate me that much?” Her stomach felt sour at the realisation.

“You hate me!” Gwendolyn cried, and Aurora blinked. “You - you - they said your father’s a
murderer! He killed all those people and more, and he hated Muggleborns and you’re the
same!”

“Who said that?” Aurora demanded furiously. “Davis and Drought?” She got to her feet
abruptly and swept over to Gwendolyn, who trembled. “Look at me,” she said. “Look at me!”

She shouted the command, and Gwendolyn looked at her with wide, scared eyes. “Listen
here, Gwendolyn. I am not my father, alright? I hate him. My family hates him; not for the
reasons most people do, but they still do. I’m a lot of things and I don’t care what people
think of me for what I do, but don’t judge me on my father. I’m not a murderer. I don’t hate
you, and I have no intentions of hurting you, either.” She looked down nervously, feeling
guilt in her stomach. “I didn’t know you had nowhere to go,” she admitted quietly. “I thought
everytime you weren’t here you were with Davis and Drought, so I never really questioned
it.”

Gwendolyn swallowed and shook her head. “I just - I didn’t want to share a room with - with
you.” That stung. It really did. “The people here don’t like people like me. They don’t like
Muggleborns, and I know you’re the same.”

Aurora blinked in surprise. “Wait, you’re a Muggleborn?” She hadn’t even known. Had never
thought she was a Muggleborn, just that she was a half blood whose family name she didn’t
know.

“Yes,” Gwendolyn told her tearfully. “And you all hate me for it and it isn’t my fault! I didn’t
know anything about the Wizarding World! I had no idea! Everyone judges me! Even - even
Tracey and Clarissa do, I know they do!” She breathed in deeply, lip wobbling.

“I didn’t know,” Aurora said, taking a step back. This whole time she’d been sharing a room
with a Muggleborn girl and she hadn’t even known. She didn’t like Gwendolyn, though she
didn’t hate her, but... If she’d known she was a Muggleborn, would that have made a
difference? It certainly wouldn’t have made her like her more...

“So you think people judge you because of your parents,” she said, keeping her voice as even
as she could. “People judge me because of my father every day. All of them. Some because
he’s a murderer, and a Death Eater, and they’re not in the wrong to hate him. Some people,
like my grandmother, hate him because he was a blood traitor. Because he liked Muggles and
Muggleborns, and he turned his back on his family and betrayed them and joined
Gryffindor.” She clenched his fists. “I... I don’t know if they’re right there or not. I’ve never
really been able to reconcile the two. I knownit - it isn’t the same thing. But the point is we
both get judged by things we can’t help. I don’t judge you for being a Muggleborn - I didn’t
even know you were, that’s how non-judgmental I am - so you shouldn’t judge me for my
father being a murder.”



“Those are two very different things.”

“I know.” Aurora bit her lip. “I really am sorry for making you not have anywhere to go. I
didn’t realise.”

Gwendolyn looked at her fearful but must have realised the sincerity in her voice. “And I’m
sorry for ass-assuming you were like your father,” she said very quickly. “Tracey and Clarissa
told me that first night and... Well, it was scary to share a room with the daughter of a mass
murderer!” Aurora smiled wryly. “But you were decent a couple of times. There were times I
even thought you might be friendly, in the first few weeks.”

“Then I yelled at you,” Aurora said, remembering. “I’m sorry.” It took a lot for her to say
that, but she was glad that she did.

“I shouldn’t have believed what they said, and been so frightened.” Gwendolyn held out her
hand, pinkie extended. “Friends?”

Aurora stared at her for a moment. Be friends with a Muggleborn? It was the kind of thing
her father got in trouble for. Did it count as blood betrayal? Maybe not quite, not if it was
only one. And if she didn’t know Gwendolyn was a Muggleborn then maybe the others didn’t
either. She was still a Slytherin after all. And her roommate - her family would surely
understand the logistics of being on friendly terms with her roommate of seven years. Just for
practical reasons, she kind of had to make amends with Gwendolyn. She couldn’t well let this
go on and end up getting her in trouble.

So that was why she smiled. She reached out her own pinkie and hooked it with
Gwendolyn’s, a little nervous, but also kind of hopeful. “Yeah,” she said, grinning. “Friends.”



The Lion, The Snake, and The Mirror

Christmas approached fast as everyone immersed themselves in their studies. All of Aurora’s
friends - including, now, Gwendolyn - were excited to go home for the holidays, but Aurora
couldn’t help but feel sad. It would be her first Christmas without Arcturus that she had ever
remembered.

And at the start of December, she got a letter from Aunt Lucretia. Her and Uncle Ignatius
were both very unwell with dragon pox, and so wouldn’t be able to take her for Christmas,
though they promised they’d see her at Easter. It still stung. When Professor Snape came
around the Slytherin Common Room with a list for students to sign up to stay over the break,
he sneered at her, seeming delighted. “No father to go back to?” Her heart felt like it had been
punctured by a rib.

She shook her head, scrawled her name and left him in silence. “You should have said you
were staying,” Gwendolyn told her. “Will you be on your own?”

“Probably,” she replied, shrugging as if it didn’t bother her. “Draco and Pansy are both going
home for Christmas.” Gwendolyn’s face fell. “Don’t feel bad about it,” Aurora told her
sharply, bristling at the thought of being pitied. “I can’t wait to have the run of this place
without anyone getting in my way.”

That didn’t stop Gwendolyn from giving her a worried look, which Aurora pointedly ignored.
She wasn’t about to spill everything to her, about Snape, about her father, about how she did
secretly wish Draco or Pansy were staying, and how she wished Arcturus was still alive.
Those things were too close to her to tell anyone.

The final week of classes, most people didn’t do much work as they wound down towards the
holidays. Aurora studied and worked as diligently as always, prompting teasing from Pansy.
“Just because it’s December doesn’t mean none of this will come up on the exams,” she told
Pansy in response.

One teacher who did not let up on their workload was Professor Snape, who became even
nastier than usual in the lead up to the holidays. This prompted Gwendolyn to refer to him as
Professor ‘Scrooge’, a title that she did not understand at all. “I can’t believe you don’t know
who Charles Dickens is,” she told Aurora exasperatedly. “Who’s your favourite author?”

“I don’t know about author,” she said, “but I really enjoy Herodotus.”

“The Greek guy?” Gwendolyn stared at her. “Aurora, I don’t know how to tell you this, but
no one enjoys the Greeks.”

“Well, I do!” Aurora said defensively. “And Herodotus is important, he’s basically the first
ever historian.”

“Okay, but who’s your favourite fiction author?” Gwendolyn asked. Aurora stared at her.
“You know? Roald Dahl? Tolkien? Enid Blyton?” She looked at Gwendolyn blankly. She



didn’t know any of these people. “What about the Brontes? Jane Austen?”

“I have no idea who any of these people are.”

Gwendolyn pulled a face. “What do you read then? You pure blood witches?”

“I told you. I like History, Herodotus particularly, he isn’t too difficult a read. And I have an
interest in Alchemical and Numerological texts. In terms of fiction, I suppose I do rather like
William Shakespeare - I think he was a Muggle, I don’t know if you’ve heard of him?”

Gwendolyn spluttered. “Shakespeare?”

“Haven’t you heard of him?”

“Yes. Yes, I have heard of Shakespeare, Aurora.” She laughed, shaking her head. “It’s no
wonder you’re so stiff.”

“Stiff?”

“So the only fiction you’ve read is Shakespeare?”

“Well... Yes. My uncle didn’t have any children’s books, apart from a few that were in French
that I was allowed to read.”

Gwendolyn stared at her and shook her head. “So you speak French?”

“And Latin. Well, as much as one really can speak Latin given it is a dead language and our
pronounciation of it in the modern day has been warped through the transformation of
language and dialect, so we don’t really know for certain what it sounded like. There aren’t
any native speakers left, see.”

“Good to know,” Gwendolyn said with a wry smile.

The pair of them went to breakfast together, which was fast becoming a more common
occurrence. When they reached the table, however, Gwendolyn split off to sit by Robin
Oliphant and Leah MacMillan, and Aurora took her usual place between Draco and Pansy.
“How is Tearston?”

“Better,” Aurora said. “She doesn’t flinch at her own shadow anymore, so I suppose that
must be something of an improvement.”

Her friends were all tangibly excited for the holidays, but Aurora knew that Draco wasn’t
quite looking forward to it as much as he was trying to make everyone believe. “We’ve had a
spot of bother,” he told her quietly. “The Ministry - well, some certain people in the Ministry
- are investigating Father again, and he thinks they may be attempting to search the house
anytime soon. I doubt they might find anything, but Christmas shan’t be the same, especially
as Mother is being more careful with our finances - just in case they get suspicious.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows as they headed inside the classroom. “You mean in case they
think your father’s been involved in speculation again?”



“Not so loud,” Draco hissed. He was looking rather pale. “I’m sure they won’t - Fudge would
never suspect Father, he makes far too generous donations for that. I do wish you could visit,
but Father doesn’t think it would be a particularly good idea to have someone, well... with a
reputation in the Dark Arts.”

“I don’t have a reputation in the Dark Arts,” she said. “Might I remind you it is your father
being investigated?”

“Under threat of investigation,” Draco said, cheeks pink. “And your father-“

“I know quite enough about my father, thank you. But he had a reputation, not me.”

They worked mainly in silence for the class, which was rare. Potter and Weasley were
chatting even louder and more obnoxiously than usual, and so Aurora wasn’t entirely
surprised when at the end of the class, Draco passed them and said loudly, “I do feel sorry for
those people who have to stay at Hogwarts over Christmas because they have no family who
want them.”

That prickled at her more than she cared to admit. “You know I only said it to rile Potter,”
Draco told her, “and besides, your aunt and uncle do want you, they’re just unwell.”

She looked sideways at him and sighed. “You didn’t need to say it though, Draco. Choose
something else to pick on Potter for, you have plenty of options.”

She walked off on her own towards the library in search of a new book about Transfiguration
to read.

She found the book she was looking for after a few minutes. She stood on her tiptoes,
reaching for the book just above her - Ancient Transfigurational and Spell Formulae. Her
nails scraped against the worn leather spine and she glared at the book, before a rather clever
idea occurred to her. Pulling out her wand, she whispered, “Wingardium leviosa.”

The book trembled for a moment and she concentrated onnit levitating slowly off of its shelf,
and into her hand. She caught it with a grin, and was about to head to a corner to read when
she heard a familiar voice. “We have to find anything about Nicholas Flamel.” It was
Hermione Granger: Potter’s smart friend.

“Alright,” said Potter himself, sounding uncertain. “I know I’ve read it somewhere... I just
don’t know where.”

She narrowed her eyes leaning closer to the end of the bookshelves to hear. “And you’re quite
sure you don’t know anything, Ronald?”

“No,” said Weasley. “Mum wouldn’t tell me anything- Oi.” He’d spotted Aurora lingering at
the shelf. With a grimace, shestepped out into the open and arched a cool brow.

“Yes, Weasley?”

“What are you doing there?”



Aurora rolled her eyes and held up her book. “Getting a book. To read. In silence. That’s
what libraries are supposed to be used for.” She narrowed her eyes at them. “What are you
doing?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s a lie.” She glanced at Hermione Granger, who looked the most nervous of the trio.
“What are you up to? I didn’t think you were the types to be interested in Nicholas Flamel.
Maybe Granger, but-“

“Nicholas Flamel?” Granger interrupted. Aurora glared at her.

“Yes.” When they looked at her blankly, she went on in confusion, “You were talking about
Nicholas Flamel.”

Potter looked indignant. “Were you spying on us?”

She rolled her eyes, shaking her head with a loud sigh. “No, of course not. You’re just all
awfully loud. Especially for a library.” Granger, to her credit, did look apologetic. “Anyway,
you’re all boring me now. Please stop gaping, I have to check out these books.”

She barely got a few steps before Potter said, “Wait.” She turned around. Weasley was
sending his friend furtive looks, and appeared to be rather pale. “What do you know about
Nicholas Flamel?”

She smirked and turned around to stare at Potter. “You are up to something, aren’t you?”

“Just tell us,” Potter said tiredly. “Please?”

Aurora scoffed. “No. Maybe. If you tell me what you’re doing.” She leaned towards them
curiously but the three of them all exchanged glances and shook their heads. “Alright, then.
Have fun on your library search.”

She made to walk away, going to check out her book with Madam Pince, who looked at her
sternly. The three Gryffindors were still wandering, seemingly aimlessly, around the library
in search of whatever it was they were looking for about Nicholas Flamel. She wondered if
they would tell her if she pressed hard enough over the Christmas holidays - she had to admit,
she was curious what they had to be so secretive about. Her own book even mentioned
Flamel, yet from the looks on their faces they didn’t seem to have found anything. Amateurs,
she thought to herself, and smirked as she placed the book along with three others she’d
found on Alchemy into her bag and set off for the dungeons. It would be amusing to see how
long they kept it up, and knowing she might have the exact book they were looking for gave
her something of a delight. She skipped back to her room to read it before heading to the rest
of her classes, dreaming of the holidays. It would be fun to be on her own, she told her.

Breakfast on the first day of the holidays was a rather sobering affair, though. All up and
down the Slytherin table, her housemates discussed their holiday plans and what they
expected to receive from their parents. Draco was loudly telling everyone who would listen
how he expected a Nimbus Two Thousand of his own as well as several hampers of sweets,



while Pansy expected some ‘gorgeous’ new robes she’d pointed out to her parents as well as
a whole load of jewellery. Aurora didn’t know what she was expecting, though she hoped for
jewellery and some books, and maybe some new casual robes. Arcturus had always been
good at giving gifts, the sort you didn’t know you wanted until you got them, and cherished
them. The earrings she was wearing today were a gift from last Christmas - silver studs with
topaz set in them.

“I’ll write to you,” Gwendolyn said in their room just as she was about to leave.

“You don’t have to.”

“Aurora.”

“Yes?”

Gwendolyn met her eyes and huffed, hoisting her bag onto her shoulder. “You’re really
bloody annoying sometimes.”

Aurora smirked. “Well, at least I know you aren’t scared of me anymore. Enjoy your
holiday.”

Being on her own got old quickly. There was only one other Slytherin staying, a sixth year
whose name Aurora didn’t even know for sure, and from her year the only other students still
in the castle were Potter and Weasley, which did not help her at all. She sat in a small alcove
with a window overlooking the courtyard, reading about Divination - one of the abstract
magics - while glancing down every so often as Potter and the four Weasleys threw snowballs
at each other, and made snowballs, and all manner of sickeningly friendly things that made
her want to throw her book straight through the window at them.

“Black.” She glanced up sharply, seeing Professor Snape glaring down at her. “Still skulking
around, I see?”

“Yes,” she said, just as sharply, and stood up, snapping her book shut. “This area isn’t out of
bounds, is it, Professor?”

“No,” Snape said, his lip curling in dislike. “But I have my eye on you, Black.”

She felt much more confident than she should have when she tilted her chin up, met his eyes
with a sneer and said, “And I have my eye on you, sir.”

Then she turned and strode down the corridor without letting him get a word in. He would be
furious with her of course, but she found she didn’t care. She was restless without anyone
else, and if aggravating Snape allowed her to get that restlessness out, then fine. It wasn’t like
he didn’t take his own bitterness out on her.

She ended up heading outside to where Potter and the Weasleys were having a jolly old time
together, and she scowled as she passed. They were so loud. “Miss Black!” Snape yelled after
her. She ignored him, smirking to herself. She really had pissed him off. “Black! Black!”



About halfway between the two teams of the snowball fight, Aurora paused and turned
around, folding her arms and cocking her hip. “Yes?”

“I will not be spoken to with such insolence,” Snape hissed at her, and grabbed her arm,
painfully. His fingernails dug in and he was spitting as he spoke. “I will be treated with
respect by my students, Black. I will not be made a fool of by one so insolent and juvenile as
you!”

She was horrified to find her heart beating fast in fear. “Let me go,” she said coldly, putting
on her best front. But her voice wobbled. His nails were sharp.

“You are just like your father. Arrogant and insolent, and you’ll meet the same fate as he or
your mother, one way or another-“

Something pelted him in the back of the head, startling him just enough that he let go of
Aurora, who was shaking. Her father was one thing but her mother - her mother, who no one
spoke about, whose name she didn’t know, who died before she was old enough to even
remember her face. Her eyes burned with tears as Snape roared at the older Weasley boy who
had thrown a snowball at his head, one of the twins. “Detention!” he snarled, looking around
furiously. “For all five of you!”

And he stormed back into the castle. Aurora let out a shaky breath, grasping her book tightly
to her chest as she tried to regain her stature. She wouldn’t cry, she told herself bitterly,
swallowing the burning lump in her throat.

“Hey,” said one of the Weasley twins, who had come over to her. “Are you alright?”

She looked between him, his brothers, and Potter, all of whom looked shocked by what
they’d just seen. Aurora could feel her cheeks blazing as she swallowed deeply, shaking her
hair out, and drew herself up to her full height. “Perfectly fine, thank you,” she said stiffly.
“Snape hates me. I can’t say I’m surprised by this development.” But she was. And she was
rattled. She met the Weasley boy’s eyes. “Thanks...”

“I’m George. This is Fred, my twin. And you might know Harry and Ron?” She nodded
awkwardly over George’s shoulder. Both boys looked too surprised to say anything against
her.

“Yeah. We’re in the same year.” She smiled thinly. “Thank you. You have a very good
throw.”

“You can join us if you want,” George said. “We’re having a snowball fight.”

“Oh, no thank you.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t possibly compete with your throwing
skills. And I have a book to read. But thank you.” She smiled again at George and then went
to a nearby bench to read her book as the boys resumed their match with fervour.

On Christmas morning Aurora awoke to a small stack of presents at the bottom of her bed
and grinned. From Aunt Lucretia and Uncle Ignatius came a new set of pale blue casual robes
and a new silver comb; from Draco a collection of books on Theories of Transfiguration;



from Pansy a nice, sweet vanilla perfume; and, unexpectedly, from Gwendolyn, there was a
box of chocolate frogs. She grinned, and promptly ate one as a celebratory breakfast to
herself. The card was Agrippa, and she set it aside in her drawer collection, before getting to
work writing short, polite thank you notes.

She got ready and headed to the Great Hall for a solitary Christmas lunch. The Slytherin sixth
year was leaving the common room at the same time as her, and they regarded each other
with cold wariness before silently agreeing to walk upstairs together. “Black,” he said at the
entrance, and nodded to her as he departed. She grimaced at his back as he went to join a pair
of Ravenclaw girls, and she went to sit alone at the end of the table, pulling a lonely cracker
with herself.

A small pink sugar mouse leapt out and scurried along the table. She slammed her hand down
on top of it in successful capture, and popped it in her mouth, savouring the sweet taste
before she got started on lunch. The Weasleys and Potter looked to be having a jolly old time
of it at their table, she noticed resentfully. There was a pang of jealousy in her chest that she
told herself was hatred for their arrogance, as she blinked away lonely, bitter tears and fixated
herself on her plate.

In the evenings, she couldn’t sleep. There wasn’t much to do in the day anyways, and she
figured there was more to do than sleep. She took to wandering the castle at nights, eyes and
ears wary for anyone who might catch her, but she was sneaky. No one ever caught her; she
was too good for that.

A few nights after Christmas Day, she was seeking out a quiet classroom with a different
view in which she could do some reading about the seven aspects of magic. But instead she
stumbled in on Harry Potter of all people, sitting in front of a dusty mirror. She stared at him,
lingering in the doorway, and he glanced up, wary at first and then annoyed when he realised
who she was.

“Potter,” she greeted.

“Black.”

Her eyes went to the mirror, which Potter had seemed transfixed by. “What’s that?”

“Nothing.” He scrambled to his feet, wiping at his eyes, and Aurora realised he’d been
crying. Taken aback, she didn’t know what to say, but instead walked towards him.

“What is it?”

Standing in front of him, she still didn’t get an answer. She glanced at the mirror, turning to
it, and her stomach dropped.

It was her, but it wasn’t. She was taller, older, prettier. A young woman. There was no one
around her, but there was a camera, and there seemed to be newspaper clippings behind her.
They spoke of her achievements in Alchemy, in Transfiguration and Potions and Quidditch.
She stared at it, transfixed. They didn’t use her last name, and they didn’t need to. She was a



Black in the glint of her eyes, in the curl of her lips. She was Aurora. She was not the
daughter or relative of anyone, Death Eater or Blood Traitor or anyone in between.

“What is this?” she breathed, fingers pressed to the glass. There was a man slowly appearing
behind her and a woman, and she knew these were her parents. Her heart skipped a beat and
she recoiled, hating the fact that she saw him there. She didn’t want him there, but he didn’t
go away. She wheeled around on Potter, heart pounding. “What is this?”

“It’s - it’s a mirror,” he said quickly. “It shows you... what you want. Whatever you want.”

She looked back at it. She didn’t want to see her father, that Death Eater, Blood Traitor,
stupid, reckless scum of her blood. Her eyes stung with angry, furious tears. “What do you
see them?” she asked bitterly, and then regretted it when she looked at Potter’s eyes. She
knew what he saw. And given what she saw... She felt sickened. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly.
His eyes were glimmering, and they looked pained, honestly. That was her father’s fault. And
apparently, she wanted to see him. Maybe Potter was wrong. He probably was.

She backed away, finding herself shaking, but she still couldn’t bring herself to leave. Her
eyes went back to the mirror, that awful mirror, and then with a great, heavy sigh, she sat
down. Potter stared at her. “What are you doing?”

“I came here to read. So that’s what I’m doing.”

His stare turned to a glare. “Get out!”

She regarded him coolly, though her heart was still pounding. She didn’t want to cry, and the
only way to stop herself from crying was by reading something that made sense. Something
based on logic and logic alone, that was not subject to emotions. “No. You’re more than
welcome to keep staring at that awful thing. I won’t stop you.”

She started reading about the seven aspects of magic. They’d only really touched on
transfigurational and enchanting magic so far, with a natural incorporation of elemental
magic, but the others - healing, protective, martial, and abstract - would all begin to crop up
soon, and she wanted to get a head start on learning. Plus, she found the concepts behind
abstract magic both fascinating and frustrating, so that she could hardly stop herself from
being curious. She read until her eyes stung from weariness and the bad lighting, and only
then did she let herself look back at Potter. He was transfixed by the mirror again. Aurora
swallowed nervously as she stood up, making to head for the door. He didn’t even seem to
notice her when she left. She didn’t intend on returning.

Despite how she had enjoyed having the castle to herself for a while, Aurora was glad when
her friends returned from Christmas break and she could stop seeing everybody else’s pitying
looks. “Have you found out why Potter’s interested in Nicolas Flamel yet?” Gwendolyn
asked her while Aurora helped her unpack after dinner. She was the only one as of yet whom
Aurora had told about her eavesdropping - since Pansy wouldn’t care and Draco would care
far too much - and was most interested in it.

“No,” she said. “Although, I did come across him this one night.” She told Gwen vaguely
about the strange mirror, and some of what she’d seen. She left out the part about her father.



“That is weird,” she said. “I wonder what he saw?”

“Do you?” Aurora asked, raising her eyebrows. She waited for the penny to drop with Gwen,
whose face went suddenly white.

“Oh. OH.”

“Yeah.” She sighed and shook her head. “It was weird being there with him. We didn’t even
argue, not really.”

“That’s a miracle,” Gwen said, grinning. “I kind of want to see this mirror now. Maybe it’s
magic.” She winked.

“It’s definitely magic,” Aurora said with a laugh. “But I’m not taking you there, I don’t want
to see it again.”

Gwen shrugged, laying her brush out on her bedside table. Aurora wrinkled her nose; it was
covered in hair. “That’s gross,” she told Gwen, who stared at her. “It’s covered in your hair!”

Gwendolyn blinked. “It’s my hairbrush.”

“It looks like a mouse. Stella might eat it.”

“She’d better not!” Gwen looked at the hairbrush. “It’s not even that bad.”

“It is so! Clean it up.”

Gwen gaped at her. “You sound like my mum!”

“Good. You probably listen to her.”

Gwen shook her head, and tugged hair from her brush. “You’re absolutely impossible,
Aurora.”

She grinned. “That’s me.”

Classes were in full swing after returning from the holidays. Aurora ended up having her
detention on the first Friday evening back, alongside Potter and Weasley, having been
reminded of it during Potions. “You didn’t tell us you got a detention,” Pansy hissed when
they left.

“I forgot,” she said honestly. “And I didn’t even do anything - it was one of the Weasley
twins who threw the snowball.” That was partially because of her, she thought, but she didn’t
mention that.

“Well, that sounds entirely unfair to me,” Draco said, sniffing. “And you have to do it with
Weasley and Potter. I’d refuse.”

“I can’t refuse,” Aurora laughed. “Snape hates me enough already.”



So at seven o’clock that night she made the short walk to Professor Snape’s classroom.
Weasley and Potter arrived the same time as her, and they all looked at each other awkwardly,
not knowing who ought to go in first. Aurora huffed loudly, rolled her eyes haughtily, and
swept inside.

Snape glared at them. “Potter, clean out those cauldrons. Weasley, my store cupboard needs
organising. Black.” His lip curled in dislike. “I have horned slugs and eels that need slicing.”
He pointed to the table in the corner heaped with slimy, squidgy creatures. Aurora was
slightly revolted, but she supposed it could’ve worse. At least she wasn’t squeamish.

“Fine,” she said, and the three of them all separated to their respective areas.

Snape kept sweeping around like a bat, eyes glittering with fury when he saw that Aurora
didn’t actually hate the task she was doing. It was methodical and practical. She enjoyed the
feeling of the slice of the knife, horrid as that might have seemed. It slid through cleanly and
smoothly, again and again and again until she had chopped everything on the desk and sorted
them into labelled jars. Potter was still scrubbing the bottom of a stubborn cauldron. There
was a crash from the store cupboard that told Aurora that Weasley had messed something up.

Snape sneered and went through to yell at him. Aurora caught Potter’s eye. “Do you want a
hand?” she found herself asking. She’d surprised herself by doing so.

Clearly, she’d surprised Potter, too. He stared at her, perplexed. “You’re finished?” She
nodded. He glanced at the store cupboard. “I don’t think he’d like it.”

“True.” She rolled her eyes and then hesitated. She was, after all, still curious. “Did you ever
find what you were looking for? About Nicholas Flamel?”

Potter looked shocked that she’d asked. “No,” he told her slowly. “Why?”

She shrugged. “I’m curious as to why you’re looking for him, if you don’t know about his
work.” Potter didn’t say anything and she smirked. “Why don’t you want anyone to know?
You’re up to something, I know you are. Is that why you were sneaking around during the
holidays, in that room?” She couldn’t think of anything that mirror might have to do with
Nicholas Flamel, though.

“It’s nothing to do with it,” Potter said quietly. “I came across that mirror by accident.”

Aurora consider this for a moment. “You might want to take a look in the Alchemy section. If
you tell me why you’re interested, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

“The Alchemy section? But-“

Snape came back through and they shut up promptly. He glared between the two of them.
“Potter and Black.” He wore a horrid sneer. “No talking in detention.”

“I’m finished chopping these, sir,” Aurora told him, smiling pleasantly.

“Then you can help Potter scrub cauldrons,” he said. “You are not leaving early.”



She scowled falsely and headed over to the stack of cauldrons by Potter. He caught her eye
and looked almost like he was going to smile. “Separately.”

Aurora shook her head and lifted a stack of the cauldrons, carrying them over to her side of
the classroom. Scrubbing cauldrons was less satisfying than chopping eels, but she didn’t
mind that work too much either, though she did wash her hands thoroughly in the bathroom
when she got back.



Loyalty and Family

Her recent letters to her aunt and Uncle weren’t gaining replies. She wrote to Draco’s mother
asking if she knew anything, because no one was giving her any information on the
progression of the dragon pox, and she was scared of what that meant. Cygnus Black,
Draco’s grandfather, died in the middle of January and he disappeared for a weekend and
came back acting like nothing had happened at all. Cassiopeia Black, Aurora’s great-great
aunt died at the end of the month. She could feel the death happening. It felt like when
Arcturus was dying. No one wanted to tell her the truth but she knew the truth and she could
feel it unravelling.

The letter came at the beginning of February. The funeral was meant to be held at the family
home and Lucretia and Ignatius would be buried together at the Black tomb. The Prewetts
protested, but it had been Lucretia’s wish, and Ignatius supported it.

Aurora received a letter from Gringotts the very next day. As the last of the Blacks in name
(or at least, of those who weren’t imprisoned) she had come into a fortune she did not want.
And she was head of the House now. As it happened, she also inherited several houses. She
didn’t know quite why Narcissa Malfoy hadn’t been named head, but apparently it was
because she had married, and when she had done so, she became a part fully of the Malfoys.
If she’d inherited the Black House, then it would have been in the control of the Malfoys.
They were too new money, though they had an awful lot of it. The Black estate must remain
with someone who bore its name.

And that was her.

She sat slumped over the letter in her room, stunned into rare silence. Gwen watched her
twitchily. “What does it say?”

Aurora shook her head numbly. Lucretia and Ignatius were dead. They’d just died. Maybe
she’d known it was coming, some small part of her had felt it, but this was too soon. She was
an orphan now, again. Would Narcissa take her in? She didn’t want to live in the same house
as Lucius Malfoy, but she had no other blood relatives. Maybe someone of her mother’s
family, wherever or whoever they were. She didn’t even know her name to start searching
with.

“Well,” she said, swallowing. “Walburga and Orion’s inheritances both went to me. Arcturus’
went partly to me and partly to Lucretia. Cygnus Black’s has gone partly to Narcissa Malfoy
and mostly to me. As part of the Black estate, all of Cassiopeia Black’s assets and wealth
have reverted to me. And now Lucretia and Ignatius’ estates have been inherited by me, too.
And so has... Well, everything.” She swallowed with a lump in her throat as her eyes
brimmed with tears. The pain and fear threatened to split her chest in two. “I’m the last of the
Blacks.” She wiped tears from her cheeks. Don’t cry. That was always the unofficial Black
family motto - apart from toujours pur. “In name, at least.”

She didn’t know what she’d expected Gwen to say. “I’m sorry.” She hadn’t expected that.



“Yeah, well.” She combed through her hair, slammed the letter in a drawer, and dabbed the
tears from her eyes. “These things happen.”

“It doesn’t mean they’re alright.”

“It’s life,” Aurora said sharply. “People die, that’s just what happens. It’s fine.” She didn’t
want Gwen to see her crying. She didn’t want anyone to see that, and she was determined not
to cry. “I’m going for a walk.”

Pulling on her boots, she strode out of the room without another word. It was too much. All
of it was just too much. Aurora pressed her lips together tightly, determined not to cry. She
had no one now, no one, no family except the Malfoys and her murderous, Death Eater,
Blood Traitor, stupid father. She swept through the common room and slammed the door
behind her, storming through the dungeons.

“Miss Black.” She didn’t respond to the name. She hated her name coming from his mouth
and right now she hated her name regardless. She didn’t want it, not when she was the only
one. “Black! Do not ignore me!”

She whirled around, heart pounding furiously. “What?”

Snape’s lip curled in dislike. “Professor Dumbledore has informed me of your situation.
Come into my office.”

“No.”

“Black.” His eyes flashed. “In.”

She followed him grudgingly. At least now maybe she could get some of her awful anger out.
She spoke with a strained and brittle politeness. “What is it, sir?”

“You have been granted special permission to leave the school to attend the funeral of your
aunt and uncle. However, I believe it also falls to you to organise it, at least on your aunt’s
behalf.”

She felt the colour drain from her face. She hadn’t even thought of that. She almost said, “I
can’t,” but there was no way she was going to say that.

“Can I have this conversation with someone else?” she asked as politely as she could.

Snape sneered. “As your Head of House, this is a matter for me to contend with.” Contend
with. She hated the way he phrased it.

“I don’t want you to,” she said back, echoing his tone. She could hear her bitterness but she
didn’t care.

“Believe me, Black,” Snape said in disgust, “the feeling is mutual.”

She glared at him as fiercely as she had ever glared at anyone. “Then why are you talking to
me? I know you hated my father, you hate my whole family and you hate me, it’s all you ever



talk about!” Her hand had gone to her wand, where it trembled. “So get out of my face! This
doesn’t involve you!”

“I, most unfortunately, have a duty of care.”

“Yeah, because you’re so caring, sir!” She’d taken her wand out and was pointing it at his
face.

“Lower your wand,” he said, dangerously quiet.

“Piss off.”

“Miss Black, watch your tongue! Detention for a month!”

“I don’t care!”

“Lower your wand!”

“No!”

“Expelliarmus!” Her wand went flying out of her hand and she forgot what to do with her
body. She crumpled against the wall, and her throat felt raw as she screamed things she
couldn’t even remember learning how to say.

At some point, Snape had ended up shouting back, face white and furious. “You are just like
your father! Arrogant and dangerous! You ought to be ashamed!”

“Don’t talk about my father! Don’t talk about my family! Don’t you even dare!”

She launched herself across the desk and grabbed her wand from his hand, shaking with
hatred and fury and a grief she still didn’t know how to feel. “And you can shove your duty
of care up your arse!”

She stormed from the room. She didn’t care what he did or said. She hated him. She hated all
of this. She hated it so much she felt like her entire body was going to combust, and she
couldn’t stop moving, thrusting her arm out to slam against a wall as she thundered down the
corridors. Students jumped out of her way as she passed, not even knowing where she was
going as she wound up and down all of the castle’s many staircases, eventually coming out of
the castle into the grounds where the cold night kissed her skin. It shocked her and she
gasped, trying to drown in the night air.

She started running, sure that if she stayed in one position for too long then she’d fall apart.
She didn’t have a destination, but she found herself running down the slope in the direction of
the Forbidden Forest. This was wrong. It was so wrong. She wanted to scream and cry and do
everything a Black shouldn’t do. She couldn’t do that. She came across a pumpkin patch and
ran right through it, kicking the fence and whirling around to gasp, trembling in the cold.
There was a small hut in front of her, from which a giant man emerged.

“Oi!” he bellowed. “Who’s there?”



She shuddered. She couldn’t even say her name. Tears blurred her vision as she fell to the
ground, shaking. What was she meant to do? To say? When Arcturus had died, she’d had
people around her, people who understood and cared. But she felt alone. She was alone. The
giant man came over to her, his giant shadow drowning her. “You a student?” She nodded,
feeling like she was going to be sick. “What’s yer name?”

It took her a while to speak. “Au-Au-Aurora.” She forced the surname out. “Black.”

The man’s hand closed around her arm and he hauled her to her feet. “Yeah,” he said gruffly,
“Dumbledore told me about yeh. Come on, it’s warm inside.”

“No,” she said, wrenching out of his grasp. “No, no. I need to get back to the castle. I - I - I-“
She broke off, crying again, and wiped tears furiously from her cheeks. “I hate this!”

“I know, lass,” the giant man said, steering her inside his little hut. There were three blurry
figures inside - Potter, Weasley and Granger. Aurora immediately went to run out again, to be
anywhere except with those three, especially when she was in this sort of state. “Clear out,
you lot.”

“Hagrid, what-“

“Go on, off wi ye. It’s almost curfew anyway.”

The three of them scurried off like good little Gryffindors. Aurora was eased into a massive
armchair. The man who was Hagrid had a massive dog that sat firmly on Aurora’s feet. He
handed her a massive mug of tea that she couldn’t drink because she thought she’d be sick if
she tried to.

“They’re dead,” she whispered hollowly, finally.

“I know.” She met Hagrid’s eyes. “I lost me dad when I was your age.”

“I’ve already lost my dad.” She shook her head. “I don’t want him anyway.” Stupid, reckless,
murderous, Blood Traitor, Death Eater. Her lip wobbled and she almost started crying again.

“But we always want family.” Hagrid nodded sadly to her and clapped a ginormous hand on
her shoulder. “Ye don’t have teh talk.”

“Good.” She winced. “I shouted at Professor Snape. I threatened him. Oh, Merlin, I’m going
to be in so much trouble.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Hagrid said. “I’ll talk teh Dumbledore for yeh.”

She stared at him, seeing him properly for the first time. He had small, black beady eyes,
wore a moleskin coat, and had wild tangles of brown hair and a beard. He was also at least
ten feet tall, she thought. He was a very small giant, and a very kind one. “Why are you being
nice to me?” she asked bitterly.

He looked taken aback. “Well, I couldn’t very well leave yeh teh freeze out there.” His face
softened. “I know what yeh’re going through, Aurora.” It was a sort of comfort that he said



Aurora, and not Black. “Yeh’re not alone.”

“Yes I am.”

“Yeh’re not,” Hagrid said fiercely. “Who’re your friends?”

“Draco Malfoy. Pansy Parkinson.” She noticed Hagrid’s less than pleased face, but why
should he judge her friendships? She’d met him five minutes ago. “Daphne Greengrass, I
think. Gwendolyn Tearston.” That was it really. She felt so suddenly lonely. None of them
understood. None of them had lost near every member of their family. None of them were the
last of their name.

She knew only one other person in her position and she wasn’t going to talk to Harry bloody
Potter about her emotions. Aurora wiped tears from her eyes so that they wouldn’t splash into
the tea. Crying over a cup of tea. She sniffled and stood up, heaving Hagrid’s massive dog off
of her feet. “I’m sorry for intruding,” she said as politely and evenly as she could. “I can tell
you were meant to have a lovely evening.”

“Yeh don’t have ter go.”

“No, I want to. I ought to get back to my common room before I get in trouble for being out
of bed.” She swallowed. “Thank you, though, Hagrid.”

He still looked troubled. “I’ll walk yeh up ter the castle. Yeh shouldn’t be out on yer own.”

She let Hagrid escort her back up to Hogwarts Castle, where she left him with a wobbly smile
and headed down to the dungeons. Draco was sat in the mostly empty common room, waiting
on her. “Aurora,” he said immediately as she got in. “Aurora, Mother just wrote me a letter
and told me everything. I’m so sorry.”

She didn’t cry. She wouldn’t. But she let him hug her. It was stiff and awkward because
neither of them were very used to hugs, but they managed. She sniffed, leaning her head on
his shoulder. “I’m the only one left now. They - I’m meant to - to plan the f-funeral.” She
hated how she stuttered.

“I’ll talk to Mother about it,” he promised. “If I can then I’ll make sure you can stay with us,
you’re not being taken to some random wizard house. Imagine if they gave you to the
Weasleys.” She laughed wetly, weakly.

“That would be terrible.”

Draco patted her shoulder and stepped back, smiling awkwardly. “I, um, I’ve got chocolate if
you want some. And we can play wizard’s chess or gobstones.”

He motioned to the table behind him and Aurora could have cried again right then and there.
She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. “Thanks.”

They stayed up late that night, playing chess for hours as the common room emptied. Aurora
was still too angry and bitter and sad to sleep, and Draco very politely stayed awake with her.
He didn’t let her win, which was good, because she beat him anyway. It was alright for a



while but when she got to bed all she could think about was her family, and the funeral, and
the empty ache in her chest. She didn’t know where she was going now. She didn’t know
how she could go any further. But she was still a Black.

Blacks didn’t cry. Blacks didn’t whine. Blacks didn’t make a fuss, or make a scene. Blacks
did as they were told. She wanted to ask about her father, suddenly. She wanted to know,
because he was the only thing left. Even if she hated him, so did everyone else in the family.

But Aurora didn’t ask about her father. And she didn’t talk about him either. So she wouldn’t,
she told herself. She’d forget it. She was a Black, after all. They endured.

The funeral was held a week and a half later on a suitably cold and rainy day. Gwendolyn had
said she’d come if Aurora wanted her to be there, but Aurora didn’t want anyone to be there,
not even Draco and Pansy.

It was a quiet occasion anyway, and a somber one. There weren’t exactly many Blacks left.
Narcissa came, but not her husband. A brown haired woman with Aurora’s nose was there,
too, along with her sandy haired husband and an older teen Aurora didn’t know from
Hogwarts, who had bright turquoise hair. The two women looked similar enough to be
sisters, but they barely even looked at each other.

There weren’t that many Prewetts either, but Aurora had been in contact with Molly Weasley
who had organised the funeral for Ignatius and Lucretia, because Aurora knew there was no
way she could. She hadn’t been sure initially, but she knew when she saw the brilliant red
hair and the kind crinkle of the woman’s eyes that Molly Weasley was the mother of the
Weasleys she knew - Ron and the twins. She had her balding, similarly ginger husband with
her, as well as a ginger girl younger than Aurora and a tall boy who might have been a young
man, with long hair held in a pony tail.

“You must be Aurora,” she said quietly in the dark grey graveyard. “I’m Molly, dear.”

Aurora nodded silently. She had been quiet for days now, wallowing in the embarrassment of
her earlier outburst. Weasley had seen, and Potter and Granger, and though none of them had
mentioned it, she hated the fact they knew how she’d reacted. But she forced herself to speak
to Molly Weasley. “Thank you, for organising today.”

“Of course,” Molly said kindly. “Ignatius spoke of you often, you know.”

“Really?” She blinked in surprise.

“Yes. He and Lucretia could never have children, but he was overjoyed to have any time with
you at all.” Molly smiled kindly, but Aurora noticed the great sadness behind her eyes. She
swallowed tightly, and remained silently. The priest would be arriving soon, to lower them
into the ground and bury them with a heavy finality. She didn’t want to watch but she knew
she had to. After this maybe she’d never have to go to a funeral again. It wasn’t like she had
any other family to bury. “You’ll be in second year at Hogwarts?”

“First,” Aurora corrected quietly. “My birthday’s in September, I only just missed the cut
off.”



“You’ll know my son, then. Ron?”

Aurora nodded awkwardly. Weasley didn’t like her, not that she’d given him much reason to.
“Yeah, I know him. He’s friends with Harry Potter and Hermione Granger. I’m in Slytherin,
though. So we don’t really talk. I know Fred and George, too.”

Molly raised her eyebrows. “Is that so? What have they done?”

“They got me out of a bit of trouble with a professor who doesn’t like me much,” Aurora
said. “They’re really nice.”

Molly looked very glad, and slightly relieved, to hear so. “It’s good to hear our boys are
looking out for others,” she said. “I’ll tell them to keep an eye for you - Ron, too.”

“Oh, no,” Aurora said quickly, feeling slightly sick with embarrassment at the thought of
Weasley looking out for her at the insistence of his mother. “That’s alright, really. I’m
alright.”

Molly looked rather disapproving. “I’m not so sure that’s true,” she said, her voice gentle. “I
know it must be awfully hard-“

“Yeah,” Aurora said shortly. “It is awfully hard, thanks.”

She felt bad being so short with Molly Weasley, but she didn’t like the way she was looking
at her like something to be pitied, like a little girl out of her depth. Blacks weren’t pitied. And
she refused to be.

The ceremony itself seemed to both drag on forever and never end. Aurora stood alone,
watching the last of her family being lowered into the ground, and focused all her energy on
trying not to cry. The rest of the world in the graveyard moved on, but she felt detached from
it, stuck. With the exception of Narcissa, who didn’t meet her eyes, she didn’t know anyone
here. She could tell they were all watching her, even the little Weasley girl. She wasn’t going
to cry in front of any of them.

When the time came, she pointed her wand at the twin coffins, and dirt slid over them,
sealing them and their cold bodies into the ground forever. The wake was quiet and solemn,
and so was Aurora. She sat in a corner on a chair and watched everybody else talking among
themselves.

The brown haired woman and her turquoise haired daughter came over at one point. They
both liked they were trying very hard to smile, but they couldn’t quite manage it. “You’re
Aurora,” the mother said, sitting down at her side. “I’m Andromeda Tonks.”

Aurora blinked. That name wasn’t familiar to her. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m your father’s cousin.” Her eyes darted to a lone blonde head of hair on the other side of
the room. “Narcissa’s sister.”

“Oh.” That was the one whose name had been burned off the Black family tapestry. “I’m
sorry, I didn’t know.”



Andromeda smiled thinly and her daughter muttered something under her breath. “Yes, the
family never did mention me often. Lucretia was good to me, though. And I thought it
prudent to be here. We Blacks seem rather poorly represented now.”

“Yeah,” Aurora muttered bitterly. “I’d noticed.”

“I’m Tonks by the way,” said the turquoise haired girl.

“Her name’s Nymphadora.”

“Tonks,” Tonks said firmly. “Please.”

Andromeda rolled her eyes fondly. “She’s never been much a fan of her first name.”

“It’s pretentious,” Tonks said, and Aurora found herself cracking a very small smile. The
Blacks all had strange, pretentious names: Andromeda, Nymphadora, Narcissa, Bellatrix,
Cygnus, Cassiopeia, Orion, Walburga, Regulus, Arcturus, Lucretia. Sirius. There was a
hollow sort of pang in her chest. Compared to all the rest, Aurora’s name was downright
normal.

“Yeah.”

“Dumbledore wrote to me about you,” Andromeda said, and Aurora looked at her sharply,
surprised.

“He did?”

“Yes. He appeared rather concerned by the lack of guardianship stated in Lucretia’s will.”

“Oh.” She thought she knew where this was going. “Yeah, I know I’m probably meant to go
to a family member.” She glanced up at Narcissa, who stood alone by a table with small
glasses of win on it. “I thought the Malfoys might...” She trailed off. If they were going to
take her in then they would have said so. They would have offered to look after her at
Christmas when she had no one else to go to during the holidays. Maybe if Draco kicked up
enough of a fuss. But that wasn’t the matter at hand. Dumbledore had written to the Tonkses
about her? Why? “Or, you know, I’m almost thirteen. I’d only be away from Hogwarts two
months out of the year anyway, which isn’t much.”

Andromeda looked at her kindly. “You have an independence about you,” she said. “Your
father was the same.” Her chest felt suddenly tight and Andromeda must have noticed,
because she said, “I don’t bring up Sirius to taunt you with, Aurora.”

“I don’t want to talk about him,” Aurora said, like she’d said so many times before. “So, what
did Dumbledore say to you?”

“Only that you were in Slytherin, a kind and intelligent girl who might benefit from a - stable
family environment.”

“As opposed to what?”



She glanced at Narcissa and she knew what Andromeda meant. There was no doubt that
Lucius and Narcissa loved each other, but Aurora knew they had a lot to hide - not that the
Blacks didn’t, more that they were better at hiding, and actually cared to hide it - and Lucius
could be cruel. Not to his family, but to many, many others, and he had always set her on
edge rather, like he was constantly evaluating her. Considering how badly Draco acted
sometimes, Aurora couldn’t imagine being in the same house as his father. They were
Malfoys, not Blacks, and they had been the ones who served the Dark Lord, while the Blacks
had stood alone. They didn’t need anyone. She didn’t need them.

“It is only an offer,” Andromeda said, her voice a little more clipped. “If you would rather
stay with someone else, I’d entirely understand. But Dumbledore wanted me to ask, and you
are still family.” She looked somewhat uncomfortable as she said, “Your father wanted me to
take you in, initially.”

“I don’t really care what my father wanted, thanks,” she said coldly, and got up.

She didn’t know where she was going to go, but she started walking out of the small village
hall where the wake was and over the cold, hard ground. She wasn’t angry, or maybe she
was, but not in that fiery, furious way she had been before. This was a numb, cold kind of
anger, an anger that made her bitter and made her not want to scream or shout or break things
in an instant. It made her want to tear things apart slowly, see the threads of life in a blade of
grass unravel before her eyes. This anger spread like a web through her chest as she ducked
behind a tree, sinking to her knees.

From here she could see most of the graveyard, a cold, frosty and grey expanse of grass and
stone walls and headstones. A sort of fog hung over the whole place, an eerie grey mist.
Somewhere between life and death.

She plucked a struggling daisy from the ground and plucked the petals off one by one with
precision, missing out every second petal so she could return to it. She pulled the tiny leaves
from the stem and then separated the stem from the flower head. The petals had made a tiny,
sad white pile in the palm of her hand. She blew them away and they scattered into the air,
pulled into the mist.

“You’re not alone.” She whipped around sharply. There was a man standing there, or
someone that might have been a man once. She couldn’t see his face, for it was shrouded into
a smoky grey veil, and the rest of him was cloaked in black, but he did sound like a man. She
could see skeletal, almost claw like hands extending from just underneath the sleeve of his
cloak. He didn’t feel normal, but he did definitely feel magic. His magic was ice cold like a
body that had-

She cut her thoughts off there.

“Many have seen Death,” he said. “Many have tasted it and yet lived.” He wasn’t close
enough to touch her, but she felt a nail run down her cheek. Aurora stood up abruptly. “Many
would run from him, and few would accept him.”

“I’m sorry,” Aurora said with perfect pureblood politeness. “Who are you?” She was scared -
just a bit, mind, not much - but she wasn’t going to show him that.



“I am Death.”

“No you’re not.”

The man who called himself Death chuckled and Aurora knew that was who he really was.
“You have thwarted me before, young Miss Black. Yet your family and your history is heavy
with my blood.” Something blue-black like ink flowed from his skeletal wrists and over his
boney hands. It dripped onto the cold ground where it hissed and spat like acid. “Something
about you has... Escaped me. Few have done that. Even fewer have done so of their own
skill. There is a boy...” He chuckled dangerously. “But you don’t want to hear of these things.
You came here to be angry.”

“I came here to get away from people,” she said clippedly. “That includes you, whoever you
are.”

His words replayed in her mind. Something about her escaped him? “You shouldn’t exist.
Not by any accounts, any histories. You definitely shouldn’t be alive. And yet you are. You
have evaded Death without even knowing. But Death will come for you in the end.”

“I thought you said you were Death.” She tried to look at his eyes, but all she saw was two
sunken sockets. “Haven’t you come for me now?”

“Oh, no,” Death crooned. This time he was definitely close enough to scrape his nail down
her cheek. It stung, and Aurora was certain he had drawn blood. “Not yet. I want to see what
happens.” His voice was low and cold. “No one can evade Death forever, after all.”

He retreated into the mist and he was gone. A watery sun broke through in the sky and
Aurora wrapped her arms tightly around herself as she went back to the village hall, feeling
more bitter but less alone. Inside, she played the perfect pureblood role. She made small talk
with Narcissa who didn’t so much as mention the matter of guardianship, she said hello to
Molly Weasley’s daughter Ginny who was worryingly interested in Harry Potter, and she said
to Andromeda, “Thank you for your offer. I just need some time.”

Andromeda smiled warily at her. “Speak to Dumbledore about it. The old man has some
wisdom in him yet.”

She didn’t want to speak to Dumbledore. He summoned her to his office and she said she’d
rather live alone than with someone who wasn’t her family, and even if he tried, she had
multiple houses and more gold than he’d ever seen, and there was no way a mere Headmaster
would be able to contain her. He hadn’t been happy, but he had let her go - for now. Aurora
didn’t delude herself into thinking that was the end of it.

“You could stay with us,” Pansy offered, with a disdainful look at Draco. “If others won’t
take you in.”

“I asked Father,” Draco muttered. “But he said no, and I - I can’t very well argue with my
father.”



Aurora wanted to say that he could, he so easily could, but she knew she shouldn’t. So she
said nothing. Days and weeks passed and she focused on her studies more than anything else,
until the memory of the funeral started to fade. Aurora was half certain that the man called
Death had been a hallucination. She didn’t say much for a very long while until the day
Draco came strutting into the common room looking far too pleased with himself. “What
have you been up to?”

“Nothing much,” he smirked. “Just put a Leg-Locker Curse on dear old Neville
Longbottom.”

She stared at him. What possible reason- “You attacked Longbottom?” He nodded with a
smug smile. “Why?”

“Why? Why? Because he’s a snot nosed little baby, that’s why.”

Her blood boiled unexpectedly. What had Longbottom done? Of all the Gryffindors, of all the
people to choose to attack, why did it have to be Neville? He’d already suffered enough
because of people like Draco, and people like her. “So you picked on him because he was an
easy target?”

“Because I’m better than him.”

“If you really were better than him then you wouldn’t attack someone who couldn’t even
defend himself.” She narrowed her eyes at Draco and let the next words, bitter and cold and
harsher than she’d intended, slip from her mouth. “You’re pathetic, Draco.”

“I am not!”

“You shouldn’t need to prove yourself to someone you really think is below you. To do so
proves nothing except cruelty. And that you’re a show off.”

“As if you aren’t?”

“No,” she said quietly, “not like you are, anyway.”

She got up. “Where are you going?” Draco demanded.

“Library. There’s a book about Alchemy I need to check out.”

She left wordlessly and made her way quickly through the castle in the direction of
Gryffindor Tower. The corridors were quiet at this time, which meant she had no one to ask
for directions - not that anyone would have given a Slytherin like her directions anyway. She
didn’t know what she thought she was doing, only that Draco was being ridiculous and had
been acting as such for too long. Neville Longbottom had lost her parents, and she couldn’t
help but think it was partially her fault for having been put there by her father. The Death
Eaters came for the Aurors who had stood against their lord and for the daughter of the man
who had betrayed the Aurors but unwittingly led his lord to his death. Neville had suffered
enough, and Draco kept showing off in such vulgar and unnecessary ways. She didn’t know
why it got to her so much, but it did, and she was still angry.



She came across Longbottom struggling to hop along the corridor, face red and blotchy with
tears and she felt anger prick her heart. What was the point? she wanted to ask Draco.
“Neville?” She thought he’d more responsive to his forename and she was right. He turned
around too fast, caught sight of her, whimpered and promptly fell backwards.

“G-g-get away!” he shouted feebly as she hurried down thecordidor towards her. “I - I - I
mean it, B-Black!”

“Stop blubbering,” she told him sharply, and grabbed his arm to pin him down. “I’m not
going to hurt you. Did Draco do this?” He looked terrified. She narrowed her eyes. “Did he?”
Neville nodded shakily. “Finite incantatem.” The counter-spell worked well considering
she’d rarely used it before. Neville moved his legs apart immediately and sat up sharply.

“W-w-what did you do that for?” he asked, staring at her. He had gone white, and she realised
with a start that he was afraid of her. That wasn’t what she’d wanted.

“Draco’s being a prick,” she said in answer, and pulled Neville to his feet. He stumbled a bit
before fighting himself. “He shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I’m sorry.”

Neville went red. “Not your fault,” he mumbled.

“It’s someone’s though,” she said, and offered him a weak smile. “I’ll tell him to lay off you,
alright? If he tries anything again, you tell me.”

Neville looked like he couldn’t believe what she was saying, and to be honest, Aurora
couldn’t either. She didn’t have much of a reason to help him except that... He didn’t have
much of a family either. His parents had taken her in shortly, she knew, some time between
the death of the Potters and when they were tortured by Death Eaters, by her own cousin
Bellatrix. Maybe part of her felt responsible. Maybe part of her just didn’t like seeing Draco
showing off and hurting people and being stupid with his arrogance. Maybe she just didn’t
like people crying and reckoned someone ought to stop Neville from doing it so often, and
knew that cursing him wasn’t the way to go about it.

“Do you understand?” she asked sternly, and Neville nodded. “Good. Did he do anything
else?” Neville shook his head and she sighed. “Alright. Do you want me to walk you back to
your tower?”

He looked surprised by the offer, but he nodded anyway. It wasn’t a long walk, but Aurora
was glad she’d spared him from hopping the way there in the state he had been in. “Here,”
she said stiffly, not meeting his eyes. She took out a pink silk handkerchief. “Your cheeks are
all covered in tears.”

“Thanks,” Neville muttered, taking it from her.

“Don’t mention it,” she said, and she really meant it. The last thing she wanted was a thank
you from Neville Longbottom. They reached a portrait of a very fat lady in a pink dress at
which point Neville stopped.

“Um,” he said, “this is the Entrance.”



“Oh, right.” At least it was marked, unlike the Slytherin common room. “Well, have a good
night, Longbottom.” He held her handkerchief back out to her, but she shook her head. He’d
blown his nose with that thing. “Keep it,” she told him. He blushed, which she hated.
“Night.”

Draco wasn’t happy about her intervention and he made sure she knew it. He sat with Pansy
in Potions, leaving Aurora to be paired with Crabbe of all people, who melted their cauldron
within five minutes. “You idiot,” she scolded him, and he looked affronted.

“You didn’t tell me not to.”

“No, because you’re meant to read the instructions!”

“What do we have here?” Snape asked, swooping down, and her face went red.

“My partner messed up our potion,” she said clippedly. “I’m handling it, sir.”

“This catastrophe cannot be saved.” His eyes glinted. “You will both received zero marks
today.”

“We still have plenty of time to-“

“Quiet, Black,” Snape snarled. “You may spend the remainder of the lesson slicing horned
slugs. Crabbe, write out the instructions as many times over until we finish this class.”

She was furious, of course, and was now not talking to Draco, Pansy, or Crabbe (not that
she’d spoken to him very much before). It was only thanks to Gwendolyn that she attended
the Gryffindor versus Hufflepuff Quidditch match. “I want to see it,” she said. “Hufflepuff
are meant to be good, and Robin says that if they beat Gryffindor we’ll still have a good
chance at winning the Quidditch Cup this year.”

Aurora really didn’t fancy Hufflepuff’s chances at beating Gryffindor when Potter had his
stupid Nimbus Two Thousand and was the oh so brilliant boy who lived to be the youngest
seeker in a century. But she didn’t say that.

They found spots in the stands with a group of Hufflepuffs, far from Draco or Pansy. Robin
Oliphant joined them, and handed Gwendolyn a thick pair of canary yellow gloves. “Stole
them from Filch’s office earlier when I was getting my watch back,” he said with a lazy grin.
“Peeves is quite a useful distraction when he isn’t trying to dump a Pensieve on your head.
Don’t worry, they’re not poisoned.”

“Because you’re the authority on poisons,” Gwen huffed, but she pulled on the gloves
anyway, and turned to Aurora. “You know Robin, right?”

“Oliphant,” Aurora said stiffly, nodding at him. They’d never really spoken, but she’d always
known he and Gwen got along and he seemed a sensible enough student. He was good at
Potions, too, which she appreciated.

“Black.” He looked down at the pitch. “Bit of a day for it, isn’t it? Chilly. Still, at least it isn’t
a storm.”



“Maybe if it was, Potter would get blown off his broom again,” Aurora muttered, and Robin
laughed.

“I forgot you didn’t like him either.”

“Robin says he’s a show off,” Gwen explained, shaking her head.

“You aren’t wrong.” Aurora smiled. If he thought the same of Potter as she did, maybe he
wasn’t quite so bad. “Why did Filch have your watch?”

“Oh, I charmed it to light up and scream anytime a Hufflepuff walked past.” Robin smirked.
“Course, he can’t prove I did it. It could just be broken.”

“Why did you do that?”

“I wanted to see if I could. Oh, look, that’s them.”

She didn’t really need Robin to tell her. A massive roar had gone up from the crowd as the
fourteen players stepped out onto the pitch. Potter looked even more cocky this time. “I really
hope they lose,” she said, and Gwendolyn nodded.

“Me too.”

“Snape’s refereeing,” Robin said. “So they ought to.”

“Snape?” Aurora laughed. She hated him, and he hated her, but if there was anyone he hated
more, it was Potter. And he absolutely hated Gryffindor House. “Oh, they’ve got no chance.”

But much to Aurora’s horror, they seemed to have a good chance. In fact, they won. Potter
swooped down and caught the Snitch to save the day within five minutes and Aurora swore
she had never hated someone more. “Bloody Potter,” she muttered as they left. “I hate him. I
really hate him. What is it about him? Does the world just - just bend around him? Or does he
just think he’s the centre of the universe and makes everyone else bend around him? I bet he
cheats, too, you’ve seen Hermione Granger, that girl he hangs around with! She’s smart for a
Gryffindor. There’s no way he can be so good!”

“Right,” Gwen said, with an amused look. “Well, until we can prove it-“

“Hang on,” Aurora interrupted, as Potter caught her eye. “Where the hell’s he going?”

He was marching out of the broomshed with his broom in hand. “I don’t know,” Gwen said.
“Maybe he’s going to polish it. Come on, I’m hungry.”

“You two go on ahead.” Gwen looked slightly exasperated but she did as Aurora told her and
she and Robin joined the crowd headed to the school.

Quietly and carefully, Aurora hurried after Potter, watching him fly into the Forbidden Forest.
Who did he think he was? She ran as fast as she could to the edge of the Forest, where Potter
was amongst the low tree branches. He hadn’t noticed her, so she scampered up a nearby tree



and swim herself across the thick canopy until she could hear voices. The first was Snape’s,
the second Quirrel’s.

“...students aren’t supposed to know about the Philosopher’s Stone, after all.”

Aurora felt like her heart had dropped right to the pit of her stomach. That was why Potter
and his friends had been looking for Nicholas Flamel? But why? She could think of a million
reasons why someone would want the thing, but why was it relevant right now? “Have you
figured out how to get past that beast of Hagrid’s yet?”

“B-b-but Severus,” Quirrel stuttered.

“You do not want me as your enemy, Quirrel.” Snape’s voice made Aurora feel entirely cold.
She knew what it was to be intimidated and threatened by this man, yet Quirrel was not
taking it nearly as well as she always did.

“I-I don’t know what you mean-“

“You know perfectly well what I mean. And what of your little bit of hocus pocus? I’m
waiting.”

“B-b-but I d-d-don’t-“

“Very well,” Snape said. “We’ll have another chat sometime soon. When you’ve had some
time to think things over and decide where your loyalties lie.”

Loyalty? That made it sound like Quirrel had to decide to work with Snape, or for him.
Presumably their opposition would be Dumbledore - did that mean the Philosopher’s Stone
was here at Hogwarts? Surely, if they mentioned Hagrid... A sudden thought struck her and
she had to try very hard not to gasp. The third floor corridor. Of course. But why would the
stone be here?

Snape and Quirrel both left, and from the sound of the rustling in the tree next to Aurora,
Potter was leaving too. She scrambled quickly down, and caught a glimpse of him as he
pushed off on his broom. Aurora narrowed her eyes. It was one thing for her to follow him to
see what he was up to, but why was he so involved in this? Unless... He wanted the stone?
Eternal glory and gold and the power of life. With a jolt in her stomach she realised that, for
someone who didn’t understand how the stone truly worked, it could be very tempting. It
explained what they’d been up to for so long, maybe even since Halloween.

Still thinking it over, Aurora made her way back to the castle on her own. This was
something Draco would be very interested to hear, that Potter was meddling and probably
breaking school rules in the process, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to tell him. This was
something she wanted to discover herself.



Discovery and Dragon

Researching was something Aurora was very good at, and she already knew a lot about
Alchemy, so she had something to work off there. She knew the properties of the
philosopher’s stone off by heart, of course, but now she had to figure out what sort of
enchantments were protecting it. Presumably the answer lay in the third floor corridor,
though she wasn’t quite ready to go there. It wasn’t necessarily the power the stone offered
her that was tempting, but the fact that if she could get it and study it, she might be able to do
what Nicholas Flamel had not, in his complacency after creating the stone. There was more to
Alchemy than only the stone, and the prolonging of life. Alchemy was like Transfiguration
and Potions; it was about change and transformation. But it was also about life and death, and
Aurora couldn’t help but be intrigued by that, especially after what Death had said to her at
the funeral.

She still got chills thinking about that. Death comes for everyone in the end. It was true, she
couldn’t argue with that, but she still didn’t like it. The Philosopher’s Stone would let her stay
alive forever if she used it to make the Elixir of Life, but what she really wanted to do was
what no wizard had ever done before. She wanted to bring someone back to life.

But there was another issue with the Philosopher’s Stone. Which was that she was becoming
rapidly certain someone else was trying to steal it, which put her on a deadline. Potter and his
friends seemed to be trying to stop whoever was trying to steal it - and they certainly seemed
to think it was Snape, a rational conclusion to come to - which meant they would also try to
stop her. They wouldn’t stand a chance against Snape if it came to it, but while Aurora was
confident in her magical abilities, three on one weren’t great odds for her. She’d have to be
sneaky. Thankfully, she was a Slytherin.

The first task she had to complete on her list was to find out what was guarding the stone.
She knew already that Hagrid had put some animal there, and Quirrel had done some
enchantments. Presumably the other teachers had too, and Dumbledore. That would be tricky
to manage, but if she could find out what she was up against and prepare, she would stand a
chance.

She only wanted to study the stone, she kept telling herself it. Not use it. She wanted to make
her own, or something similar, and then it would be her name that was famous, and not for
reasons it already was. Better reasons than those.

“Robin,” she said curiously one night in the common room, when she was sat with him and
Gwen rather than Draco and Pansy. “You know how you said you got into Filch’s office?
What exactly did you do?”

“Oh, I just asked Peeves to throw a filing cabinet down the stairs,” he said. “Worked like a
charm, and no one suspected a thing because Peeves is always doing things like that. Why,
what are you trying to do?”



“Nothing,” she said, with a smile that said everything. Maybe she wouldn’t use Peeves, he
was dreadfully unreliable, but maybe Moaning Myrtle, the ghost that haunted the girls’
bathrooms. She cried a lot and flooded the bathroom entirely of her own accord.

Gwen shook her head, watching Aurora’s thoughts. “As long as it’s not a plot to get Potter
expelled.”

“No,” she scoffed. “We’re not quite at that point yet.”

A letter came at the end of the month detailing her inheritance as outlined in the respective
wills of Lucretia and Ignatius Prewett, Cygnus Black, and Cassiopeia Black. All in all she
had access to five different vaults at Gringotts, which she had decided she was going to keep
separate but all in her name, as a security measure. Their total monetary holdings came to
around ten million galleons, which was an awful lot for Aurora, who hadn’t the faintest idea
how to use any of it. For now it would remain in the vaults until she had a use for it, and she
was going to establish a smaller personal vault of her own with everyday access. She also
seemed to have an awful lot of jewellery which hadn’t been priced but that she imagined
would be very expensive. Once she got to the Summer she was going to go through it all and
determine what she wanted to keep with her and what would remain in the vaults for the time
being.

In addition, she had inherited seven properties across Britain - 12 Grimmauld Place in
London, Black Manor which was Ignatius’ home, in Cornwall, The Carrick Estate in
Anglesey, Silver House in Edinburgh, 17 Thywell Lane in Cardiff, Arbrus Hill in Norwich
and 13 Ludon Road in Kensington - as well as two in France, one in Italy and, to her surprise,
one in Russia. With this also came a total of three house elves, none of whom she had any use
for. She called them to her and told them to remain together at Grimmauld Place, as she
didn’t think Kreacher would stand moving anywhere else, but the other two house elves -
Tilly and Dippy - were younger and seemed less... Insane.

It was a lot to take in and a lot to deal with, so Aurora found herself putting off much of the
paperwork and formalities. Since there was only one other living, free Black - Narcissa - all
of Aurora’s assets had been put into her own name and the age restrictions taken off. Now
she had a lot to handle, as Head of the Most Noble and Most Ancient House in all of Magical
Britain.

She set her mind to the Philosopher’s Stone instead, because being the last of the Blacks felt
like far too much responsibility that she hadn’t been properly prepared for. Before she went
any further she would have to find out what was in the third floor corridor.

Persuading Moaning Myrtle to cry and flood the bathroom was not hard at all. All Aurora
had to do was throw a book - the Standard Book of Spells, Grade Four, that she had snuck off
of a Hufflepuff and couldn’t feasibly be traced back to her without a lot of lucky guess work -
at Myrtle’s head and she went wild. Filch hurried in five minutes later with his cat and
Aurora was free to explore as she saw fit for a little while.

She made a beeline for the third floor of course. There was no one about, seeing as it was
against the rules, and so there was also no one to stop Aurora. It was rather a flaw in
Dumbledore’s plan, she thought. He had been very unsubtle about the third floor, and that



made her confused. Why had he pointed it out? Unless he wanted someone to go there. But
why?

All of this confused her as she crept along the corridor, and whispered, “Alohomora,” to
unlock a cupboard door. It sprang open, to her delight, and Aurora slipped silently inside. She
was greeted immediately by a blast of hot, disgusting breath. Dog breath.

Trying not to gag, she looked up, and her heart tumbled into the pit of her stomach. There
was a giant, black, drooling, three headed dog standing right on top of her. “Bleeding
Merlin,” she whispered, just as the dog roared at her. She bit back a shriek and dodged to the
side, hand going to her wand. She didn’t see anything that was like the Philosopher’s Stone
here, nor any other door that might take her elsewhere.

The dog bent down as if to try and bite her head off and she lunged out of the way just in
time, scrambling against the wall. Her keen eyes scanned the room. There - the dog was
standing atop a small trapdoor. That must take her to wherever the stone was. She made an
attempt at running closer, but the dog raised a giant paw and slammed her into the wall.
Gasping for air, she felt the world spin for a moment as the dog came closer, breath hot
against her skin. Her heart hammered as she forced her eyes open, and in a split second, made
a run for the door. She slammed it open and shut, whispering an urgent “Colloportus,” as she
did so. The dog’s cries of frustration were muffled against the thick stone walls as Aurora
darted back along the corridor, downstairs and towards the common room.

At least she knew what the beast was now. She just had to find out how to get past it, and
then what the other safeguards were.

Draco, Pansy and Gwendolyn were all very interested to know what Aurora was working on
when she disappeared to the library every night, but she didn’t tell them. She wanted to keep
her work to herself until such time as it was complete, or at least suitably successful that she
could brag about it. Draco appeared highly affronted by Aurora’s silence, and begged her on
multiple occasions to just tell him what she was up to.

“I’ll tell Snape you’re up to something,” he threatened.

“No you won’t,” she said, quite calmly. “Because if you do, I’ll tell your mother what mark
you got on your History of Magic Essay last week.”

It was a sufficiently bad mark that Draco indeed kept his mouth shut about Aurora’s shady
activities. After combing through the library’s substantial collection of books on magical
creatures, Aurora remembered a certain myth of a three headed dog, and turned urgently to
the Greek Legend section. It was rather small, but she picked out the word ‘Kerberos’ and
immediately grabbed the book, hurrying to a table to read.

Her position was regrettable. At the table just opposite, Potter was sitting with Weasley and
Granger, the two boys grumbling about revision while Granger appeared to be drawing up
study schedules for them. Aurora had to laugh. First year marks didn’t account for anything
really, so long as you didn’t fail, and Aurora wasn’t too worried. She would do some reading
over and organisation of her notes starting a fortnight or so before the exams, and she knew
she had practical work handled for everything except perhaps Herbology, so it was of little



concern. Besides, Alchemy was much more interesting than any of her subjects - except
perhaps Transfiguration. Potions was quickly falling to last place in her mind.

She found the answer to subduing the Kerberos quickly. All she had to do was play a nice
tune, and thankfully, she had been taught violin to a relatively high standard for her age. She
hadn’t played in months, what with one thing and another, but she was fairly certain that the
violin was at Black Manor. When the time came she would merely have to ask one of the
House elves to fetch it for her.

Now she had to find out what the other professors had set up. Professor Sprout, she imagined,
had put in place something with plants, perhaps something that might trap someone. She
jotted this down in her notes, and considered Professor McGonagall. She knew she was an
Animagus, but doubted she would be guarding the stone as a tiny cat. Perhaps some form of
riddle or puzzle, then. Transfiguration was an awful lot of puzzlework when it came down to
it, and had to be very precise, especially when considering its theory. With Flitwick she
considered similar challenges, though it occurred to her that perhaps the teachers had
enchanted a form of guard, rather than making whoever tried to get through perform their
own enchantment. Maybe Aurora would have to unpick the enchantments rather than fight
them; she made a note to work on counter spells.

Perhaps Quirrel would have similar enchantments. Or maybe even dealing with a dark
creature. He was a rather rubbish teacher, and as a result Aurora had had little experience of
fighting dark creatures or of duelling. She’d have to teach herself then. Maybe she’d bring
along some poisons, too, if she could find somewhere to brew them. It certainly couldn’t hurt.

Now, Snape. He would be the worst, she was sure, and so she was determined that she would
get past his enchantment, if no other. Even though she had no intentions of bragging of her
achievements, outwitting her most hated professor would certainly give her a sense of
satisfaction.

In the middle of April, while Aurora was no further forward in her work, Draco presented a
piece of information that Aurora thought could prove deeply helpful. He came back in the
early evening looking quite delighted with himself. “Well,” he said, dropping into a seat next
to Aurora and shooing Gwen and Robin out of the way. “He’s done it now.”

“Who?” Aurora asked, surprised as she glanced up from her book; Moste Potente Potions,
hidden within the cover of Thirteenth Century Magical Agriculture.

“Potter, of course,” Draco said. “And Weasley and the Mudblood-“

“Her name is Granger,” Aurora corrected, and Draco nodded.

“Yes, yes, I know. Anyway, Granger. And that oaf they’re friends with, Hagrid. They’ve got a
dragon.”

“No!” Aurora stared at him, quite aghast. Was Potter really so arrogant as to think he could
flout such a major rule as not breeding dragons? Or that he could manage one? “What an
idiot!”



“I know,” Draco said breathlessly. “He’s an arrogant prat, But we know what they’re doing,
and they saw me. They know I know. We’ve got this over them. Any little move they make,
we can go to Dumbledore.” Aurora found herself smiling. Wouldn’t this be the perfect way to
get all the information she could out of Potter and his friends. “Are you with me?”

She smirked at Draco, feeling a quiet, sneaky excitement grow in her chest. “Of course I’m
with you.”

She made sure over the next few days that her quiet face was taunting them just enough that
they knew she was onto them. On Monday evening, she managed to catch Potter returning
from a Quidditch practice, slipping into step beside him. “So, what do you know about the
Philosopher’s Stone then?”

He went completely white and she smirked in satisfaction. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

“I’m not an idiot, Potter. That’s why you were asking about Nicholas Flamel, that’s what you
three keep whispering about in class. I know you think Snape’s after it, that’s why you
followed him. And after hearing that conversation, you’re probably right.”

“You heard it too?” Potter looked indignant. “Wait, did you follow me?”

“Yes. Don’t look so annoyed about it, I did you a favour telling you where to look for
information on Flamel.” She raised her eyebrows, smirking, and leaned a little closer, looking
down her nose at him at just the right angle for it to be intimidating. “So. What do you
know?”

“Why do you care?” Potter asked angrily.

“Why shouldn’t I care? It’s one of the most famous and powerful artefacts in the world.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You’re working with him.”

She almost laughed. “Him? Snape?” Potter nodded. “I never knew Gryffindors could be quite
this stupid. Haven’t you seen how he treats me in class?” His eyes told her that he had. “No,
I’m not working with Snape. We Slytherins aren’t all in cahoots together to destroy your
perfect Gryffindor world.”

“You and Malfoy are pretty chummy.”

“Draco is my oldest friend,” she said tightly, ignoring how strained that friendship seemed to
have become at times. “And he’s hardly trying to destroy your world.”

“He's horrid. He treats Neville-“

“I know how he treats Neville,” Aurora said, voice deliberately and dangerously quiet as she
cut him off. “I’ve told him not to, and did Neville tell you who took the Leg-Locker Curse off
him?” Potter didn’t say anything but she knew the answer was yes. “This isn’t the point here,
Potter. I asked you what you know about the stone, and about what’s guarding it.”



“You do want the stone!” Potter said furiously, recoiling from her.

“I won’t lie. I want to see it, and study it. I don’t want to use it, though. And even I did, that
wouldn’t make me a bad person.” She looked intently at him. If anyone could understand her
desires to do with life and death, it was him. But she wasn’t going to start telling Potter her
darkest intentions. “You know,” she said, “I do wonder about that mirror. How it shows you
what you want. Do you know anyone who, perhaps, really, really wanted a dragon?”

Potter froze. She knew she’d scared him. She had no intention of telling tales or getting
Hagrid in trouble, seeing as he had only ever even nice to her, and she didn’t really want
Potter and his friends in trouble for breaking the law, but he didn’t have to know that. And
she was sure that he didn’t. “We don’t know anything,” he told her heavily at last. “That’s the
truth.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Well then I don’t know what you want me to say.” He turned on her with his massive,
pleading green eyes, and she was momentarily shocked. “Please, please don’t get Hagrid into
trouble.”

She didn’t want to get Hagrid in trouble, nor did she want to outright lie and say that she was
going to, but she also couldn’t lose her leverage. She considered Potter carefully. “I won’t,”
she told him. “But I won’t have such reservations about you, Potter. Hagrid could be entirely
innocent and ignorant in this. You, however, seem to get yourself into trouble an awful lot.
You’re always in the limelight. Wouldn’t a dragon fit your imagine perfectly?” She grinned at
him. “Who would be surprised if you were caught with a dragon?”

“You wouldn’t,” he said, rather boldly for someone who looked like they were about to pass
out.

“Wouldn’t I? What do you know about me, Potter?” She almost regretted asking.

“I know your dad’s a murderer,” he said and her stomach dropped. Stupid, reckless,
murderous, lunatic, Death Eater, Blood Traitor, scum of the blood, disgrace to the Black
name, foolish boy. “And a Death Eater, and that he went to Azkaban. Your family’s full of
Dark wizards and you’re the last of them now. I bet there are things you’re hiding that are far
worse than a dragon.”

Her mind went instantly to Death, his words, and his promise. She glared at Potter and asked
him softly, “Do you really want to take that risk?”

Potter looked alarmed. “You can’t tell anyone anything. If you tell Snape-“

“There’s more chance of me waltzing with McGonagall.”

Potter swallowed. “There’s a three headed dog, and that’s all we know. We don’t even know
how to get past it. Just... Please don’t get Hagrid in trouble.”



She knew he was telling the truth, but she wouldn’t let him off the hook entirely. “Alright,”
she said eventually. “But if you find out anything more, you tell me, Potter. And if I find out
you aren’t completely honest with me, I promise you, Hagrid’s dragon will be the least of
your problems.” She made to leave, then stopped herself, turning around. “Oh, and don’t tell
Granger and Weasley about this, will you? I’ll know if you do.” To her delight, he looked like
he believed her. “The details of this conversation are strictly between us. Potter and Black.”



The Stone

It seemed Potter had kept his promise; at least, Aurora hadn’t had any angry Gryffindors
getting in her face about why she threatened their golden boy. But Gwen had noticed
something was up. “You keep looking at Potter,” she said in their dormitory when they were
getting ready for bed. “And he keeps looking at you, too.”

“Does he now?” Aurora asked innocently, breezily.

Gwen raised her eyebrows with a mischievous smile. “Yup. What’s up with it?”

“Nothing.” Aurora laughed easily. “He’s a prat.”

Gwen was grinning. “I don’t think it’s nothing. No one looks at the same person that often
without it meaning something.”

Aurora knew exactly what she meant, and she almost laughed at how wrong she was. “Gwen,
the implications of what you’re saying disgust me. If you must know, I’m blackmailing him
and his friends.”

That wiped the smile off Gwen’s face. “You’re doing what? Why?”

She shrugged. “They have information that I could use. I saw - well, heard - an opportunity to
get that information and I took it. Don’t worry,” she added, seeing the rather faint look on
Gwen’s face, “I’m not up to anything bad, Gwen.”

She didn’t look like she fully believed Aurora. It stung more than she had expected, or cared
to admit. After a long moment, Gwendolyn sighed. “Is this to do with what you’re always
reading about these days?”

“Maybe.”

“Tell me!” Gwen pleaded. “If it’s that big that you’re blackmailing Potter, I want to know!”

“No,” Aurora said, giggling just a tiny bit. “But I promise, when I am ready to tell people,
you’ll be the first person I tell.”

“Can you at least tell me what you’re blackmailing Potter with?” Gwen looked genuinely
interested as to that piece of gossip.

“Our deal was negotiated on the basis that I would keep the information to myself,” Aurora
said clippedly.

“Oh, Aurora, please!”

“You’re far too much of a gossip.”



“Only to you!” Aurora gave her a withering look. “And to Robin, but he doesn’t count! I just
collect gossip.”

“I’ll tell you at some point,” Aurora promised. “But I can’t right now.”

Gwen pouted. “I’ll get it out of you.”

“No you won’t.”

Of course, Gwendolyn’s interest only made Aurora more intensely and deliberately secretive.
It was fun watching Gwen try to sneak a peek at the Alchemical charts in her book, the
diagrams of various dark creatures, and the spell instructions for those she was learning.

Draco was similarly interested in Aurora and Potter’s strange new way of interacting with
each other. “He’s looking at you again,” he hissed during Potions, when Snape was harassing
a Gryffindor instead of her. “Don’t you want to know what he’s up to?”

“He isn’t up to anything,” Aurora said brittly.

“He looks suspicious. I still think we should tell on them about that dragon.”

“And I think we shouldn’t,” she whispered. “Or we should bide our time, at least.”

Draco scowled and ground some porcupine quills. “You’re no fun.”

“On the contrary,” Aurora told him, “I’m waiting for fun.”

At the end of class, she sent Potter a significant look and dragged him into an empty
classroom, much to the outrage of Weasley and Granger, who only backed down when Potter
told them to. “Well?” she demanded, sitting on a desk while he stood. She was looking down
at him, expectant.

“We don’t know anything more,” Potter said.

“Oh, really?”

“Really, Black. I don’t know.”

“And Granger?” she asked. If any of them had figured out what lay between the dog and the
stone, it would be Hermione Granger.

“None of us know. But Ron and Hermione are starting to get suspicious about what’s going
on.”

“Yes, because you’re entirely unsubtle,” Aurora snapped. “Everyone’s noticed you looking at
me it’s getting rather annoying having to come up with an explanation.” She narrowed her
eyes at him. “Is there really nothing you’ve found out?”

“No,” Potter said again. “I do know what our deal is. I’ll tell you, I just... Don’t know.”



“Well, find out then.” She made a sound of frustration. It seemed if she wanted anything
done, she would have to do it herself. “Go, Potter.” He gave her a searching look. “What?”
Aurora snapped.

“Nothing. I just don’t get why you want the stone.”

“I don’t want it,” she said. “I’ve already given you my explanation. Now go, Potter. And at
least try to be subtle.”

Armed with a violin and her wand, Aurora planned to make her first attempt past the
Kerberos on Sunday evening after dinner, when most students would return to their common
rooms and the professors were generally on a lower alert. With Gwen sworn to silence and
ready to plead ignorance, Aurora headed out of the dungeons and used a secret passage she’d
uncovered earlier to sneak to the third floor corridor unseen. She couldn’t hear anyone, but
she waited a few minutes anyway before she stepped out and hurried silently along the
corridor to the door from before.

She let herself in and locked the door behind her, just in case. The Kerberos snarled and
growled at her, but she had noticed it was chained - likely so it didn’t escape, though she
wasn’t sure how it had gotten in in the first place - and remained just out of its reach. It’s
teeth snapped inches from her shoulder but didn’t touch her as she raised her violin to under
her chin and began to play. It took only a few seconds for all three heads to droop and for
gentle snores to fill the room. Grinning, but continuing to play, Aurora made her way to the
trapdoor and kicked it open. Sure enough, there was what looked like a tangle of plants
underneath her. She beamed, and jumped down, keeping a very tight grin on her violin and
bow.

It seemed like she was falling forever. Then her legs were grabbed by some tendrils, tugging
her down. She stopped herself from screaming as she landed roughly in amidst the plant’s
thick, black stems. They crept over her and the violin, and Aurora cursed as she quickly used
a reduction spell on it, stowing it in her pocket and buttoning it tightly. The plant was still
creeping around her, tightening around her shoulders and legs. She was starting to panic, her
pulse racing furiously.

Think, think, think. It seemed to be trapping her, ensnaring her - snare. Of course! Professor
Sprout had already taught them about Devil’s Snare, and they hated light. “Lumos!” she
cried, sending up a great beam of golden light into the ceiling.

It had exactly the desired effect. The Devil’s Snare seemed to recoil, unwind from around her,
and she slipped down to land on the floor beneath. That was two down, Merlin knew how
many to go.

In front of her was a door. It seemed like the only logical way to go. Bracing herself for an
attack, Aurora eased it open and was confronted by what she thought at first were birds. But
when Aurora looked closer, she realised they weren’t birds, but levitating keys with wings.
Clearly they had been charmed. This was Flitwick’s work then. On the other side of this long
room was a very old looking door.



At first she thought she might have to stop the keys from flying, but then she spotted the
broomstick by the door. She hurried over to it, shielding herself from the wings with her
arms, and paused as she grabbed the handle. “Alohomora.” The door didn’t budge, but it was
worth a try. Keeping someone stranded in a room with attacking keys would be a good idea
so long as there was another way out for those who knew it. But no, she did have to catch the
key. But which one? There were hundreds.

It would have to be iron, she thought, examining the lock. Probably old, and either very
simple in design or very elaborate. And if she couldn’t find the right one, then she would
have to keep trying until she eliminated all other options.

Taking a deep breath, Aurora mounted her broom and took off. This was an awful lot of work
to study an old stone, and she tried to imagine Draco and Pansy’s reactions if they knew what
she was doing. They’d laugh, but to her this was so much more than an old stone. This was a
chance to know, and learn, and make a name for herself, even if it took ages. It was far too
big an opportunity for herself.

She didn’t know how long it took before she managed to grab the correct key, because she
tried dozens of them. Some had hit her, and she knew her arm would hurt in the morning, but
now she knew the correct key and she memorised its shape, form and colour. Removing the
stone would get her in far too much trouble, so she would have to return again. Now she
knew what she was facing, though, it wasn’t too bad.

She slipped through the door and was confronted by a massive chess board. Aurora blinked
in surprise, assessing the situation. She chanced trying to cross the room, but the chess pieces
immediately turned on her. She’d have to play, then. Aurora knew she was good at chess, but
if this had been set by a professor then she thought it would be enchanted to be excellent, and
she wasn’t sure she could beat a professor.

She took the place of the king. So long as she won, she was the least likely piece to have to
be sacrificed. And if she lost... Well, that would just be terrible in general. Maybe she should
have told someone where she was going.

Arcturus had played chess with her many times. She ought to do well here, she told herself,
as she started commanding her pieces into position. The game took ages, and every time a
piece swung at another she winced. This was starting to feel like a truly terrible idea, but she
couldn’t very well turn back now. She had to believe she could do it. “Knight to E4.”

The knight on her right slid across the board, and she noticed a near fatal mistake. If her
opposition moved their castle, they would be able to check her, and she didn’t know what
else she could move to put between herself and it. She swore under her breath as the castle
moved, and her heart picked up. She really didn’t want to get murdered by an enchanted
chess piece. Looking around, she tried to see who could get her out of this position. If she
went left she would be in the line of a bishop, and the same if she went right. But she had to
have a piece. Her eyes latched onto her queen. No. But it was the only way.

Losing her queen would put her at a great disadvantage, but it didn’t mean a straight up loss.
And it was her only a chance. She ordered the queen to move in front of her and it did so



obligingly. The castle slid to knock the queen out of place; dust clouded over Aurora, and she
coughed, moving forward to blast the castle to pieces and take its place.

She had to be smarter now. She was at a severe disadvantage. She wasn’t totally sure how she
managed it, but she managed to juggle a dwindling supply of pawns and get one across to the
other side, replacing her queen, which came easily to her side. And then, three moves later,
she had a castle and a bishop in a good enough position that she could slide the queen along
between them. She smirked. “Checkmate.”

Her queen took the king and smashed it apart. Aurora grinned, head held high, as she
swanned across the room and into the next, only to have her head almost taken off her
shoulders. She leapt back, slamming the heavy door. She knew that smell. That was a troll.

Great. She hadn’t fought it on Halloween like Potter and his friends had, but they’d managed
to fend it off, and she liked to think she was a better witch than them. So she braved herself
and shoved the door open again, ignoring the troll stench, and made a run to the other side.

The troll didn’t like that, which she’d counted on. She ducked when it swung its club and
grabbed on tightly. The troll paused momentarily to stare at this strange little human thing at
the end of its club, and that was all the time she needed. “Confundus,” she whispered. It
wasn’t particularly strong given her age and the size of the troll, but it was enough to let her
run along the length of its club and arm, withdrawing a small vial of a smoky grey potion
from her pocket. A Draught of Living Death. It wouldn’t last long like it would on a human,
but it would keep the troll knocked out long enough for her to get away. It was just starting to
come back to itself when she tipped the vial down its throat.

For a second nothing happened. Then the troll shuddered and collapsed in a heap on the floor.
Aurora almost fell over as it did so, just managing to keep herself upright and dash to the
next door.

This room was strange. Nothing stood there but a long wooden table with a collection of
potions on it, in a variety of sizes and shapes. When she stepped into the room proper, fires
sprang up along either wall, sealing her in. Well, that stopped any chances of her going back
now, not that she had been going to.

On the table was a roll of parchment with a riddle on it. Aurora grinned. She was rather good
at riddles, she thought. Better than most witches, anyway. It didn’t take her long to figure out,
and she took the small, middle potion. She really hoped it wasn’t poison, but when she
sniffed it, it didn’t smell like one. Nervously, she raised the bottle to her lips and drank it. It
burned the back of her throat as it went down like whisky, and then it cleared and cooled. She
walked forwards towards the flames and while she could feel them, they didn’t burn. That
was a success.

The next thing she knew, she was in a high-ceilinged, round room. There was nothing like the
stone in there, that she could see, but her eyes fell on the mirror from Christmas. Her heart
fell. What was it doing here?

As it was the only thing about, she made an instinctive move towards it, but paused. She
didn’t want to see what the mirror had shown her last time. She didn’t want to admit that it



might be right. She didn’t want to see her father - her stupid reckless Blood Traitor Death
Eater foolish boy father.

Maybe the mirror would show her the stone. That was what she was there for after all, it was
what she wanted. There was doubt heavy in her stomach as she advanced to stand in front of
the mirror.

All she saw was herself holding the stone in her hands, but it wasn’t there in real life.
Shadowy figures moved behind her, too indistinct and smoky for her to really make out, and
she moved closer to the mirror, pressing her hands against the cold glass. “Please,” she said
quietly.

The image in the mirror didn’t do much as move. “Come on,” she muttered, “you stupid
thing.”

Maybe she had to get through the mirror, but how? She didn’t know any spells to get through
solid glass, though she really should have thought of that. “I want the stone,” she said to the
mirror, which did not respond at all.

She shoved at the mirror, and earned only a sore shoulder for her troubles. “Excuse me!” She
kicked it, and though there was a very small crack at the bottom of the glass, nothing else
happened. Aurora reached her hands out as though to cup the stone’s fake reflection, but met
only cold and solid glass.

She huffed, and sat down. At least she could see it, even if she couldnt hold it in her hands. It
was beautiful. Even in the mirror she could see gentle golden light shifting like waves over
the ruby red of the stone. There wasn’t much she could analyse or do with only an image, but
she did write down a detailed description and draw some diagrams, looking at the cut of the
stone and the way its centre seemed to pulse. That was interesting. What was causing it to do
that? Was it merely a trick of the light? It was still a mirror, Aurora reminded herself. Mirror
images were always somewhat distorted.

There wasn’t very much more that she could get out of an image in a mirror. Aurora tried
again to take the stone out, but nothing worked, so she packed up her things and made to
leave - except there was no door.

“Shit.” Granny Walburga would have taken her tongue out for that; Arcturus would have told
her off in a way that made her too disappointed in herself to never say it again; Aunt Lucretia
would have scolded her within an inch of her life.

There was no door. She was an absolute idiot. Of course there was no door. What kind of
person would put that many enchantments on the journey to get to somewhere and then put a
door in the room anyway? She was an idiot. An actual idiot. She was going to die in this
stupid room. She really should have told Gwen where she was going - or someone anyway.

Oh, Merlin, she was an idiot. What would Aunt Lucretia have said? She would absolutely
have said that Aurora was an idiot, and she would have been absolutely right.



“Okay,” Aurora told herself, resisting the urge to punch the stupid mirror. “Think.” There had
to be a way out, because Dumbledore would have had to come down here at some point, too.
Except Dumbledore probably had a lot of different ways of getting around. Oh Merlin, she
really was never going to get out of here.

She looked back in the mirror with a glare, and then recoiled in shock as the image changed.
There was now a door behind her. “Excuse me?” She turned around sharply and saw nothing
there. Well done, mirror, she thought bitterly. Bloody prick. She looked back at it and then
behind her where the door was meant to be and huffed loudly. It wasn’t like she had anything
to lose.

She strode over to the stone wall, glared at it, and grabbed where she thought the door handle
would be. It sprung open, much to her shock, and she broke into a relieved grin. She looked
back at the mirror, which twinkled in the light mischievously. “Stupid mirror,” she muttered,
slamming the door behind her and running back to the dungeons. She’d have to come up with
something else to trick the mirror if she wanted to get the stone itself, but that was a matter
for another day. Right now she just wanted to get back without anyone noticing her.

“You’re back,” Gwendolyn said relievedly when she entered their room. “Thank God, I was
worried, I was almost going to talk to Parkinson!”

“Well I’m glad you didn’t,” Aurora said, flopping down onto her bed. Stella yowled and leapt
away to sit with Gwendolyn. “Traitor.” She tugged her boots off. “Ugh, that was a total waste
of time!”

“Oh no,” Gwen said with a sympathetic smile. “What was it?”

She debated telling Gwendolyn for a minute, but she didn’t. “Doesn’t matter. I got out alright
and no one even noticed.” She smiled proudly.

“I can’t believe you,” Gwen muttered, shaking her head.

“Yeah you can,” Aurora said, and grinned. “I’ll tell you eventually. Promise.”



Detention in the Forbidden Forest

Aurora had intended to get Potter to help her trick the mirror. He was exactly the sort of
person who would be some stupid ‘good of heart’ or ‘pure of soul’ enough to get given the
stone by it. But Draco seemed intent on messing that up for her.

“You are not going to tell on them,” she told him sternly when he came into the common
room telling her, Pansy, Crabbe and Goyle all about the letter he’d found between Weasley
and his brother, who worked with dragons.

“Why not?” Draco said. “You said we’d bide our time, and this is the perfect opportunity to
get them expelled!” He sneered. “Don’t you want to see Potter kicked out once and for all?”

Not really, Aurora thought. Of course it was only because she wanted to use Potter, not
because she cared a jot what happened to him. “Yeah, Aurora,” Pansy said, frowning at her.
“Why are you so defensive of Potter?”

She gave a derisive laugh. Gwen, who had been playing gobstones with Robin nearby,
glanced up at her concernedly. It must have been too high pitched; Gwen caught onto
behavioural subtleties like that, ones which Aurora didn’t even know she had. “I’m hardly
defensive of him,” she said, sneering. “But deliberately getting him expelled will put us in
Dumbledore’s line of judgment.”

“Yeah, except we won’t be trying to smuggle an illegal dragon out of the school,” Draco said,
shaking his head at her. “Trust me, Dumbledore will have a lot more problems than us,
Aurora.”

She huffed. This wasn’t a battle she was going to win, she could see that. But her agreement
with Potter was dependent on her not blabbing to any teachers. Maybe she could feign
ignorance, if Draco did it. He would have done so anyway, if she didn’t interfere. “You’re
right,” she said, because he was, even if his agenda didn’t suit hers. “I suppose it’s now or
never, isn’t it?”

Draco’s smile lit up his face in a horrible way. It took Aurora back somewhat, to see him so
delighted at the prospect of getting Potter expelled. Part of it didn’t sit well with her, but it
wasn’t like she wanted Potter here anyway. It shouldn’t bother her that Draco was happy with
such a prospect, and yet to see her friend delighting in something that would hurt someone...
It was strange, but she didn’t really like it. “I’ll tell McGonagall,” Draco said.

“Why not Snape?” was her first question.

“He won’t listen,” Draco told her. “And besides, McGonagall means more to them, doesn’t
she? They won’t care what Snape says and Dumbledore would paint any punishment he gave
them as biased. But with McGonagall, he can’t. Also, I checked, and I’m fairly certain the
only people who can expel students are the Headmaster and their Head of House, and that’s
McGonagall.” The fact that Snape was one of the two entrusted with the privilege of getting



to expel Aurora made her suddenly nervous. Something gave her the feeling he would delight
in that even more than Draco delighted in getting Potter expelled.

“Good,” Aurora said, getting up. “At least you appear to have thought this through
somewhat.”

“Where are you going?” Pansy asked.

“I have to study,” Aurora told her. “We don’t even have a month until our exams.”

“You are such a bore,” Draco told her, and Aurora smirked.

“At least I have my brains, Draco, dear.” She winked and he rolled his eyes.

“Fine. Crabbe and Goyle will continue this discussion.”

“What about me?” Pansy asked, and Draco waved a hand.

“You can go and study too, I don’t need your help.”

Pansy looked like she was going to slap him, but she just sniffed. “You’re a prat anyway. I’m
going to sit with Millie.”

She flounced away, leaving Aurora to grin at Draco, who smiled back. “You know you don’t
really need to study?” he said. “It’s only first year, and you’re more than brainy enough.”

“Let’s just hope the same can be said for you,” Aurora said, and smirked as she turned and
went back to her room to sleep.

She hadn’t realised Draco’s plan was to tell Professor McGonagall in the middle of the night,
but when she couldn’t sleep that night she went through to the common room in search of a
new book to read, and saw him trying to sneak out.

“Draco,” she hissed. “What in Merlin’s name are you doing?”

“Going to tell McGonagall of course.”

She gaped at him. “Are you mad? Get back here!”

His eyes widened and he ducked out of the common room before Aurora could stop him,
giving her no choice but to take off her socks, pray she didn’t step in anything foul, tighten
her dressing gown and scramble after him. “Draco Malfoy, you idiot, get back here right
now!”

“And let Potter get away with it? No chance, Aurora.”

“You’re such a prat.” She was a much better runner than he was, and caught him by the arm
when they were halfway up the stairs. “You’re going to get in so much trouble Draco, and
McGonagall probably won’t even believe you. Come back to the common room. You’ve got
the letter? Just show it to her in the morning it’s all the proof we need.”



“You think McGonagall will kick her golden Seeker out on that alone? No chance. I’m going
to make sure Potter gets expelled.”

“Why? Why does it matter so much, Draco? You’re being an idiot, lowering yourself so
much just to get at him. There’s no point getting Potter into trouble if you get yourself into
the same trouble, too. What’s the point?”

“What’s the point of your nighttime adventures?” he asked, and she flinched. “Don’t think no
one’s noticed you sneaking out, Aurora, it’s just no one’s bothered to stop you.” She knew he
didn’t mean it to, but the words still stung. “What are you up to?”

“Something more worthwhile than risking yourself to get Potter expelled all because he’s a
prat! I’m sure he’s more than capable of getting himself into trouble without you sneaking
about at night!”

“You know, Aurora,” Draco said, wrenching his arm out of her grip and stalking off, “I’d
have thought you of all people would want to get at Potter.”

Cold fury rushed through her at the insinuation. She’d never been truly angry at Draco
before, but right now, for whatever reason, she was. “What the hell is that supposed to
mean?” she hissed, storming after him. “Draco, what the hell?”

“Oh, come off it. You know exactly what I mean, Aurora, even if you don’t want to admit it.
Your father did the Potters in, but you’ll care more about stopping me from getting what I
want than trying to expel Potter. Think, if it wasn’t for him surviving, the bloody Boy-Who-
Lived, your father wouldn’t be in jail. He’d be right hand to the Dark Lord.”

“Don’t say that,” Aurora hissed. “You think I’d want that? Draco?” He didn’t answer.
“Draco, you absolute prat, answer me! I do not want that! You-Know-Who he - he killed my
mother! He killed so many people, you really think I’d rather have my father if it meant -
that! If it meant people died, if a kid died, even if it was Potter? My father and his brother
were foolish children, but no one else in my family would serve any lord, least of all me.”
She took a step closer, breathing heavily. “You know I hate my father, Draco, and I hate every
part of him, not just the Blood Traitor. And you know what? You know what I thought you’d
understand more than anyone else?” Her eyes were stinging with blazing fury. “I am not my
father.”

“Miss Black!” She whipped around, and didn’t care that her ponytail hit Draco’s cheek.
Professor McGonagall was stalking down the corridor towards them, and she was white with
fury. “Mr Malfoy!”

“Run,” Draco said, and Aurora grabbed his arm, shoving him forward.

“Coward,” she muttered, and he threw her a furious look.

“What happened to not getting caught?”

“Enough, Mr Malfoy.” McGonagall took each of them by the arm and started hauling them
down the corridor. “Two students out of bed, at midnight no less, I’ve never heard the like.”



“But Professor,” Draco panted, “It’s Potter!”

“What’s Potter?” Aurora didn’t miss how her eyes cut to her sharply, as though expecting this
to be her fault.

“He’s got a dragon, Professor. He’s trying to smuggle it to Romania with Ronald Weasley’s
brother!”

“What nonsense,” Professor McGonagall said clippedly. “Of course Potter doesn’t have a
dragon, Malfoy. Thirty points will be taken from Slytherin for both of your insolence!”

“But Professor, it’s true!” Draco insisted. “I’ve seen it! Back me up, Aurora!”

McGonagall looked at her sharply. “Well, I - I haven’t seen the dragon,” she admitted. “I was
trying to get Draco to come back to the common room instead of wandering like an idiot
alone in the middle of the night to try and find you.”

“Suck up,” Draco hissed, and Aurora tried to elbow him in the side, except McGonagall got
in the way, and she really didn’t want to elbow her.

“Be that as it may, Miss Black,” McGonagall said, “you still should not have been out of bed
at this time. You will both be serving detentions. Now, with me, back to your common room!
And stay there!”

“But Professor, Potter-“

“Silence, Mr Malfoy! I don’t want to hear any more of these tall tales!”

She dragged them all the way back to the common room, and made Draco go inside first.
“And straight to bed with you!” He sulked as he entered, and the wall slid closed behind him.
Now alone with McGonagall, Aurora felt intensely nervous. “As for you, Miss Black.” She
pursed her lips. “I couldn’t help but hear some of what you and Mr Malfoy were discussing.”

Aurora’s heart raced. She had? She couldn’t bear the thought of it, of someone hearing what
she thought of her father - stupid, reckless, murderous, Blood Traitor, Death Eater, scum of
her blood. “And what did you hear, Professor?” she asked as evenly as possible.

“I heard what you said about your father.” Her cheeks blazed. She never spoke about him,
and while admitting her feelings to Draco were one thing, having McGonagall overhear made
her feel sick. There was a glimmering sadness in McGonagall’s eyes. She hated it. “I taught
him, you know.”

“Oh. Right.” She wanted to go back to her room immediately. “Well, if that’s all, Professor, I
think I really ought to get back to bed.”

“You are a bright student, Miss Black,” McGonagall told her. “Do not throw that away on
sneaking around after hours and making trouble.”

“Yes, Professor,” Aurora said quickly, and sighed in relief when McGonagall left and she
could go back to her room to sleep.



It seemed Potter had been caught anyway. When Aurora went to the Great Hall in the
morning, Gryffindor was missing a total of one hundred and fifty house points, and the story
of the night before spread quickly amongst the gossipy Hogwarts population. “They got
Longbottom involved too,” Pansy said as they ate lunch. “That’s what I heard.”

“They didn’t?” Aurora said, aghast. “What’d they get out of that?”

“Don’t know,” Draco said, not meeting Aurora’s eyes, “but he certainly doesn’t seem to be on
speaking terms with them. Shame Potter didn’t get expelled, though.”

“Yes,” Aurora said, narrowing her eyes across the Great Hall. “Shame.”

“I thought you’d be pleased,” Draco said. Aurora glared at him, stood up, and promptly went
to sit beside Daphne instead.

She tried to keep her head down for the rest of the month. Exams were coming up after all,
and after that she would attempt to get the stone again. But in the final week of May, Snape
called Draco and her out to inform them that they would be serving their detentions with
Hagrid in the Forbidden Forest that evening. Aurora didn’t mind this - Hagrid had seemed
nice to her, and she trusted that he could manage the forest - but Draco seemed terrified out
of his wits.

“There aren’t really werewolves in the forest,” she huffed at him, after hearing him go on
about it for a full ten minutes. “And it isn’t even near a full moon. Stop being dim.”

“Just because it isn’t a full moon doesn’t mean they aren’t a threat,” he said, prompting
Aurora to go and fetch a book on the subject to prove his inaccuracy.

“You can be scared if you want, Draco,” she told him. “But I’d rather you knew what you
were talking about. Otherwise you just look foolish.”

In hindsight, giving Draco the book about werewolves was not the best idea. He was even
more scared by the time they went to meet Filch at the Entrance Hall, where Potter, Granger
and Neville were all already waiting.

“I can’t believe they’re really making us go into the forest,” Draco was quivering to Aurora,
who glared at him.

“We wouldn’t be going to detention at all if you’d listened to me,” she hissed back. “Stop
being a prat.”

“Stop calling me a prat, then.”

“Well, that would be a lie, so no, I won’t.”

“What is wrong with you? You’ve been in a mood for months.”

“Oh, I do wonder why that is,” she spat.



Draco looked taken aback, and Aurora seized the opportunity to forge on ahead, leaving him
to trail behind. “Look,” he whispered, catching up to her, “I’m sorry, I didn’t think.”

She did not give him a reply. Aurora caught Potter looking at her and pursed her lips,
mouthing, “We’ll talk later.” She’d assumed their deal was off now, but it would be better to
talk it over, even if she had taken some time. Though there wasn’t much Potter could give her
now that she didn’t already know, other than a way to trick the mirror.

“About time,” Hagrid said when they reached him at last, hoisting his crossbow over his
shoulder. “I’ve been waiting almost half an hour already. Alright, Harry, Hermione? Aurora?”

Aurora blinked in surprise at being addressed, but nodded at Hagrid. Draco looked
unimpressed. “I wouldn’t be so friendly with them, Hagrid,” Filch said, “they’re here to
receive justice after all.”

“Is that why you’re late, is it?” Hagrid asked, frowning. “Bin lecturing them, eh? You’ve no
right right to do that. You’ve done your bit, Filch, I’ll take over from here.”

“I’ll be back at first light,” Filch said, and Aurora groaned at the thought of being out here all
nigh. She’d be exhausted in the morning, which would interfere terribly with her study plans.
“For what’s left of them.” That made her feel even worse.

He left, lantern light fading into the darkness, and Draco turned on Hagrid, clearly panicked.
“I’m not going into that Forest.”

“You are if you want to stay at Hogwarts,” Hagrid said. “You’ve done wrong and now you
have to pay for it.”

“But this is servant’s work!” Draco cried. “It’s not for students to do!”

“Shut up, Draco,” Aurora murmured. “You’ll only make it worse.”

“I thought we’d be doing lines or something! If my father knew about this-“

“He’d tell yeh that’s how it is at Hogwarts,” Hagrid said. “Writing lines! What good’s that to
anybody? You’ll do something useful or you can get out! If you think your father’d rather
yeh were expelled then go on up to the castle and pack! On yeh go!”

Draco didn’t move, for which Aurora was quite relieved. “Right then,” Hagrid said, “now
listen carefully, cause I’ll only say this once. It’s dangerous what we’re doing tonight and I
don’t want any of yeh taking any unnecessary risks.” Neville shivered and Aurora gave him
what she hoped was an encouraging smile. “Follow me over here a minute.”

Hagrid led them to the very edge of the forest and then down a narrow, winding track that led
through the darkest, thickest trees. “Look there,” he said, pointing by his lantern light. “See
that silver stuff on the ground? That’s unicorn blood.” Aurora gasped. “There’s a unicorn in
there been hurt by somebody and this isn’t the first. I found another dead on Wednesday.”

“That’s horrid,” Aurora breathed, staring at the blood. Unicorns were such precious, beautiful
creatures, and they were so pure. To kill them was like the ultimate crime.



“I quite agree with yeh, Aurora,” Hagrid said grimly. “That’s why we’re going to try and find
the poor creature. We might have to put it out of its misery.”

“What? Kill it?”

“Sometimes,” Hagrid said heavily, looking at her, “when a creature is so badly wounded, and
in so much pain, killing it’s a mercy.”

Aurora was stunned, but she nodded at Hagrid. She’d heard of people’s pets being put down,
but the thought of death... It wasn’t something she was unaccustomed to, but she still felt
horrible shivers at the thought. Death had not visited her since the funeral, and she didn’t
want to see him again.

“And what if that thing finds us first?” Draco asked, fear clear in his voice.

“Nothing in the forest will hurt yeh if yeh’re with me or Fang.” Aurora thought that whatever
was hurting a unicorn wouldn’t really care. “And yeh’ll stay on the path. Right, we’re going
to split in two parties and follow the trail in different parts.”

“Aurora and I’ll take Fang,” Draco said quickly, eyeing Hagrid’s massive bulldog.

“Alright,” Hagrid agreed. “But I’m warning you, he’s a right coward. So me, Harry and
Hermione’ll go one way, and Draco, Aurora, Neville and Fang’ll go the other. If any of us
finds the unicorn, we’ll send up green sparks. Practice now. Good. And if we get into trouble
we’ll send up red. Got that?” They all nodded. Poor Neville looked scared witless. “Let’s get
going.”

Neville hung close to Aurora, sneaking nervous glances at Draco. “Don’t worry,” she
whispered to him, “I’ll make sure he doesn’t do anything to you.”

Neville didn’t look like he quite believed her, but there wasn’t much she could do about that
right now. A little way along the path they forked to the right while the others went left. They
walked along in silence, eyes on the ground. Aurora wouldn’t have minded conversation, but
both Draco and Neville seemed too scared to speak, which she found rather ironic
considering how often Draco ridiculed the latter’s cowardice. He was just as terrified, if not
more so, and Fang wasn’t doing much to help.

Aurora kept hearing noises. Once, like a snake slithering across the ground, and then like a
cloak. She kept a very tight grip on her wand, and Draco hung nervously at her shoulder.
“You don’t think that’s a werewolf, do you?” he whispered.

“Don’t be so stupid,” she whispered back. “If a werewolf was coming for you, you’d know,
Draco. They’re not exactly quiet creatures.”

He didn’t say any more after that, clearly listening out for werewolves. Aurora still thought it
was ridiculous, seeing as it wasn’t even a full moon. Neville, to her surprise, was walking a
little bit ahead of them. Good for him, she thought with a smile. “Oi,” Draco whispered after
they’d been walking for what felt like an hour, “watch this.”



“Draco, what...”

He didn’t listen. Draco ran up to Neville, giving a shout, and grabbed him by the shoulders.
Neville screamed, sending up a shower of red sparks, and Aurora darted forwards to separate
them. “Draco!” she barked. “What are you doing?”

Neville shook with fear, and Aurora held him behind her. “Just a joke, Aurora.”

“It’s not funny,” she snapped. “You’re being an idiot. You could have gotten us all found and
then we’d be in right trouble with any werewolves, wouldn’t we? You idiot!”

She turned on Neville, who looked just as frightened, and she sighed. “It’s alright,” she told
him quietly. “Stick with me, okay? Draco here-“ She shot him a furious look “-won’t do that
again. Will you, Draco?”

“No,” Draco muttered, scuffing the ground.

“Good. Come on.” She took Neville’s hand and squeezed it tightly, once, for encouragement.
He went bright red, which had not been her intention. “Let’s keep going. And be quiet,
Draco.”

They only got a few minutes further before Hagrid appeared in front of them. “What’s
happenin’?” he asked, looking between them all. “Who sent up the sparks?”

“M-m-me,” Neville stammered out, cowering just behind Aurora. “M-M-Malfoy...”

“Draco,” Aurora said with a glare, “gave Neville a fright. But we’re all alright now, aren’t
we, boys?”

“Yes,” Draco said sullenly, and she caught Neville nodding too.

“Well then,” Hagrid said, “we’ll get back to the others, I’m not having you lot making a
ruckus off on your own.”

He led them back through the trees, Neville clutching the sleeve of Aurora’s robe tightly. It
was a bit annoying, actually, but she didn’t have the heart to try and shrug him off, he was
still shaking so bad. “Right,” Hagrid said when they reached Potter and Granger, “we’re
changing groups. Harry, yeh can go with Fang, Aurora, and this idiot. Hermione and Neville,
you’re with me.” Neville looked quite relieved by this arrangement though Aurora was not.
She didn’t want to have to get between Draco and Potter. It was just a recipe for disaster.

She walked in between the two boys so as to avoid any direct confrontation, and it seemed to
work, as they continued on for quite some time without any interruptions. It was only when
Potter grabbed Aurora by the arm that she glared at him. “What?”

“Look,” he said, pointing to the ground where there was a thick trail of silvery unicorn blood.
Her stomach flipped.

“Oh.” She grabbed Draco’s hand to pull him back. “Oh, it’s horrible.”



They all stood stunned for a moment. It was Potter who tugged them along, until they came
into the shadow of a twisted oak tree. A silvery unicorn lay at its roots, slender legs at odd
angles. It was moving but only just. Potter made to move towards it, but Aurora stopped him.
“They react better to girls,” she told him quietly. “You send up sparks, I’ll see if there’s
anything I can do to help it.”

Potter nodded, though he looked surprised at her. The state the unicorn was in was truly
horrid, and it made Aurora feel sick to think anyone had done this. To kill an innocent
creature, any innocent creature, it was so cruel.

“It’s alright,” she told the unicorn as soothingly as she could, stroking its smooth side. “We’re
going to help you.” It let out a low whinny. “I know, I know you’re hurt. It’s alright. You’ll be
alright, sweetheart.”

“Black,” Potter said suddenly, “get back.”

“What are you-“

Draco screamed and Aurora leapt to her feet, making to run after him, but Potter caught her.
He looked horrified, and when she turned around she realised why.

Someone else had arrived, heavily cloaked, and was feasting on the unicorn in front of them.
Her throat felt dry. She reached for her wand to summon green sparks, as Potter made to walk
forwards, but then the thing in the cloak turned and Potter yelled, clutching his head.

“Get back, you idiot!” she cried, pulling Potter behind her, panting. The thing made towards
them, Silver blood dripping grotesquely down the shadows of its chin. She froze, but then it
did, too.

A figure in grey smoke curled behind it, forming the hazy outline of Death. He raised a
skeletal finger to his lips, his other hand reaching out to the thing under the cloak’s shoulder.
Aurora couldn’t move; she found herself holding tightly onto Potter, keeping him upright as
he squirmed in pain.

Then something came thundering through the bushes and arrived in front of them. Death
curled away in a wisp of smoke and the other thing disappeared. Potter stopped moving, but
he was panting heavily as Aurora held him to her side. He stared up at her, and then at the
centaur that had just appeared.

“Um,” Aurora said, “hello.”

“Are you alright?” the centaur asked, as she was still holding a struggling Potter.

“Y-Yeah,” he said, wincing. “I’m alright now. What - that thing-“

“It’s dead,” Aurora said quietly. She was looking at the unicorn and she could tell now, it
wasn’t breathing. Was that why Death was there? But he had held the other person, not the
unicorn. “The unicorn, it’s... Oh, it’s horrid. Should we bury it? Are unicorns meant to be
buried?”



She didn’t think they were. “A unicorn’s spirit may run free,” the centaur said. “It is a terrible
crime to slay one of the pure. But the innocent are always the first to suffer.”

“Er, right.” She knew centaurs had a reputation for being difficult to understand. “Thank you,
for helping us, sir. Do you know Hagrid?”

The centaur nodded. “Everyone knows Hagrid in this forest.”

“What was that?” Potter asked, still staring at the unicorn. The centaur did not answer, not
that Aurora had expected him to.

“Can you ride?” the centaur asked, but he needn’t have. Hagrid had come running through
the forest, followed by Draco, Neville and Granger, with Fang at their heels.

“Ah,” Hagrid said, looking relieved. “Firenze. Harry, Aurora...” He panted, and looked
sorrowfully at the unicorn. “This is the poor thing, then.”

“Someone was drinking its blood,” Aurora said quietly. “Someone in a cloak. We didn’t see-“
She glanced at Potter. He had been holding his forehead, his scar, in pain. Everyone knew
where that scar came from. But that was impossible. The Dark Lord wasn’t roaming the
grounds of Hogwarts. Dumbledore would know in an instant. “We didn’t see who it was.”

“It’s alright,” Hagrid said, and he could clearly see how shaken they were, because he said,
“you lot go on to the clearing up ahead. I’ll deal with this.” He patted Aurora on the shoulder.
“It’s alright.”

“It was horrible.”

“I know, Aurora,” he said in a heavy voice. “I know.”

She went on with the others to a small clearing, where Granger sat down anxiously and
started up a quiet conversation with Potter. Neville stood along with Fang, looking quite
unsure of what to do, while Draco came over to Aurora. She didn’t much feel like speaking to
him. “I can’t believe you screamed like that,” she said even though it had been terrifying. “I
can’t believe you ran away.” And left me, she added in her head.

“What was I supposed to do?” Draco hissed. “And anyway, you’re fine - but what was that
thing?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora told him honestly. “But nothing good, that’s for sure. Don’t you know
what it means to drink a unicorn’s blood?” Draco nodded.

“It means you’ll stay alive, right? It’s healing?”

“Oh, you’ll stay alive,” she said. “Even if you’re about to die, it’ll keep you alive from a
while. But it’s cursed, too. The moment you drink it, and the moment you kill it, really, you’ll
only live a half life. And it’s a horrid thing to do besides. The poor thing was so... helpless.”
She looked down at the ground sadly. Death came for all things in the end.

“I know.” Draco glanced behind him. “Oh, I wish he’d hurry up.”



“He’ll be here soon,” Aurora said. She didn’t take a seat like the others did, preferring to
keep an alert watch until Hagrid returned, from faced, through the trees.

They stayed outside the forest for the remainder of the night until Filch came to get them.
Potter kept looking at Aurora in a way that made her want to hex him. He didn’t get the hint.

Eventually, when Granger was talking to Neville and Hagrid and Draco was sitting grimly
with Fang, Potter came to sit by her side on a log. She glared at him sideways. “Yes?”

“Did you see who that was? At all?” She shook her head. “Oh. I thought...”

He trailed off into silence. “Was it your scar that hurt you?” Aurora asked, taking a leap of
faith.

Potter stared. “How’d you work that out?”

“It’s not that hard. I looked at you. But was that it?” Potter nodded, and she smiled grimly.
“I’d thought as much. That thing, whatever it is, it was desperate, and very close to dying.”
Except it should already be dead, by all accounts. “If I were you, Potter,” she said, “I’d be
very careful.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“No.” She laughed bitterly. “I’m warning you.”



Quirrel’s Secret

Despite her fears over what she had seen in the forest, Aurora was undeterred from her two
current goals: the first, to excel in her exams, and the second, to return to the mirror. She still
didn’t know if she’d quite be able to get the stone, but her diagrams and what little work
she’d managed to get out of the image had been helpful, and armed with new research, she
thought she might as well try again before the end of term.

Every night in the common room she pored over her notes, to the point that Pansy declared
her as ridiculous. “You don’t see Millie and I staying up till midnight working,” she said.
“You’re doing far more than necessary, Aurora, honestly. Nobody cares about first year
marks.”

“I care,” she said. “And besides, I happen to be enjoying myself.”

Pansy looked horrified by the thought, which Aurora was quite amused by. Draco, on the
other hand, had only started scraping his notes together the week before exams and was in a
state of panic, all but begging Aurora for her History notes. “It isn’t my fault you use that
class to complain about Potter and sleep instead of studying goblins,” she said primly, but
eventually relented and gave him some of her rougher notes. “You had better take care of
those.”

Her exams had gone very well, in her opinion, and though she knew she would never be able
to gain a wholly accurate image of her own abilities, she liked to think she’d received mostly
Outstandings. At any rate, she would do better than Gwen, who came out of Transfiguration
looking like she’d been sick. “It was terrible,” she muttered. “It turned into an iguana! How
did it turn into an iguana?”

Aurora just laughed, assuring Gwen that she’d done better than she thought, while Robin
Oliphant caught up to them chattering about how elegant McGonagall had said his music box
was. “It wasn’t meant to be a music box,” Aurora informed him. “It was a snuffbox.”

“Yes, well.” Oliphant flushed. “It made a very nice tune.”

Nevertheless, Aurora was glad when she completed her final History of Magic exam. Sighs
of relief were audible throughout the classroom, and it felt wonderful to be able to run down
to the lake with her friends and sip her toes into the cool water while the sun beat on their
heads. She was going to do it tonight, she decided, watching as Daphne splashed Pansy with
water and caused her to shriek worse than a banshee. It would be the perfect time, when she
was still riding her high from how well the exams had gone and had plenty of time to work
over the next week if she wanted. Plus, it would take her mind off of worrying about the
results, which weren’t due to come out until the end of next week.

Gwen was once again sworn to secrecy and pleading ignorance. “But if you get yourself
killed,” she warned, late at night, as the common room was empty, “I will be furious.”

Aurora grinned on her way out the door. “Take it out with my ghost then!”



Now she knew what she was doing, Aurora felt this would be a much quicker task. She kept
her violin with her, and had made sure to perfect both lumos and incendio for the Devil’s
Snare. She knew what key to use for the door, which was useful, as well as the potion to use -
provided it didn’t change, which wouldn’t entirely surprise her - and how to get past the troll.
The only issue was chess. She didn’t know if she could pull off another win in a row, but she
had to try, at least.

The castle was quiet and dark as she made her way upwards, pausing at every sound. For
whatever reason, tonight felt a lot eerier than the last time she’d tried to find the stone. It felt
like something was watching her. Aurora refused to look though. Giving in to her fear would
only make it worse.

At one time she was sure she heard the sliding of a cloak over stones, and muffled
whispering, but she had to have imagined it. She was frozen against the wall for a good five
minutes, though, and only set off again when she was sure she was alone.

Someone had already been there. A harp lay discarded on the floor, and she could see that
whoever had come down last hadn’t closed the trapdoor correctly. Her immediate thought
was Potter; anyone else would have had enough of a brain to lock or at least close the door
behind them. For a second she considered turning back. If Potter was there he was bound to
get her into trouble, but why was he there in the first place? Was he trying to steal it for a bit
more fame and gold? She wanted to believe it, but she wasn’t sure he would. Did he still
think Snape was after it? But Aurora had seen the light still on in his office when she’d
passed. He wasn’t here.

The Kerberos growled and she hurried back, playing the violin gently. At least whoever had
been here before had done a bit of the work for her. All three giant heads drooped, and as
Aurora hurried to the trapdoor, she reduced her violin, stuffed it in her pocket and leapt down,
dragging the door shut behind her.

She tumbled into the Devil’s Snare and got past it easily, now she was better prepared. This
place was eerier than she remembered. She glanced around, but nothing lurked in the
shadows and she knew that. Still, she kept herself very quiet, and held her wand tightly, as
she crept towards the door - she could hear wings beating inside - and slowly pulled it open.

The wings stopped. Aurora gaped at the three children in front of her: Potter, Weasley and
Granger all stared back at her with wide eyes. Potter had his hand around a broom, like he
was about to take flight. “What is she doing here?” Weasley blustered, staring.

“What am I doing here?” She laughed in a high and dismissive voice. “What are you doing
here? I’d have thought you two would have had enough sneaking about this place.”

“You’re working with him!” Weasley accused, and Aurora stared, quite taken aback.

“With who, Weasley?” The three Gryffindors exchanged nervous looks. Aurora tapped her
foot impatiently. “If you’re just going to stand there gawping, I’ll get the key myself. You can
enjoy being locked in.”



“Snape’s already through,” Potter said quietly to Granger and Weasley. “He got here before
us. She can’t be working with him.”

“Well done,” Aurora said, and though she kept her tone bored, she gave Potter a grateful
smile. It seemed to surprise him. “I’m not working with anyone, as I’ve already explained to
you, Potter.” She narrowed her eyes. “Why are you here?”

“We-“ Granger started nervously. She could tell the three of them were debating silently,
trying to decide how much to tell Aurora. Her frustration grew again.

“Let me guess,” she said, glancing between them, “you’re going to stop Snape from stealing
the stone and save the day, becoming everyone’s favourite first year again? The pride of
Gryffindor?” She sneered.

“No,” Potter said, looking frustrated with her. She smirked in satisfaction. “We- we are going
to stop Snape, but it’s because - we have to!”

She shook her head. “You don’t have to do anything, Potter. Are you going to give me that
broom?”

Potter blinked in surprise and clutched the broom tighter. “No. I can catch the key myself.”

“Oh, yes, I know that. Youngest Seeker in a century. But you don’t know what you’re looking
for. I do.”

She let that sink in. Granger looked furious. “You’ve been here before?”

“Obviously,” she said slowly, smirking. She held her hand out for the broom Potter was
holding. “I’m surprised it took you so long to find your way.”

Potter looked very caught on what to do about the broom. Aurora could tell he was
deliberating whether or not he could trust her, or if she’d even help them. “Don’t give it to
her, Harry!” Weasley said, looking pale.

“And what will you do if you don’t?” Aurora asked, eyes cutting to him sharply. He gulped.
“If you get the key, after ages, and try to leave me in here, I’ll just get it again. If you don’t do
anything and stay here, then you’ll lose your precious stone.” She tried to act like the thought
of losing the stone didn’t scare her too. “And if you give it to me? I will let you through. If
you promise not to stop me when we get to the stone.”

“And what are you going to do with it, eh? Why would we let you near it?”

“I’m not going to doing anything but study it,” Aurora said as evenly as she could.

“Study it?”

“Yes. Foreign as that idea might be to you, Potter-“

“Alright!” Granger said loudly. She looked nervous, glancing at the door behind them. “Give
her the broom, Harry.”



“Hermione!” Weasley cried, rounding on her. “Are you mad?”

“Just - just give it to her! The longer we wait, the closer You-Know-Who gets to the stone!”

Aurora stared at her, momentarily blindside. The thought struck her. “What do you mean,
You-Know-Who?”

Granger clasped her hands to her mouth. “Oh, I shouldn’t have said-“

“He’s after it? That - you agree, you know it, too! That thing in the forest was him!” Though
they didn’t say anything, Aurora’s theory had been silently validated. The Dark Lord, by
whatever twisted miracle, hadn’t died as everyone thought. And he was searching again for
eternal life. She felt ever so slightly sick, but it wasn’t going to stop her from getting the
stone. It was better in her hands than the Dark Lord’s, after all. “Give me the broom,” she
said quickly. Potter hesitated. “Give me the broom and I promise, I won’t let him hurt you
and I won’t let him get the stone. Alright?”

Granger and Weasley still looked doubtful, but Aurora met Potter’s eyes fiercely, and he
slowly handed the broom over. She snatched it from his hand and a second later had pushed
off from the ground. Her eyes caught the key from earlier with ease, and she almost forgot all
about the three Gryffindors beneath her as she soared the air and snatched the struggling key
out of the air before diving straight back down to the ground, grinning. Potter raised his
eyebrows but said nothing as Aurora plunged the key into the lock and turned. The door
creaked open and Aurora darted inside, the others at her back.

“It’s a chessboard!”

“Well done, Weasley.”

“Do we have to play?” Potter asked, looking shocked.

“Well, obviously, yes, that’s why it’s here.”

Potter scowled at her and Granger tightened her jaw, but Weasley looked almost excited at
the chess board. “This is brilliant,” he said. “I can do this.”

“Can you?” Aurora asked incredulously. She’d much rather do it herself, rather than relying
on Weasley to get it right.

“Ron’s great at wizard’s chess actually,” Potter told her sharply, and she held her hands up.

“I didn’t know. I don’t know if we all have to play or not - I was on my own last time, of
course.”

The other seemed dampened by that reminder. “I’ll take a Knight,” Weasley said at last.
“Harry, you’re a room and Hermione a bishop. Black - Aurora-“ He fumbled.

“I’ll be king,” she said, marching to take the most protected piece.

“Are you sure?” Granger asked. “If we lose-“



“Don’t you have faith in Weasley, Granger?” She rose her eyebrows and Granger shook her
head.

“You’re right. I do trust Ron. Take the king.”

Smiling, Aurora did so. A large part of her wanted to control this herself, terrified that
Weasley would make a bad move and mess it up for them, but as it turned out, he was
actually good. She wouldn’t say he was better than her - they did debate a few of the more
risky moves - but ultimately they won without any personal casualties and were free to hurry
to the next room.

“Wait behind me,” Aurora instructed. “There’s a troll in there. I’ll get in and poison it.”

“Poison it?” Weasley squeaked.

“Yes, Weasley, that is what I said. I just have to get myself close enough to its mouth.”

“But where did you get poison?” Granger asked, sounding aghast. “I doubt that’s legal to
bring into the school.”

Aurora laughed. “I didn’t bring it into the school, Granger. There’s a room on the seventh
floor that can be anything you need it to be, I brewed it in there. Now do as I say. Don’t rush
in unless I die. Then I can’t suffer the consequences of you lot going the same way.”

On that cheerful note, she opened the door and prepared herself for a blast of aggression and
smell, but all she got was the smell. The troll was already knocked out on the floor, drooling.
“Well,” she said, blinking. “It seems our job’s already been done for us. Jolly good, now I can
keep this poison for someone else.”

Granger looked like she was about to faint. Smirking, Aurora grabbed Potter and dragged
him along with her; the others had no choice but to follow. “We’re almost there,” she said,
walking into the room with the Potions. It had the exact same layout as last time, but that
didn’t mean the riddle was the same.

At once when they entered, fire sprung up on either side of the room. Weasley looked
terrified. “It won’t hurt you,” Aurora snapped. “You just need the right potion. Granger, you
can help me with this one.”

“I - I can?” Granger looked shocked by the offer.

“You do seem to have some common sense, which is more than I can see for your friends.”

“Oi!” Weasley protested.

“Come on.”

The riddle was the same as last time, and so it wasn’t difficult. “Well,” she said, not knowing
what to do now they were all here. “I presume that potion will take you back out somewhere.
This one will take me forward to the stone.”



“What?” Potter spluttered angrily. “You said you’d take us to the stone!”

“I said I’d make sure you weren’t hurt and that You-Know-Who wouldn’t get the stone. He
won’t, but I might.”

“You tricked us!”

“Well done, Granger.” She smirked, clapping slowly, enjoying the look on their faces. “I
tricked you.”

Someone grabbed her hand. Potter wrenched the potion out of her grip, met her eyes, and
downed it in one go. She stared at him, heart pounding. No. He did not just do that. “Harry
Potter,” she said lowly, fuming. “Did you really just do what I think you did?”

He looked shocked by himself, but nodded determinedly. “I’m saving the stone,” he said.
“That’s why I’m here. I don’t care what you’re up to, Black, but I’m not letting - letting him
come back. And if you’re working with him-“

“I’m not,” she spat. “You-Know-Who killed my mother.” Potter blinked. Clearly he hadn’t
known that. “I only want to see the stone for my own ends.”

But she couldn’t now. She could come back another time but she was sure Potter would tell
someone and it would be moved. He’d ruined everything, and it took all of her self control
not to lunge for him right then and there. She was more dignified than that, after all. So she
said evenly, “Go on then. See how you fare against Snape. If you’re so determined to stop
him.”

“I will,” Potter said defiantly. Granger and Weasley were holding the last bottle, and split it
between them as Aurora watched in outrage. They were going to leave her there. They’d
tricked her too. Fury prickled under her skin.

“Oh, I really do hate you three.”

They all bolted, Potter through to the next chamber and his friends back wherever the fire
brought them out. She was left alone, silently fuming. She wanted to hit something, burn this
stupid chamber to the ground. Stupid Potter and his stupid friends - they’d double crossed
her, she realised. How could she have let them? Aurora paced a few moments before
steadying her breath. She wasn’t going to starve and die down here; she had enough faith that
Potter, if he survived, wouldn’t let that happen. He was too good for that, the precious golden
boy who lived. Merlin, she hated him. At that moment she hated him more than she had hated
anyone in her life, and was sure that she could never stop hating him.

She made herself calm down slowly. The potions had refilled for them, after all. Perhaps she
only had to wait. It was maybe ten minutes before they refilled, the riddle the same as always.
Aurora immediately selected the correct bottle and downed it, anger crossing through her.
She forced herself to push that aside; she could deal with Potter later when she wouldn’t be
such a suspect. Right now she just wanted to see the stone and get what she came for. Of
course, there might be the old issue of the Dark Lord trying to murder her - but, she thought



with a shock of panic that surprised her, maybe he was trying to do the same to Potter. Maybe
he already had.

Much as she hated the stupid prat, she didn’t want him to die. She walked briskly into the
flames and was consumed, coming out the other end. What she saw made her scream.

Professor Quirrel was turned around, his turban unwound; and on the other side of his face
was a pale, horrid creature with red eyes, slits for a nose, and a cold smile. She knew him at
once. Terror and pain coursed through her, as the thing’s eyes lit up.

That was You-Know-Who. The Dark Lord. Voldemort. The man who murdered her mother
and whom her father and uncle had served until their incarceration and death. The man who
had tried to kill Potter, who currently looked terrified. Aurora was, too, she realised, her heart
hammering. “And who is this? One of your little noble friends?”

Aurora could do nothing except shake her head, speechless. Potter didn’t say anything at all,
either. “Oh, I know you, don’t I?” He sneered. “Little Aurora Black. Look at you, all grown
up. How proud your family must be.”

Her hand flew to her wand. He laughed, a cold, high laugh that made all the hairs on her neck
stand up. “Don’t talk about my family,” she said in a low, dangerous voice. Voldemort only
laughed at it.

“Curious that the two of you should be friends. Or perhaps...” A cold smile came over his
face. “Enemies. Do you know your family’s history, Aurora?”

She stepped forward, pulling a white looking Potter behind him. “I do.” She raised her wand,
though her hand was shaking, and Voldemort knew it.

“What brings you to this stone, hmm? Power? Gold? Life? I could give you it all.” There was
something falsely warm in his voice, something that was trying to draw Aurora in. But she
knew her own reasons for wanting the stone. “Your uncle was one of my most loyal, you
know. He served me so well. The Blacks are pure of blood and noble of name.” He held out a
hand that was Quirrel’s, but not. “You would do well with me. I hear you are an orphan now.
Join me.”

She just stared at him. This couldn’t be real. He was not asking her to join him. “Aurora,”
Potter said, and she startled at the sound of her name in his mouth. “Don’t.”

She looked back at Voldemort, the grotesque and desperate creature on the back of her
teacher’s head. “You killed my mother,” she said quietly.

“War is death, my child.”

She shook her head, panting. “Why would you think I would want to join you?”

“Because I can offer you what no one else could. I could offer you power. A new way in the
world. Everyone would know Aurora, not only for her father, but for her.” She hated the way
he knew what she wanted. She hated even more that, for a fleeting second, she contemplated



it. But she could never trick him to letting her free. She knew that; she wasn’t arrogant.
Blacks didn’t serve anyone. It was a lesson both her father and uncle had forgotten, and one
that she refused to let go of. She stepped forwards though, ignoring Potter’s gasp. The Dark
Lord smiled. “Bow to me, my child,” he told her in that low, inviting murmur. “I can give you
the world.”

She met his eyes. They were a red even redder than Gryffindor, redder than blood, and
despite the colour, they were cold at their heart. Here was a Slytherin who rose higher than
them all, gaining notoriety from every corner. Except he was not a man, not any more. She
could see it in his eyes. They were cold but they were young. They had not truly seen pain
and death like others had, like hers had. They’d only looked upon it and smiled.

“I am a Black,” she told him. “I won’t bow to anyone. Least of all you.”

His red eyes flashed with anger and she took the opportunity to shove him backwards. He
sprawled onto the ground and she ran for Potter, ignoring his look of alarm, and bolted to the
wall where she remembered the door to be. “What are you doing?”

“Saving your life! You could at least be a bit quicker on the uptake!”

“But you - you were going to-“

“As if, Potter! Come-“

Quirrel wrenched Potter away from her and he let out an indignant cry. “You have the stone,
boy! I will take it whether you want me to or not!”

“Get off of him!” Aurora cried, charging back towards them, wand out.

But Quirrel was already stumbling away from Potter, looking pained. Potter seemed in pain,
too; he was clutching his forehead as if in agony. No, not just his forehead. His scar. Aurora
glanced in horror between him and Quirrel, whose hands seemed to coming up in burns, the
tips flaking grotesquely. “What did you do?”

“SEIZE HIM!” Voldemort’s voice shouted, and Aurora and Quirrel lunged for Potter at the
same time. He beat her to it, but only just.

“I can’t hold him, Master!” he cried, stumbling away again as his arms started to blister. “I
can’t hold him!”

“Potter,” Aurora hissed, closing around his armpits and trying to shove Quirrel off. “Work
with me here.”

He didn’t seem in much of a position to do anything. She was terrified for a moment that he
really was dying - oh, the idiot! She was going to kill him. Once she’d finished with
Voldemort.

“Then kill him!” he was yelling, as Quirrel pressed Potter to the ground and grabbed Aurora,
hurling her away. She landed roughly on the stones, head spinning, just in time to see Potter,



shaking and exhausted looking, raise his hands to grab Quirrel’s face as he blistered
grotesquely.

Aurora stumbled to her feet and broke into a run again, trying to haul Quirrel away from
Potter, when all of a sudden, boiling hot air ripples around the room. She pulled Quirrel off,
flinging him to the ground and he weighed in pain. It was horrifying, and she stared at him,
heart pounding. She didn’t want to see that. But it was better than Potter getting himself
killed. She turned to him, swallowing her terror, and hauled him up to a sitting position. He
only lolled pathetically, head on his shoulder like nothing more than a rag doll.

Terror seized her around the throat. He was going to die. No. No, no, no. He couldn’t die!
“Help!” she found herself screaming as she clutched him tightly, trying to drag him along as
she stumbled to her feet. “Someone, help!”

“Miss Black.”

She turned around sharply at the sound of Dumbledore’s voice, quite aghast. “Professor,” she
panted. “Please, he - he's hurt, I don’t know what - he was going to kill him, Professor!
Quirrel - You-Know-Who - he was going to kill P-Potter! I think - I think-“

“He is not dead,” Dumbledore said, stalking over. He held Potter up better than Aurora could
have, and he held her too. “Do you know your way out of this room, Miss Black?” When he
looked at her with that twinkle in his eye, she knew he knew. Part of her hated him for it, but
that wasn’t the issue here.

“But Potter-“

“You will take him to the Hospital Wing for me, where you will tell Madam Pomfrey what
has happened and await my return.”

“But he - can’t you-“

“Miss Black.” His eyes lost their twinkle. “Do as you are told.”

That was one thing she was good at. Aurora nodded, and though it took all of her strength,
she managed to haul Potter upstairs all the way to the Hospital Wing. At one point she
thought he might have come into consciousness, only to drop back and leave her to carry
him. When at last she reached the Hospital Wing after what felt like far too long a while for
something so urgent, she thought she was going to be sick from the exertion.

She burst through the doors, panting. “Madam Pomfrey! Madam Pomfrey! Quickly!”

The elderly nurse hurried from her office, looking alarmed. “What is it? What’s happened?”

“Potter - Potter - Quirrel is - is You-Know-Who and he was t-trying to get the Philosopher’s
Stone!” Pomfrey paled. “Potter was t-trying to stop him, but he - Quirrel - You-Know-Who -
he tried to kill him and Potter-“

Madam Pomfrey took him from her with ease and hurried him over to a bed. “Does the
Headmaster know?” Aurora nodded numbly, staring at Potter. He looked very young like this,



asleep and in a coma and not - no, just barely - breathing. Madam Pomfrey hurried around,
taking various potions and ointments and casting various spells, and all Aurora could do was
sit on a stool. She’d seen people die before. She knew death, and she saw him now, lurking at
Potter’s bedside. Surely not. Not now. She pleaded with Death silently, but he didn’t look at
her. Instead he was staring at Potter, not in a predatory way, but as though confused. He
reached out a hand but didn’t touch him. Aurora thought he couldn’t. But that was stupid. He
was the Boy-Who-Lived but he wasn’t the Boy-Who-Couldn’t-Die. It just wasn’t his time,
because it couldn’t be. He was only a boy, after all.

“Miss Black.” Dumbledore broke her thoughts and she turned, gasping. “I believe there are
some details we need to discuss.”

“He’ll be okay,” she said quickly. “Potter. He - he will, won’t he? He won’t die.”

“No, Miss Black,” Dumbledore said, eyes almost gentle. “Mr Potter will be right as rain in a
few days with Madam Pomfrey’s care.” She gulped and nodded.

“Good. I... It really didn’t look...” She lost her words, but Dumbledore nodded like he
understood.

“I’m afraid Mr Weasley and Miss Granger only gave me part of the tale. I am very interested
in how you came to be with them. Poppy?” Madam Pomfrey glanced up. “Might I use your
office for a moment? I trust you have Potter in hand.”

Pomfrey nodded tightly and Aurora found herself being led away. When she glanced at
Potter, she saw Death smile mockingly at her, and when she stared back he melted into
smoke. By the time she reached the office, it was as though he had never been there at all.



Discussions with Dumbledore

“Take a seat,” Dumbledore said kindly, as a chair flew across Pomfrey’s office to wait just
behind Aurora. She sat down gingerly, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the Headmaster.
“From Mr Weasley and Miss Granger, I got the impression that the three of them were going
to try and save the Philosopher’s Stone from someone whom they thought was trying to steal
it. There was no mention of you, and so I thought it prudent to ask, Miss Black, what you
were doing down there?”

She considered lying. She was a good liar, usually, but she got the impression that
Dumbledore would be able to see through her in an instant. That was why she said, “I wanted
to study the stone.”

Dumbledore blinked in surprise, eyebrows rising. He didn’t seem to have expected that as her
answer. “Study it?”

“Yes. I - I’ve always been very interested in Alchemy, Professor, and so when Potter told me
the Philosopher’s Stone was being kept at Hogwarts, I thought... Well, it was too amazing an
opportunity to ignore. I’d have to be mad not to at least try and find it. I wanted to study its
properties and how it was made, and...” She swore she saw the shadow of Death again,
taunting her. “And I was just interested, that’s all. I didn’t know someone else was going to
try and steal it, least of all tonight! And I had no idea Potter and his friends were going to - to
actually try and stop him!”

Dumbledore looked at her in silence for a long moment while she debated if there was
something more she ought to say. But what she’d told him was the truth, and perhaps she
would be punished for breaking the rules, but she had expected that. If she’d gone any other
night, she wouldn’t have been caught and it would have been fine. Still. Her mind drifted to
Potter. There were worse things than being caught by Dumbledore.

“I appreciate your honesty, Miss Black,” Dumbledore said quietly after a moment. “It takes
courage to tell the truth when you know you have done wrong.” She nodded, swallowing
tightly. “The quest for knowledge may be a noble one. But you still broke the school rules,
not to mention put yourself in great danger.”

“I know, Professor,” she said quickly. “I’m really sorry.”

“And if the stone remained there, and you had the chance to try again to find it, would you?”

She sat silently, longer than she should have. She couldn’t honestly say no. Yes, she had been
terrified when Potter got hurt and when she saw Voldemort, but if she had a guarantee that
the same thing would not happen again, she couldn’t say that she wouldn’t try. She knew that
wasn’t what Dumbledore wanted to hear, though. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, I... I
don’t want to go back there.”

The Headmaster considered her with piercing blue eyes. “You saved Mr Potter’s life,” he told
her eventually. “Despite your wrongdoings, I find I cannot judge you too severely when your



presence did so much more good than it did harm. With that said, Miss Black, I will be taking
twenty points from Slytherin.” She nodded sharply. That was much better than she’d
expected. “And be warned that if I do catch you trying to find the stone again, the
consequences will be far more severe.”

“Yes, Professor,” she said quickly. “Of course, I understand. Thank you.”

Dumbledore smiled and inclined his head. “There is another matter I find myself wishing to
raise with you. The question of your guardianship.”

“Oh.” She’d forgotten about that. “Well, the Malfoys don’t want - I mean, they haven’t said
that they would be willing to take me in. So I don’t really have much choice, unless I’m
allowed to stay at Hogwarts I’ll be staying at the family home in London. My grandmother’s
old house isn’t far from King’s Cross Station, which would be convenient for me to get
around both Muggle and Magical London, and to get to Hogwarts in the Autumn.”

“I’m afraid I cannot allow a twelve year old to live by herself for two months, Miss Black,”
Dumbledore said, eyes twinkling, “capable though I’m sure you are. Your father’s cousin,
Andromeda, would be a good fit, I believe, and she gave me her assurances that she would be
willing to care for you.”

“I don’t know Andromeda,” Aurora said through gritted teeth. “I didn’t even know we were
related until a few months ago. I’d rather be alone than live with someone I don’t know.”

“I know this is difficult for you,” Dumbledore said kindly. “But it would set me at greater
ease if you had someone responsible to care for you.”

“I have house elves,” she said. “Loads of them.”

“I am aware.”

“Well, they can look after me! And I’m not an idiot, and the house has loads of old wards. No
one can get in who wants to hurt me.”

“Be that as it may, you are still a child.” Aurora glowered at him. “But this is not the time for
such a conversation! No doubt you are tired, and Mr Potter’s friends will be most anxious to
hear how he is doing. I will escort you back to the Slytherin Dungeons and inform Professor
Snape what has happened.”

Aurora groaned. “Do you have to?”

“Yes, Miss Black. But my punishment is the only one you shall receive for this, I assure you,
and I will tell Severus as such. Now, come.”

She followed him silently out of the office, eyes going straight to Potter. He looked eerie,
hardly moving, so she tore her eyes away. She didn’t want to see that. Aurora followed
Dumbledore all the way downstairs and to the common room.

When she got to her room, Gwen was awake. “Aurora? Is that you?” She flicked the light on.
“Jesus, you gave me a fright.”



“Sorry,” she winced, flopping down onto her bed.

“Well? How did it go, whatever you were doing?” She didn’t have the words. Aurora shook
her head silently. “What?” Gwen asked, voice high and wobbling with worry. “Aurora, what
happened?”

“Potter was there,” she ground out. “Trying to stop someone - not me - from getting the
stone. He’s in the Hospital Wing.”

Gwen regarded her warily. “But you - you didn’t...”

“I didn’t do anything to him,” Aurora said sharply, and then took a deep breath. “Professor
Dumbledore says he’s going to be alright, but I can’t help but worry. And the person he was
stopping...” She met Gwen’s eyes. Draco or Pansy she wasn’t sure she could reveal this
information to, but Gwen was different. “It was You-Know-Who.”

Gwen frowned. “I do?” Aurora looked at her significantly, and then her friend clamped her
hands over her mouth, looking quite shocked. “Oh my God! Aurora! What? I thought - they -
but everyone says he’s - he’s dead! That Potter-“ She broke off. “What the actual Hell?”

“I don’t even know,” she said tiredly. “It’s a lot.”

“Jesus.” Gwen came to sit next to her, wrapping an arm around Aurora’s shoulder. “Are you
alright?”

“I don’t know. I guess? I’m not the one in the Hospital Wing.”

“Yeah, but, you still saw him, did you?” She nodded numbly. “Jesus. So - is he... Back?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Dumbledore said he dealt with him though, so I don’t know. He must
have stopped him but he didn’t really say.” She shook her head. “He asked me about where
I’m staying in the holidays! Of all things! Like that’s important right now!”

“Well where are you staying?”

“At home. London. On my own, if no one interferes.” She shook her head. “That isn’t
important. Merlin. I need to sleep.”

“You’re probably right,” Gwen said. “You look tired.”

“Thanks.”

Gwen smiled faintly and squeezed Aurora’s shoulder. “Robin and I’ll steal you some
breakfast tomorrow if you want a lie in.”

As Gwen went back over to her own side of the room, Aurora felt a sudden surge of gratitude
and affection for the girl. At the start of the year she would never have imagined any of this.
She shook her head. She’d have to see Potter tomorrow when he was up. Not to apologise -
maybe to apologise? Did she have to apologise? Potter would have gotten himself in trouble
regardless of her being there, but she still felt bad seeing it happen. This was a mess.



Even when Gwen turned out the lights, Aurora found it hard to get to sleep.

She slept through breakfast and didn’t have the courage to crawl out of bed for lunch, but
Pansy and Draco all but broke her door down and hauled her out. “What happened?” Pansy
demanded immediately. “They’re saying Potter fought the Dark Lord and you were there!”

“And the Dark Lord was Quirrel? And Potter killed him! Killed him!”

Aurora nodded numbly. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess he did.”

“What happened? Why were you there, Aurora?”

“The thing they were hiding was the Philosopher’s Stone. You know I love Alchemy.”

“So you tried to steal it?” Pansy was aghast but Draco looked almost impressed.

“Not steal,” she mumbled. “I just wanted to study it.” Draco snorted. “I did! Honestly! And
then Potter was there with Weasley and Granger, and I couldn’t just leave them stuck there -
Weasley actually came in quite handy with the chess board -“

“Chess board?”

“But then they left me, Potter went forward and the other two went back. I had to wait ages to
get through, I thought they’d be gone by then, but... I guess I arrived just in time.”

“In time to what?”

“Dumbledore said I saved his life?”

Draco’s eyes widened. “Why’d you do that?”

“I wasn’t going to let You-Know-Who kill him, was I? And then Dumbledore showed up
anyway, so I took Potter to the Hospital Wing. He’s alright, I think.”

“He is,” Pansy said. “Well, as far as I’ve heard. The Weasleys had most of Gryffindor told by
the end of breakfast - those twins wouldn’t stop talking about it.”

Aurora laughed humourlessly. “Yeah.”

“You’ve lost twenty house points, too,” Draco said.

“Ugh, like that matters!” Pansy scolded. “You are okay, aren’t you? Tearston wouldn’t tell us
much, she’s useless.”

“She’s not,” Aurora said, shaking her head. “She’s been good to me. She stayed awake
waiting last night.” She shook her head and put it in her hands. “I was so stupid.”

“Stupid?”

“Going after the stone. I - obviously he was trying to stop someone else getting it. Obviously
there was something going on that I didn’t know about. I should have just left it be and read



about it!”

“What difference would it have made?” Pansy asked, shrugging. “Sounds like Potter made
his own decision to play the hero.”

“Yeah,” Draco told her. “It’s hardly your fault Potter’s an idiot.”

“Yes, but... I don’t know, I feel bad.”

“You’re just tired. You should have just left him,” Draco told her. “Listen, it’s the Gryffindor
versus Ravenclaw match later. Come down and watch it with us - they’ve no reserve, they’ll
get hammered, and I can’t wait to see it.”

“They only need a reserve because Potter’s in the Hospital Wing,” Aurora said sharply.

“They don’t stand a chance.” Draco sounded happy about it, and it rubbed Aurora the wrong
way. She looked at him, frowning.

“You two go,” she said. “I don’t want to watch.”

“Come on, Aurora-“

“No, really. Go.”

“Come on, Draco,” Pansy said quietly, pulling him to his feet. She seemed to consider Aurora
carefully. “Don’t do anything stupid, will you?”

“Trust me,” she said bitterly. “I’m staying right here.”

As Draco had predicted, Gryffindor lost terribly to Ravenclaw, winning the Quidditch Cup
for Slytherin. Dinner was a raucous affair as a result, though Aurora didn’t feel quite like
celebrating. Potter wasn’t at the Gryffindor Table, and Weasley and Granger looked quite
worried. She considered going to speak to them, but didn’t. What would she have to say?
Sorry I was there and you weren’t. Sorry I was there at all. It wasn’t her fault, but it felt so
strange and horrid.

She didn’t want to speak to Potter, and at any rate he wouldn’t be able to respond or probably
even hear her. But back in her room that night, she glanced through her old letters and
pictures, and that small collection she’d managed to get out of her father’s room. The picture
of the man and woman she knew now to be James and Lily Potter. She held it carefully in her
hands, heart heavy. Why should she give it to him? But why, also, shouldn’t she?

“I’ll be back in a minute,” she told Gwen, who gave her a wary look. “Nothing dangerous, I
promise.”

“It had better not be,” Gwen said, shaking her head as Aurora left.

This would be a quick visit. There were no visitors by Potter’s bedside, and though Madam
Pomfrey looked surprised to see her, she let Aurora in. “He isn’t responding to anyone yet,
dear,” she said. “It might be tomorrow before he wakes.”



“That’s alright,” she said quietly. He had more colour about him now, which was a good sign.
“I won’t be long, I just.” She held the picture awkwardly. Madam Pomfrey frowned but then
seemed to realise what it was. “I thought... He might like to see it.”

The old nurse’s eyes softened. “Put it on his table, dear. Next to the chocolate frogs, there.
And I’ll make sure it isn’t disturbed.”

Aurora set the worn picture down gently, smoothing the corners. “Thank you. And, er,
Madam Pomfrey? You won’t tell him I’m the one who brought it will you?”

Madam Pomfrey shook her head. “It’s safe with me, Miss Black. Now get to dinner, please.”

The end of term feast was on Tuesday evening, the night before they went home. Exam
results were distributed that afternoon. Aurora had received two Os (Transfiguration and
Astronomy), four Es (Charms, Potions, History of Magic and Defense Against the Dark Arts)
and an A in Herbology. It could have been better, especially Herbology, but she was still
pleased. It would be onwards and upwards from here. Pansy had failed Charms, and she was
furious about it. Aurora and Gwen had packed their trunks together during the day, trying to
sort whose books were whose. “It’s not like we can’t figure it out later,” Gwen laughed, but
Aurora was insistent on doing things right.

“Aurora Black?” a voice asked. One of the sixth year prefects had poked her head around the
door. “Dumbledore wants to see you in his office. He says the password’s sherbet lemons.”

“Oh.” Aurora winced. “Great.”

Gwen winced in sympathy as the prefect left. “Good luck.”

It took her a while to find Dumbledore’s office, marked by a large stone gargoyle. It scraped
aside when she said the password and she hurried up. His door was already open when she
reached the top of the stairs, and Dumbledore sat behind his desk. The office momentarily
distracted Aurora. It was filled with all manner of eccentric items, spinning around and
sparkling. He had a phoenix, too, who preened himself on a perch by the window. He was
gorgeous.

“Miss Black,” Dumbledore greeted pleasantly. “Please, sit down.” She did so nervously.
“First, I thought it prudent to update you on Mr Potter’s condition. He is now awake and
quite happy in the Hospital Wing; he will be joining us for the leaving feast this evening.”

“Oh, good,” she said, sighing in relief. “And is - is the stone and everything alright?”

Dumbledore nodded. “Quite alright. The stone has been removed and will soon be
destroyed.”

“What?” She stared at him, aghast. “You can’t destroy it! What about Flamel?”

“Nicholas has lived a long and full life,” Dumbledore told her, “as has his wife, Perenelle.
They have agreed this is the best course of action.”

“But - but - it’s so important! You can’t just get rid of it!”



“Miss Black.” Dumbledore looked at her pointedly. “You do not have a say in this.”

“I - I know, but it’s still... It’s the most important artefact in Alchemy. You can’t just get rid of
it.”

“That is for Nicholas and Perenelle to decide. I appreciate your passion on the subject, but
that is not why I called you here.” He sighed. “I cannot make you stay with a family you do
not wish to, as you have no legally named guardian. However, as you are still under the age
of seventeen, you will have to stay with a Wizarding family, whether of your choosing or of
the Ministry’s. There is one Wizarding orphanage, mainly filled with children younger than
you.”

“Oh,” she said. “I - I don’t really want to go to an orphanage, Professor. I am capable-“

“In the eyes of the law,” he said sternly, “you must remain with a family or at an orphanage.
In addition to your cousin Andromeda, Ignatius’ niece Molly Weasley has offered to take you
in if need be.”

“I don’t think her son would like that,” Aurora said, thinking of his face if she went home
with them tomorrow. And she knew the Weasleys weren’t well off. She wasn’t being
judgmental, not at all, but she didn’t want to put them to any bother. “I - if I really have to
choose one, and I can’t be with the Malfoys, I suppose I’ll stay with Andromeda?”

Dumbledore looked immensely relieved. “I am glad to hear it, Miss Black. I will inform the
Tonkses at once.” He smiled at her. “Now, I am sure you still have some packing to do before
the Hogwarts Express leaves tomorrow. Enjoy what is left of the term.”

Taking that as her dismissal, Aurora stood up, going to the door. She paused. “Professor?”

“Yes?”

“You worked with Flamel, didn’t you? You were his apprentice.”

“Why, yes. Indeed I was.”

“How come there isn’t an Alchemy class at Hogwarts? There is at Beauxbatons.”

Dumbledore smiled. “It is reserved for sixth and seventh years only, due to the nature and
complexity of the magic. If it remains an interest of yours, I would recommend studying
Ancient Runes and Arithmancy in your third year. Fascinating subjects.”

“Oh, right.” She smiled at him. “Thanks, Professor.”

“And here we are at the end of another year!” Dumbledore beamed around at the students in
the Great Hall. “How fast they seem to go.”

“And I must trouble you with an old man’s waffle before we can tuck into our delicious feast.
What a year this has been! Hopefully your heads are a little fuller than they were. You will
have plenty of time over the Summer to empty them again.” People laughed around the hall
and Aurora smiled faintly. “Now as I understand it, the House Cup here needs awarding. The



points are as stands: Gryffindor in fourth place with three hundred and two points.” There
was some polite, scattered applause from around the hall. Draco looked entirely too pleased
with himself, seeing as he had been the reason they lost so many points. “Hufflepuff house in
third place with a total of three hundred and fifty two points.” A louder applause this time,
but the Hufflepuff Table still looked slightly dejected. “In second place, Ravenclaw, with four
hundred and twenty six points!” A greater cheer rose up. Draco puffed his chest out proudly
and the Slytherin House all sat grinning as they waited for their points to be called. Aurora
grinned, too. After everything that had happened, it still felt good to be able to celebrate with
her housemates and friends. “And in first place is Slytherin House, with a grand total of four
hundred and fifty two points!”

The whole table erupted into great cheers and a load of stamping. Draco and Pansy were both
stood up, beaming, along with many of the others. The Ravenclaws and Hufflepuffs
applauded politely, but the Gryffindors did not; Aurora scowled across the hall at them. “Yes,
yes,” Dumbledore called over the Hall. “Well done, Slytherin, well done, Slytherin. However,
recent events must be taken into account and some last minute points handed out.”

The room went very still and quiet. Aurora stared at the Headmaster. What last minute
points? “Let me see. First, to Mr. Ronald Weasley.” Her stomach dropped. “For the best
played game of chess Hogwarts has ever seen, I award Gryffindor House fifty points.” Fifty?
For chess? She’d won the chess before, where were her points?

“Second, to Miss Hermione Granger, for the use of cool logic in the face of danger, I award
Gryffindor House another fifty points.” The Gryffindor Table seemed to be on the verge of
rioting, they were cheering so loud; and so, Aurora noticed with a sick feeling in her
stomach, were Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff.

“Thirdly, to Mr Harry Potter, for pure nerve and outstanding courage, I award fifty points.”

Aurora felt like her worst fears were being confirmed, but she added quickly. Gryffindor and
Slytherin were now tied for the House Cup, because Potter and his friends had won back
everything they’d lost. But surely that was it. Surely, she thought, Dumbledore might award
her something for her role, even if she hadn’t gone down with the same intentions as the rest.
He held his hand up for silence again and she breathed in. This was it. “It takes a great deal of
courage,” Dumbledore was saying, “to stand up to our enemies. But an even greater deal to
stand up to our friends. I therefore award ten points to Mr Neville Longbottom.”

Aurora felt her heart sink into the pit of her stomach as the hall erupted into cheers. “What?”
Draco said. “Longbottom? They - they’re in front of us now! He can’t do that!”

But it seemed he could. “And so,” Dumbledore said with a smile, “it seems we are in need of
a change of decoration.” He clapped his hands and Aurora closed her eyes as a great ripple of
power ran through the hall. The Gryffindors were screaming themselves hoarse, and she felt
bitter anger in her stomach. They’d won. They’d won and she’d gotten nothing. After all of
Slytherin’s work, Dumbledore had taken their cup away from them like that. It was
humiliating was what it was.

“I can’t believe he’s done this,” Pansy said. “I can’t believe it!”



But it seemed they had to. When she opened her eyes Aurora saw that even the Ravenclaws
and Hufflepuffs were cheering their failure and loss, yelling and beaming, most of the hall on
their feet. It made her angry, just a little bit. Even the teachers were beaming and applauding,
and everyone seemed so happy that they’d lost. “This isn’t fair,” Aurora muttered. “This so
isn’t bloody fair!”

“It’s the Potter Effect,” Draco declared, still horrified. “He breaks all the rules and he still
wins! You should have left him down there, Aurora, I told you it was foolish.”

She glared across the hall at Harry Potter, who didn’t seem to care at all. He was now crowd
surfing and relishing every second of the attention on him, three quarters of the hall
enraptured by him and his stupid achievements. Aurora couldn’t even look at him anymore,
or Dumbledore.

The feast was an awful ordeal. “Bad luck, Black,” Marcus Flint said with a scowl as he
passed her at the end of the feast. “I thought after you being involved old Dumbledore might
have let us win, but he’s always had it out for us Slytherins.” He shook his head.

“Yeah,” Aurora muttered. “I can see that alright.

And then before Aurora knew it they were leaving. “You must come and visit me,” Draco
said. “I would have much preferred you to stay, but Father wouldn’t permit it... But I do want
to see you.”

“Me, too,” Pansy said. “I’m not sure I trust these Tonkses.”

“Mother doesn’t like to talk about Aunt Andromeda,” Draco said sniffily. “She married a
Muggleborn. Hufflepuff. I don’t know what the daughter’s like.”

“She seemed nice,” Aurora told them. “I suppose I’ll just have to see what happens.”

She sat with the whole group of them on the train - Draco and Pansy, and Blaise and
Theodore and Crabbe and Goyle, and Millicent and Daphne and Lucille. The conversation
was somewhat stiff, everyone still upset about their House Cup loss and furious on Aurora’s
behalf. Gwen was somewhere along the other end with Robin Oliphant, and Aurora went to
see them later on for a much more relaxed conversation and multiple explosive games of
snap.

“You will write to me, won’t you?” Gwen asked Aurora as they pulled closer to London.
“It’ll be so weird not seeing you for two months.”

“Course I’ll write,” Aurora assured her with a laugh. “I think the Tonkses have an owl - they
must do.” She shrugged. “I’ll find a way.”

“You had better,” Gwen told her, and they continued on happily until Aurora had to return to
the other compartment to get her trunk.

She hauled it off the train as it came to a stop, searching the platform for Nymphadora Tonks’
distinctive turquoise hair. She couldn’t spot it anywhere, but then a voice shouted, “Aurora!”



and she turned around. Nymphadora was standing there, hair a bright violet now, and her
nose a tad different, but it was definitely Nymphadora.

“Oh,” she said, hurrying over. “Sorry, I didn’t recognise you.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry about that. Mum sent me - I’m just out of training.”

“Training?”

“As an Auror,” she explained. “Mad-Eye’s been working me to death in Stealth class, but
anyway.” She grinned. “How’d your term go?”

“Er, alright.” It was very much not alright, but Nymphadora was freaking her out because she
was smiling so much. “I guess.”

“Good.” Nymphadora lifted Aurora’s trunk for her and grinned when she noticed Stella. “Is
that your cat? She’s lovely.”

“Oh, that’s Stella,” Aurora said, smiling as she gathered her in her arms. “Say hello?”

Stella purred and Nymphadora made a very bad imitation in greeting. “Animals don’t tend to
like me much, especially cats. I’m too clumsy, old McGonagall hated it.” She grinned.
“Come on then, Mum and Dad are waiting. She’s going to fuss over you like mad, I hope you
know.”

“Oh.”

“Hey. You’ll be alright. I mean, I guess it’ll be weird, but you can be like my cute little
sister.”

Aurora stared at her. “I am not cute.”

Nymphadora grinned. “Even that was cute. Come on, munchkin.”

“Munchkin?” What was a munchkin?

“Oh, you won’t have seen the Wizard of Oz. Muggles have very funny ideas about magic.
You’ll see, Dad’s got a wicked video collection.”

And with that she led her out of the platform and got Aurora to grab onto her arm. “Ready
now? Don’t let go.”

“I know how to Apparate, Nymphadora.”

She looked at her. “Don’t call me Nymphadora.”

Aurora smirked. This would be very interesting, indeed.



Friends Again

The Tonks household was interesting. The house itself was a nice, a cottage surrounded by
woodland with a large garden. Andromeda hurried out of the house when Aurora and
Nymphadora arrived, followed by a short, cheerful looking man with light brown hair.
“Nymphadora, there you are! And Aurora!”

Andromeda was smiling as she greeted her daughter, who muttered, “It’s Dora,” but grinned
anyway.

“Dumbledore told me about what you got up to at the end of term,” Andromeda said, and
there was an interested gleam in her dark eyes. Aurora smiled awkwardly.

“Oh, right.”

“I must say it all sounded very impressive.” Aurora flushed.

“Mum, you’re embarrassing her,” Nymphadora said.

“You two come inside now,” said Nymphadora’s father. “I’m Ted.”

Aurora nodded as she followed him inside, while Andromeda and Nymphadora carried the
trunk between them. Their house was a lot more homely than any of the others Aurora had
stayed in. She might have said it was small, but it was more cozy than anything else. Sunlight
came in through the wide windows and illuminated armchairs and sofas covered with
brightly coloured cushions. “You have the old guest room,” Andromeda told her, “next to
Nymphadora’s. It’s a bit small, but I hope it’ll be alright.”

“Oh, of course,” Aurora said, smiling politely. “I really don’t want to be a bother, it was so
kind of you to take me in.”

“You’re family,” said Andromeda, though her smile was a little strained.

“Come on,” Nymphadora said, grinning. “I’ll levitate your trunk up the stairs for you.”

“Dora, are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“I can do it, Dad! I’m an Auror now.”

“A training Auror,” Andromeda reminded her, and Nymphadora huffed loudly.

“I got an O in my Charms N.E.W.T.! Aurora, I promise I won’t break anything.”

Aurora grinned despite herself. This household was very different to grandmother’s or
Arcturus’ or Lucretia’s, but part of her liked their casual familiarity. She grinned, watching
carefully as Nymphadora screwed up her face in concentration and levitated her trunk up the
narrow staircase onto the first floor, and along the hall into a room with a large round
window, a single bed and a wardrobe and desk. It smelled of fresh paint.



“Mum wanted to put up snake decorations in this place,” Nymphadora said. “Since you’re a
Slytherin like her, but Dad and I said that might just freak you out if you woke up in the night
with a snake staring at you.”

Aurora laughed. “Yeah, I think it might.” She was quiet for a second before asking, “What
house were you in then? You must have been at Hogwarts not long ago?”

“I left the year before you started,” Nymphadora said. “Me and Dad are both Hufflepuffs, and
proud of it.” She grinned, setting Aurora’s trunk down gently in the carpet. “Do you want a
hand unpacking?”

“I’ll be fine,” Aurora said.

Nymphadora lingered in the doorway for a minute, looking at Aurora appraisingly. Then she
shrugged. “Alright. Well, come down once you’re ready and you can give us a hand with
dinner.”

Aurora unpacked efficiently, because she had packed the same way. Her wardrobe was
organised perfectly by colour and season, her books alphabetically by subject and then
author, and everything else placed strategically so that nothing in the room felt off balance.
The photos she’d taken from Grimmauld Place last year went in a bottom drawer hidden
inside her thick Slytherin scarf. She wondered for a moment if Andromeda or Ted might be
able to point out which of the women was her mother, but pushed the thought aside. She
didn’t want to show anyone else those pictures; she’d only given Potter the picture of his
parents because he had no way to know she had given it to him and she’d felt bad. Not that
he’d even gotten so much as a house point taken off him.

Rolling her eyes, Aurora ran her hands over her Slytherin scarf and shut the drawer, tucked
her wand into the pocket of her robe, and pushed the closed trunk against a wall before going
downstairs to help with dinner as Nymphadora had asked. She’d never made a dinner before -
the house elves did that usually, or Ignatius Prewett, who didn’t trust anyone else in the
kitchen - but she supposed just helping couldn’t be too difficult, and she was good at Potions,
too.

It turned out she didn’t have to do much. Andromeda and Ted did the majority of the work,
while Nymphadora was dismissed after almost tipping over a bubbling cauldron and
proceeded to give Aurora a tour of the house and garden instead.

“I crashed a broom into that tree a couple of years ago,” she pointed out, gesturing to one that
looked rather gnarled and dented. “Mum went mental at me but I got onto the Quidditch team
anyway. Do you play?”

“Yeah, I did, but girls aren’t allowed on the Slytherin team.”

“Really? Why?”

She shrugged. “Cause the captain’s an idiot and doesn’t understand how to make proper use
of his resources.”



Nymphadora laughed, beaming at her. “Sounds about right. You got a broom?”

“Sort of. I normally used Ignatius’, but...” She looked down. “Not much point getting my
own if I’m not going to play at school anyway, is there?”

“Suppose not when the school brooms are alright. I’ve still got my old spare Cleansweep in
the back if you ever fancy a fly with me at some point.”

“Thanks, Nymphadora.”

“Dora,” she corrected. “Mum says it’s weird if you call me Tonks, so you can call me Dora. I
hate Nymphadora, it’s just Mum always insists on using it.” She rolled her eyes.

“Oh. Right. Sorry.”

Nymphadora - Dora - shrugged. “S’alright. Here, I’ll show the flower patch. Mum’s dead
proud of it.”

The Tonkses cooked very well, and though at first Aurora felt terribly out of place, she could
tell they were all going to an effort to make her feel welcome in their home over the course of
the Summer. Andromeda had called her family. It was strange to have family she didn’t even
know, who had been written out of their records. But she supposed her parents had been, too.
Her mother had never even been in the records.

She still didn’t like living there. But she had to admit that she liked them, Dora’s loudness
and Ted’s bad jokes and Andromeda’s despairing, humorous smiles.

She kept up a regular correspondence with her friends, too, even though she hadn’t seen
them. From Gwen she had found out that Hermione Granger had come top of their year in
almost every class, even beating Aurora in Transfiguration, which she was furious. Pansy and
Draco both agreed it was favouritism on McGonagall’s part - Draco’s father had reportedly
been furious that a Muggleborn girl had beaten his son in every subject - which only made
Aurora want to work harder. They were both excited for Pansy’s family’s gala, as it would be
Draco’s first time attending. Pansy promised Aurora would receive an invitation the next
year, along with Lucille Travers and Millicent Bulstrode, but it didn’t bother Aurora too
much. She wasn’t really sure how the Tonkses would take to her attending a pureblood gala,
anyway. It really didn’t seem like their scene. Draco did promise they’d meet sometime in
August, though his parents were very busy, and Aurora was greatly looking forward to being
reunited with her friends.

She realised, as this was the first time in ten months that she’d been separated entirely from
them all, that she missed her friends painfully. She’d slept in the same room as Gwen every
night, and spent most of her evenings with Draco and Pansy, and seen them every day. It took
days of being on her own - with only the Tonkses, who she barely knew - to think on the fact
that even in their last few months at Hogwarts, she had drifted from them rather. After losing
Lucretia and Ignatius and becoming the only ‘true Black’ left, she had been tightly wound up
for months, annoyed by many small things, and she realised she’d taken it out on Draco, the
one person who had stood by her the most.



There had been few moments where Aurora had had to think about how kind or unkind she’d
treated people; her main concern had always been the way they treated and thought of her.
There weren’t many people left whose opinions she truly cared about: Draco, Pansy, perhaps
Daphne and Gwendolyn, and Neville Longbottom, though that was mainly because she felt
guilty at how he always seemed to be scared of her. But whether Draco and Pansy had taken
real issue with how she’d been acting, she decided that she was almost a teenager now and
she ought to grow up and put the time behind her.

She was grateful when, three weeks into July, she convinced Andromeda to take her to
Malfoy Manor to see Draco and Pansy. At first she hadn’t though Andromeda would agree,
given her frosty bordering on non-existent relationship with Narcissa, but she seemed to
realise how badly Aurora wanted to visit her friends, and grudgingly agreed.

The meeting between the two sisters was cold and stilted. Aurora wanted to get out of there
as fast as she could, and Andromeda left very quickly ; but Narcissa completely changed
personality when she spoke to Aurora, beaming at her. “You’ve gotten so tall, Aurora. You
both have, I could hardly believe it when Draco came home for the holidays. Pansy hasn’t
arrived yet, but Draco assures me he and his room are in a condition to receive guests.”

She smiled warmly and Aurora took that as her cue to leave, grinning back at Narcissa. She
knew her way around Malfoy Manor like it were her own home, and she liked the familiarity
of the place that had formed so much of her childhood. Draco was her best and oldest friend,
and he and his family, while unable to take her in as Andromeda had, had truly done a lot for
her. It was with that in mind that she knocked politely on Draco’s door, stepped back
nervously, and shrieked lightly when she was confronted by Draco sweeping her into a hug.

“Merlin!” she cried, laughing. “What’s gotten you so affectionate?”

“I haven’t seen you in forever!” he complained. “I can’t believe it, Mother wanted so
desperately to have you come here to live with us, you wouldn’t believe the argument she and
Father had over it.” He drew Aurora quickly inside his room. “What’s her sister like, she
never speaks about Andromeda?”

His voice was hushed but Aurora could tell he was reluctantly curious. “She isn’t too bad.
She’s very nice, and her daughter’s loud and rather inelegant, but she’s quite funny too. I like
them, to be honest.” She smiled weakly. “I’ve missed you, though. It’s so strange living with
them!”

“Oh, I can’t imagine! Mother says Andromeda married a Muggleborn.”

“Ted is nice,” Aurora said defensively. “They’re just... Different. They’ve no interest in
pureblood society and gossip, I feel like I’ve no idea of anything that’s happened apart from
what I found out from your and Pansy’s letters.”

Draco winced. “That sounds horrid. You’re here now, though. That’s what matters.”

“How have your parents been?” Aurora asked him. “About your exams?”



He pulled a face. “Mother doesn’t mind awfully, she says it’s clear I’ve done the best I can
and she’s always proud of me, but Father isn’t too pleased. I ought to have been top - or at
least not lost to Granger in every class.” His eyes flashed with frustration. “Even Potions!
She beat me! It’s ridiculous!”

Aurora nodded. She, too, had been upset at her placement in Potions: fifth. It wasn’t a bad
position, but she couldn’t help feeling like she’d deserved better, considering how she’d
observed the rest of her class. She didn’t understand how she hadn’t done the best when she
had the best understanding and some of the best Potions. Granger was no better than her in
class, and it was infuriating watching the teacher’s pet win every time. “The teachers all just
like her, that’s the only reason she does so well.” Well, the only reason she did better than
Aurora, she thought. To deny that Granger was intelligent would simply be a lie, and she
wouldn’t have been surprised if she was the smartest in Gryffindor House - but not in the
whole year group. It was initiating beyond belief. “Even Snape likes her better than he likes
me!”

“I know, I’ve complained to Father about it, he’s an old friend of Snape and I think it’s
shameful how you are treated in that class. He treats you like he treats Potter.” Draco scoffed.
“Now, there’s a story for you.”

“What?”

“Word is, he’s been sent back home.”

“And?” Aurora wasn’t sure where this was going.

“To live with Muggles. Can you imagine - the boy who lived, staying with Muggles!” He
sneered. “I’d run away.”

“Well, I’d much rather he stayed there,” Aurora said, pulling a face. “I’m still furious about
the House Cup!”

“Again,” Draco said. “Favouritism.”

A second later the door flew open and Pansy came in, grinning. “There you are,” she said to
Aurora, a smile splitting her face. “Oh, I’ve missed you so much!”

Aurora giggled. “I’ve never seen you so cheerful.”

“Oh, be quiet.” She hugged Aurora tightly, once, and then Draco. “Now, sit, I want to hear all
about this new family you’ve been made to stay with.”

Aurora and Draco exchanged amused looks as Pansy bossed them onto the cluster of chairs
in the corner of Draco’s room. It felt rather like old times, sitting together in these familiar
surroundings, gossiping about everyone and everything around them. Aurora had missed it.
Even despite living with them all year, she had missed her friends. It was curious but it was
true.

-*



Gwen’s letters tended to be a lot less regular than Draco’s or Pansy’s, and her handwriting
was worse than Aurora remembered it being during school time. She also didn’t write with
normal ink, for her letters curved and flowed differently, and Aurora didn’t quite understand
how. Around the end of the month when Pansy and Draco were both caught up in gala
preparations, Gwen wrote to say that her mother would like to meet Aurora and the Tonkses -
whom she referred to as ‘normal wizards’ even though Aurora wasn’t sure they were - and
would Aurora like to stay a couple of nights? She thought on it for ages. The idea of living in
a Muggle house was a strange one - Aurora had been surrounded by magic her whole life and
didn’t think she knew how not to be. Even living with the Tonkses was weird enough.

Still. Andromeda wasn’t so bad. Aurora even liked her, though she was about as different
from Lucretia and Walburga as she could be. She didn’t think they’d mind if she visited
Gwen for a little while.

“Andromeda?” she asked, somewhat nervously, as the four of them sat in the lounge at night
- Dora filling in coursework, Andromeda humming to the radio as she read the paper, Ted
fiddling with some contraption for work, and Aurora reading up on constellations for her
Astronomy homework. “I was wondering, I received a letter from one of my friends earlier
today?”

“Yes?” Andromeda looked relieved that Aurora had mentioned a friend.

“My roommate, Gwendolyn. She invited me to stay with her for a couple of days at the start
of August, I wondered if I might go?”

“What’s her surname?”

“Er, Tearston. You won’t know her family, they’re - well, she doesn’t know if she’s
muggleborn or not - but she was adopted by Muggles.”

“Well, I suppose you can go if you’d like, provided we meet her parents first.”

Aurora nodded eagerly, relieved that she’d get to see a familiar face soon. “Brilliant! I’ll
write back to her tonight!”

With something to look forward to and the promise of finally seeing someone she knew,
Aurora’s mood improved considerably. She flew through her summer homework, especially
with the useful input from Dora, who seemed keen to help her out. Dora took out flying a
couple of times too, around the nearby hills where the Muggles wouldn’t see them. The old
Cleansweep performed well, but Aurora still wanted a broom of her own, even if it would
likely make no difference to whether or not she got on the Slytherin school team. She
supposed she could afford it; more than afford it, really. Even so, she didn’t see the point of
buying something so expensive when she wouldn’t get to properly show it off.

On the second of August, Andromeda Apparated Aurora and her overnight bag to the town of
Bearbrooks just outside of Newcastle. “I do wish we had been able to connect to their Floo,”
Andromeda said with a frown. “But I suppose it can’t be helped when it comes to Muggle
households. We always had to Apparate Nymphadora to her grandparents, until she finally
got her license. They found it greatly amusing, so she was quite happy.”



Andromeda smiled at Aurora. “You said it was number thirty two?” She nodded. “I think it
must be that way then. Let’s see if we’re in the right place.”

Gwen’s town was a very nice but very Muggle sort of place, where all of the houses looked
the same - clean, large, white walled with well-flowered lawns - and dark, long wires hung
over the street. A couple of boys kicked a worn black and white ball between them at the
bottom of the road, and a cluster of women sat in a patio at the front of a house, chattering
loudly with glasses of white wine. They looked at Aurora and Andromeda strangely as they
passed - Andromeda was much better with Muggle fashion than Aurora, who until recently
hadn’t the faintest idea what ‘jeans’ were - laughed and went back to gossiping.

Aurora counted the metal numbers on the houses as they passed by. Twenty-six, twenty-eight,
thirty. There was thirty two; red curtains hung in the window and there was a light from the
middle of the room. Andromeda knocked crisply on the door, Aurora standing nervously
behind her. It seemed to take ages for anyone to open the door, but then a tall, dark-haired
woman appeared, smiling. “Oh, are you Aurora?”

She nodded. “That’s me. This is Andromeda, my...”

“I’m looking after Aurora at the minute,” Andromeda said, and the woman nodded.

“Yes, Gwendolyn told us about what happened last year.” She smiled warmly at Aurora. “I’m
Lucy, Gwen’s mother. I think she’s still arguing with Yasmine upstairs. Gwen!”

“Coming, Mum!” Gwen’s voice rang out, and a second later she was running down the stairs,
followed by a slightly older looking girl with brown skin and long black hair. She looked at
Aurora curiously, as Gwen ran to the door. “Ugh, how are you?” she asked, all but launching
herself at Aurora in a hug. She stumbled back, laughing.

“Gwendolyn,” Lucy scolded. “Careful. Would you like to come in for a cup of tea,
Andromeda?”

“That would be lovely,” Andromeda said, following Lucy inside. Gwen looped her arm
through Aurora’s.

“Come on, I’ll show my room. You’re staying in with me, Yas is sharing with Jessica
instead.”

Aurora looked at Andromeda, who nodded permission for her to go on upstairs with Gwen.
Yasmine who had come down with her earlier was scowling on the landing. “So this is your
witchy friend?”

“Obviously,” Gwen said, pulling a face. “Aurora, this is my sister Yasmine. She’s thirteen
and thinks it means she’s in charge.”

“Well, it does,” Yasmine said. “Seeing as I’m the oldest.” She rolled her eyes. “Jess is in her
room if you want to say hello in a bit.” Then she went downstairs, presumably to speak to
Lucy and Andromeda.



“She’s so annoying,” Gwen said, pushing open the nearest door into her bedroom - painted a
pale, cool blue, with little pale green stars dotting one of the walls. “Well, this is it anyway.
Most of my school stuff’s in the cupboard - my wand and everything I can actually use that I
don’t need for essays - because Mum took that note way too seriously.”

“She should,” Aurora said, placing her own wand on the windowsill. “It’s illegal for us to use
magic outside of Hogwarts while under seventeen unless in exceptional circumstances where
our safety is threatened.”

“Actually illegal?” Gwen groaned. “I was hoping you’d tell her it was wrong!”

“Sorry,” Aurora laughed. “We’ll be back in a month anyway.”

“Oh, yeah, have you heard anything on the new Defense teacher? I thought you might’ve.”

“Nothing,” Aurora said grimly. “Still, can’t be any worse than last year, can they?”

“I’d certainly hope not,” Gwen said. “Mum freaked when I told her. She doesn’t really get all
of it - well, neither do I - but she said it didn’t sound very safe. She seemed a bit on the fence
about sending me back, except I said it’d do more harm than good for me not to learn. I think
it’s part of why she wanted to meet you and Andromeda. She wants to make sure
everything’s, you know. Safe.”

Aurora hummed. “It is. But I suppose it is worrying. No one ever thought You-Know-Who
could, you know, come back at all.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Gwen said with a shudder. “Just dump your bag there and we can
unpack later, I want to make sure Mum doesn’t embarrass me downstairs.”

Lucy and Andromeda, much to Aurora’s surprise, were getting on incredibly well, and
laughing along with Yasmine when Aurora and Gwen went into the lounge. It was odd to see
Andromeda in Muggle clothing in a Muggle house, and even weirder for Aurora to come to
the realisation that she was also in Muggle clothing in a Muggle house. She wondered what
her grandmother would have thought of that.

“There you are,” Lucy said. “Gwen, I was just showing Andromeda your old primary school
photos.”

“You did what!” Gwen looked mortified. “Oh my God, Mum!”

Andromeda laughed. “My Nymphadora would have said the exact same. She’s training to be
an Auror now, and she says she has a reputation to uphold.”

“Auror?” Lucy asked curiously.

“Yes. Oh, it’s a - a - oh, what’s the word?” She looked at Aurora expectantly, but she didn’t
know. The Muggles didn’t have Aurors? Aurora looked at Gwendolyn, who shrugged.

“I don’t know what an Auror is.”



“Oh, It’s... Magical Law Enforcement, but very highly trained.”

“The police.”

“Yes!” Andromeda clicked her fingers. “The police. Oh, I can never remember all those
strange Muggle terms, Ted tries his best, bless him. My husband’s from a Muggle family, the
Tonkses from Suffolk, I don’t know if you might know them.”

Lucy frowned. “No, sorry, I don’t know anyone from Suffolk.”

“Ah.” Andromeda smiled.

“Mum,” a new voice whined, as footsteps came down the hall. “Daniel’s-“

A little girl with blonde hair stared in the doorway, eyes wide. “Is it the witches?”

Aurora stared at her. “Jessie,” Gwen said, “don’t be rude. I’m a witch too.”

“Yeah, but they’re - witchy witches. You don’t have the hats though.”

“Um,” Aurora said. “I do have a hat. I’m just not wearing it at the moment.”

Jessie pouted. “What’s Daniel doing, sweetie?”

“He kicked the ball over the fence again and now he’s crying about it!”

“Tell him to go through next door, apologise, and get it back.”

“I did!”

“Then you do it yourself!”

Jessie made a frustrated sound and stomped outside. Gwen laughed. “The two of them are so
annoying. All they do is play football and fight. Very Gryffindor of them.”

Aurora laughed, as did Andromeda. Lucy and Yasmine looked politely perplexed, listening
intently as the three witches described together the house dynamics at Hogwarts. It was
beginning to grow dark when Andromeda was satisfied enough to leave Aurora for the
weekend, with the instruction to be ready for eleven on Sunday morning. Aurora waved after
her and grinned when she turned to Gwen.

“This is going to be so fun,” Gwen said, grinning. “I bet there’s so many foods you haven’t
even eaten, and I’m going to show you every TV show. East Enders is on tonight.”

“I don’t think Aurora will really want to watch Eastenders, Gwen,” Lucy said, laughing.

“What’s Eastenders?”

Gwen grinned. “Wild.”



Eastenders was indeed wild, not least because Aurora had no idea who any of the characters
were. They spent Saturday playing football - well, Gwen and her siblings played, Aurora
tried to understand the rules. Quidditch was much more civilised, she thought. Daniel,
Gwen’s Little brother, had tackled Jessie to the ground more than once, and both of them
wound up absolutely covered in mud. “Does this happen often?” Aurora asked Gwen, who
laughed.

“Unfortunately, yes. We tend to leave the two of them to it when they started fighting. I don’t
like getting a faceful of mud.”

For dinner, Gwen’s parents made pizza and ice cream, and Aurora was sure that even with the
Tonkses she had never had such a wild, energetic and funny day. The siblings all spoke over
each other, Gwen and Yasmine teasing Jessie relentlessly, then Jessie and Daniel teaming up
to interrogate Aurora about being a ‘witchy witch’ and Gwen and Yasmine breaking into an
argument about where Yasmine’s red shoes had gone. Aurora thought not for the first time
what it would have been like if she had grown up with brothers and sisters. Of course, that
possibility was a million worlds away. The closest thing she’d had to a brother was Draco.
But looking around now, she found herself feeling what she’d felt a couple of times at the
Tonkses - a longing for a steady, stable family. One to rely on, a father to tease and a mother
to bicker with and siblings to squabble over clothes.

It was a silly thought.

Come Sunday morning, she was sad to leave, but went with the promise that she and Gwen
would see each other again soon. “We’ll have to meet you when we collect Gwendolyn’s
school supplies,” Lucy said anxiously to Andromeda. “For none of us could find the pub last
time, and we only got about because that Professor McGonagall was with us.”

“Oh, well, we do have a telephone in the house,” Andromeda said. “I’m not much good with
it, but Ted and Nymphadora can operate it alright. Give us a phone when the letters come,
that way you know everything to get and can buy it all at once.”

Gwen whispered, “Do you know your way around the alley? McGonagall kept us to a very
strict tour, but I wanted to get a better look at everything.”

“Don’t worry,” Aurora whispered, “I’ve been there loads of times. Mr Fortescue does
excellent ice cream.”

Gwen beamed at her.



Muggles in Diagon Alley

Gwen phoned the very day that their letters arrived from Hogwarts. They agreed to meet to
go to Diagon Alley together on the nineteenth, and Andromeda offered to Apparate than there
rather than having the Tearstons make the three hour journey to London.

Aurora and the Tonkses went to visit Gringotts beforehand, not only to retrieve money from
her vaults but also to ensure her inheritance was in order. All appeared as she had assumed it
would: she had inherited most of the Black family fortune, the rest going to Narcissa, as well
as most of the family assets, properties, estates, and important jewellery pieces. She didn’t
retrieve much in the way of jewellery because she would have little use for it at Hogwarts,
but she did take a few interesting and magical looking pieces - a series of three necklaces
held together by a strange serpentine key, a ring with a large onyx - and the most important
piece of all. The Black crest ring.

It was pure silver, with small emeralds around the band and the family crest - a sword on the
bottom, an arrow, and two stars, held by large dogs - with the motto toujours pur on the top,
facing upwards. It was the ultimate mark of honour, and shrank magically to fit Aurora’s
finger, as it would for anyone who had the rightful claim to the Black heirship. She’d been
uncertain if it would at first, as she was the daughter of a disowned son, and it may instead
choose Bellatrix or Narcissa, but the ring seemed to recognise not only her blood and legal
status, but her breeding. She was a Black in everything she had been taught, and so she was a
Black.

The ring, she knew from extensive study when she was younger, could only be worn by the
Head of the House, which was now her. It had a variety of enchantments designed to protect
and strengthen its bearer, and the complex magic was to make it especially attuned to other
magical presences, especially Dark ones and threats. This could come in useful, but she also
appreciated it for its beauty. When they made their way back down the alley, she examined
the ring with scrutiny, enjoying the way the yellow sunlight caught the silver and seemed to
send sparks into the air. It was gorgeous, and though Dora seemed to think it was too old,
Aurora rather thought that was the point.

Five or so minutes later, Aurora waited anxiously with Dora in the Leaky Cauldron, waiting
for Andromeda and Ted to arrive with Gwen and her mother. People were coming and going
at a great pace, some through the Floo. She watched it intently for anyone she knew - Draco
or Pansy or Daphne - but the next person she saw to come through was Ron Weasley, looking
rather dishevelled. He stumbled out of the grate, and she ducked down so he wouldn’t spot
her laughing.

Dora looked over in amusement. “Friend of yours?”

“Not really. Ron doesn’t like me.”

“Ron?” She glanced up, getting a look. “Oh, those are Bill and Charlie’s brothers aren’t they?
Come and say hello.”



“I just said Ron-“

“Eh, he’s a Gryffindor isn’t he? I bet he is, they all were. He’ll be fine if you’re with me, I
know all the family.”

“But Dora...”

She was already making her way over there, and it would just be impolite of Aurora to refuse
to join her. Trying to hide her irritation, Aurora followed Dora to the growing cluster of red
heads - Ron with the two twins, one of the Gryffindor prefects, and Mr and Mrs Weasley and
their daughter who Aurora had met at Lucretia and Ignatius’ funeral. “Is that really Tonks?”
Mrs Weasley asked, beaming as she came over. “Oh, how are you, dear? Charlie said you did
well on your training exams.”

“I did alright, I suppose. Mad-Eye puts me through my paces but it pays off.”

“Moody? Oh, you didn’t say he was teaching you. And Aurora!” Mrs Weasley smiled, just
noticing Aurora there. She waved awkwardly. “How are you doing, dear?”

“You know each other?” Ron Weasley asked, looking aghast.

“This is your great-uncle Ignatius’ great-niece, Ron.”

Weasley looked offended by the idea of being related to Aurora, no matter how distantly.
There wasn’t even a blood relation, really. “Oh. Cool. Have you seen Harry anywhere?”

“Potter?” Aurora raised her eyebrows. “No. Why, what’s he done?”

“Nothing,” Weasley said quickly. “Come on, Dad we should find him, and Hermione, they
must be here somewhere.”

“Oh, Ron, don’t go tearing off,” Molly Weasley said fretfully, as Weasley left with his older
brothers. “Arthur, go with them. You stick with me Ginny, dear. Harry Potter’s a good friend
of Ron’s,” she added to Dora, “he’s been staying with us for a few weeks, after his aunt-“ She
broke off. “Well, the boys thought it would be best if he came to the Burrow for a little bit
instead. He seems to have missed the grate on the Floo - his first time using it, you can
imagine.”

“Oh, yeah,” Dora said, “my mum says I used to go missing all the time when I was little, kept
turning up in the wrong places. Course, I still do that now when she’s trying to make tea.”

Aurora laughed, and Molly regarded her warmly. “And you, Aurora dear, how have you been
holding up? The boys told us about the end of term.”

“Oh.” Aurora blinked, flushing. “Well, I’m alright, I’m just glad we all got out okay. And
Dumbledore showed up right on time, too.”

“Even so, that was a very brave thing you did. I daresay I was worried about you from some
of Dumbledore’s letters, but I’m glad you’re settled now.” Aurora smiled, first at Molly and



then at Dora, who grinned back at her. “Oh, is that your mother coming over, Tonks? Who is
that she’s with?”

Aurora glanced over. “Oh, that’ll be Gwen and her mother. Gwen’s my roommate at
Hogwarts, her parents are Muggles, so they didn’t - they weren’t really sure they’d be able to
get in alright.”

“Ah, of course. We were meant to be meeting the Grangers at Gringotts, I do hope they’ve
made it alright. Andromeda!”

Upon realising Molly Weasley was there, Andromeda and Ted both hurried over, with Gwen
and her mother in tow. “Who’s this?” Gwen whispered, glancing at Mrs Weasley.

“Weasley’s mum.”

“Really? How d’you know her?”

“We’re all related somehow.”

“Really?”

“That’s the pureblood way. My grandparents were cousins.”

“That is absolutely disgusting.”

“It’s just tradition.”

“Oh, and you must be a Muggle!” Mrs Weasley said, sounding quite delighted. “My husband
Arthur works with Muggle Artefacts at the Ministry, he finds you all ever so interesting.”

Mrs Tearston blinked. “How lovely.”

Gwen looked rather uncomfortable, so Aurora suggested they move on into the alley. She had
already gotten her gold from her vault, but they did still have to exchange Gwen’s Muggle
money for galleons, which Ted had said he thought would take a while, if the goblins were as
bothersome as they were when he was their age. Mrs Weasley and Ginny went to try and
track down Potter, but Aurora and Gwen passed the rest of the Weasleys looking anxiously
around the alley.

“Knowing him he’s gone off to Knockturn,” Aurora muttered under her breath.

“Knockturn?”

“Down there. It’s creepy, I’ve never been allowed down.”

“Sounds right up Potter’s alley.”

Aurora laughed. “Was that meant to be a pun?”



“Perhaps.” Gwen grinned, running up the steps into Gringotts bank, the sun catching her
golden hair as it swung around her shoulders.

The goblins seemed to enjoy making the currency exchange difficult, as they didn’t regard
Muggle pounds as real gold like they did their goblin-made galleons, and the goblin serving
them got into a rather heated squabble with Gwen’s mum which Andromeda had to diffuse
hastily. By the time they left Gringotts, it was almost time for Gilderoy Lockhart’s signing to
start. Andromeda told Mrs Tearston about all of his books as they made the walk down to
Flourish and Blotts.

“He’s the one whose books we have to get for class?” Gwen asked.

“Yeah. His writing’s average quality but the plots tend to be rather far-fetched and there are a
few inaccuracies. Though I suppose that can be put down to creative license - all authors take
some liberties.” Aurora wrinkled her nose. “I think he’s interesting but overrated, and Dora
agrees.”

“Mad-Eye’s done a million times what Lockhart has,” Dora told them with a proud grin.
“You don’t see him bragging about being in Witch Weekly.”

“Dora, Alastor Moody is in no state to win Witch Weekly’s best smile award,” Ted said,
though he was grinning too. “Personally, I think Lockhart’s a bit of an idiot.”

“Ted!” Andromeda scolded with a frown. “He is interesting and the girls could learn
something from him.”

“You’d learn loads more from Mad-Eye. Course, he’d probably call you both scrawny little
imps.” Dora ruffled Aurora’s hair, which made her squirm, but she did appreciate the
familiarity of the gesture. “And he’d be right.”

Aurora laughed disgruntedly as they ducked inside the bookshop, which was already full of
people. The golden haired Gilderoy Lockhart stood up on a stage, posing for a camera. He
didn’t look up to much when she saw him in person. “Come on girls, let’s get a bit nearer to
the front.”

“Mum,” Dora whined. “It’s crowded with people we won’t be able to breathe. How about
you watch him with Dad and Lucy and I’ll help the girls find their books.”

“Oh, alright, if you really don’t want to see him. But if you pick up a copy of Magical Me,
mind and get it signed.”

Dora rolled her eyes as she tugged Aurora and Gwen away. “Middle aged witches are all mad
for Lockhart,” she said with a sigh. “Right, you’ll need the next Standard Book Of Spells,
won’t you?” She plucked two of those off the shelves, and was surprisingly efficient at
finding the rest that they needed, although she did knock over a display of Fantastic Beasts
and Where to Find Them, which Gwen seemed to find amusing.

“Right, that’s everything, apart from Lockhart’s lot. Shall we brave the crowd?”



They made to push back into the growing throng, but Aurora stopped suddenly when she saw
who was on the podium with Lockhart. “Potter,” she muttered.

Gwen followed her gaze. “Oh, Jesus, what’s he done now?”

“When young Mr Potter here,” Lockhart said loudly, “stepped into this shop today to buy his
copy of my new autobiography, Magical Me, he had no idea that he would be receiving a full
collection of my signed works.” He flashed a smile for the camera. “Free of charge.”

“Prat,” Aurora said bitterly.

Dora nodded in agreement. “He’s really playing it up for the Prophet, isn’t he?”

“And what’s more,” Lockhart went on with a dizzying smile, “Come the new term at
Hogwarts, he and his friends will be getting access to the real Magical me. I take great pride
in announcing that this September, I will be taking up the position of Defense Against the
Dark Arts teacher at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry!”

Aurora stared, then stared some more. At least it explained the extensive book list. “Good
luck,” Dora said, shaking her head. “Moody says he’s an idiot.”

Potter was handed a very large pile of Lockhart’s books, and Aurora glared at him. He caught
her eye for a moment, before she scowled and he shook his head, moving back towards the
Weasleys. “I think I see Mum over there,” Dora said, moving them along. “Oh, she looks
excited, that’s not great. Dad’s going to make a bad joke now, just you wait - there he is.” Ted
was grinning, and Andromeda shook her head at him, laughing reluctantly.

“Famous Harry Potter,” said a very familiar voice from nearby. Aurora turned around, seeing
Draco standing with an overly smug smile that didn’t quite suit him. “Can’t even go into a
bookshop without making the front page.”

“Draco?” Aurora said loudly.

He startled, turning to look at her. Potter and the Weasleys all turned too. Draco burst into a
smile when he saw him, quite a change from his demeanour earlier. “Aurora!”

She grinned, bounding over with Gwen in tow. “How are you? How was the gala?”

“It was alright.” Draco shrugged. He lowered his voice. “I was just telling Scarhead here all
about it.”

Aurora turned to Potter. He was glaring at her, and though she had a moment of hesitation,
she smirked at him. “Enjoying a little spotlight, are we?”

“No,” Potter said stiffly, going red. Aurora laughed.

“Leave him alone,” Ginny Weasley said, surprising Aurora, and apparently Potter, too.

“Only a little teasing,” Aurora said lightly. “Come on, Draco, let’s go somewhere else to
speak.”



She was about to lead him away, when his father appeared. Lucius was just as cold as always.
“Ah,” he said softly. “Aurora. Yes, I did wonder when I’d next be seeing you...”

She forced herself to smile politely at her. “Afternoon, Mr Malfoy.”

“Dear me, Draco,” he said, surveying the Weasleys. “What interesting company to find
yourself in.” His eyes fell on Gwen, who Aurora noticed looked incredibly uncomfortable.
“And who is this?”

Gwen stared at him. “Gwendolyn Tearston.”

“Tearston?” He raised his shrbows, looking between her, Draco, and Aurora. “That isn’t a
name I recognise.”

“Gwen’s a housemate of ours,” Aurora said quickly, for she knew what was going to follow
that comment. “My roommate.”

Lucius sneered. “Is that so? Come, Draco, I find our present company... Lacking. In more
ways than one.”

But Draco had noticed the ring on Aurora’s hand and his mouth fell open. “You got the ring!”
he said, and Lucius turned around sharply. Potter and the Weasleys all looked rather
bewildered, and Aurora smirked as she held her hand out to Draco.

“Of course I do.”

Draco stared. “I forgot you’d have it now. Gosh, how does it feel?”

“Not particularly powerful,” Aurora said, weighing her words. “More just... comfortable. I’m
meant to wear it.”

Draco grinned. Weasley was staring at Aurora’s ring. “You’re really wearing that?” he spat.
“I thought they’d have melted it down.”

She whipped around, narrowing her eyes. “Watch what you say, Weasley. This is my family’s
legacy.” She sneered. “I’m sorry you don’t have one.”

Aurora was spared Ron Weasley’s wrath by Arthur Weasley’s voice cutting through the
crowd. “Lucius Malfoy. Fancy seeing you here.” Aurora fell back, standing between Draco
and Gwen. Potter was looking half-enraged and half-confused.

“Weasley.” Lucius said the name with disdain; it was just the same way Draco said it. “Is this
your brood here?”

“Yes,” Mr Weasley said defensively. He gave Lucius a cold look. “

“I’m ever so glad you found time to come here,” Lucius said. “I hear you’ve been kept quite
busy at the Ministry, with all your raids.” Mr Weasley tensed, but Aurora noticed Draco did
too. “I’d say I hope they’re paying you overtime, but...” He plucked a textbook from Ginny



Weasley’s cauldron and looked through it. It was dog-eared, with a worn cover, and was
clearly second hand. “Evidently not.”

“Come on,” Gwen murmured to Aurora. “We should find Mum.”

Aurora gave Draco an apologetic look and a quiet promise that they’d see each other soon
before she left. It seemed she’d done so just on time, for a fight had broken out just as they
found Dora, and she was fairly certain Mr Weasley had started it.

“Ah, you’ve got everything,” Andromeda said with a smile as they approached. “Good, good.
Your mother was just telling Ted about the latest news with the royal family, Gwen.”

“Oh, God.”

“It’s all very dramatic, I must say.”

“It is still the tabloids,” Mrs Tearston said. “But they say Diana’s causing trouble, and after
all that scandal with Princess Anne, getting a divorce. What next? If Prince Charles goes the
same way, it doesn’t bear thinking about.”

“Mum,” Gwen whined. “Let’s just pay for the books and go, no one else cares about the
monarchy.”

“They’re a vital part of our consitutional-“

“Mum! Please! I want to see all the other witch shops and I told Jessie I’d get her something
magical.”

“Alright,” Mrs Tearston said, shaking her head. “But you watch your tone when you’re
talking to me.”

They paid quickly, and Aurora and Gwen went to get their robes fitted together with the
promise that they’d meet everyone back at the Leaky Cauldron in an hour and a half. This
gave them plenty of time to meander around the alley, popping into a variety of shops. Gwen
was greatly intrigued by Gambol and Japes, and Aurora had to tug her away from a section
on pimple removers. “It’s a joke shop, Gwen,” she said, “it’ll melt your face off. Besides,
your skin’s fine.”

It was Quality Quidditch Supplies that Aurora really wanted to visit. The new Nimbus Two
Thousand and One hung in the window display, with a sleek, gorgeous black handle. “It’s the
best broom on the market,” she said with a sigh. “It’s lovely.”

“It’s alright,” Gwen said. “Does the broom really matter?”

“Some people say it does. The broom is only as good as its rider, but a faster broom with a
good rider will still outstrip a slower broom with the same quality rider. It’s why Potter’s so
bloody good - he had the Nimbus Two Thousand. But this thing’s a step up from that. Merlin,
I wish I had an excuse to buy it.”

“It does look awfully expensive,” Gwen said. “But if you want it, buy it.”



“Oh, Andromeda would kill me.”

“Your money though.”

Aurora contemplated it for a minute, but then shook her head. “No. Maybe once Flint’s gone
the new captain might give me a chance, and then I’ll get a decent broom. Dora has an old
Cleansweep that does just fine.”

They did both end up getting some Slytherin Quidditch scarves and hats though, and Aurora
bought Gwen a book about the Holyhead Harpies. “All-women Welsh Quidditch team,” she
explained as they left. “They’re wonderful.”

Everyone was quite cheerful when they reunited in the pub, Dora greatly entertaining Mrs
Tearston by turning her nose into a pig’s snout. “God I wish I could do that,” Gwen said.
“Just change my appearance whenever I wanted. I’d turn into Snape and see if he’s capable of
smiling.”

Aurora spluttered, grinning over a pint of Butterbeer. Dora caught her eyes with a grin, and
she thought for a moment that this was alright. It was very different to the rest of her life
before now, and nothing and no one could replace Arcturus or Lucretia or her grandmother,
but this. This wasn’t too bad.



The Strange Horses

Aurora was woken up early on September the First by a great crash coming from Dora’s
room next door, followed by a loud string of swearing. “Nymphadora!” Andromeda’s voice
rang sternly through the house. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing! It’s fine! Bloody Merlin!”

Aurora grinned as she got out of bed and padded to the hall just in time to see Dora hopping
out of her own room and clutching her toe. “What did you do?”

“Knocked over my bookshelf again. Everything fell on my foot. Merlin and bloody Morgana
that hurt!”

“Aurora!” Andromeda called. “Is that you awake? Is everything packed?”

“Yes, Andromeda!”

“Good, I told Gwendolyn’s mother we’d meet her at half past ten so we had best not be late.
Nymphadora, come and help me with breakfast!”

Still cursing and holding her toe, Dora made her way clumsily down the stairs, glowering as
Aurora continued to laugh. Heading back into her own room, she got dressed quickly in a
semblance of Muggle clothes, lay her robes in a small backpack along with her wand and
purse, and checked and double checked that she had everything she needed in her trunk
before heading downstairs, where the smell of pancakes was already wafting through the
kitchen. Ted sat reading the Daily Prophet in the lounge, frowning. He glanced up as Aurora
entered.

“All ready then?” She nodded. “Good, good. I’m still reading about this Lockhart
appointment, Dumbledore sounds daft.”

“Don’t judge him before he’s shown his skills,” Andromeda chided, coming through. “I’m
sure he’ll prove a brilliant teacher, otherwise Dumbledore wouldn’t have hired him.” Aurora
thought of Quirrel. She wasn’t so sure Dumbledore was a great judge of character. “Pancakes
are ready, anyway.”

The pancakes were brilliant, and Andromeda beamed when Aurora told her so. “I had better
get going,” Dora said at around half past nine. She grinned at Aurora. “Moody’ll be furious if
I’m late, even if it is September the First.”

“Well make sure you’re on time then,” Andromeda said scoldingly.

“Have fun,” Aurora told Dora, who grinned.

“You too, munchkin.” She ruffled Aurora’s hair again, causing her to pout. This only amused
Dora further. “Tell me about Lockhart won’t you? It’d give the trainees a good laugh.”



Ted grinned at Andromeda’s weary expression, and Aurora laughed. “See you tonight Mum.”

They were very punctual, meeting the Tearstons at half past ten precisely on platform number
nine. Little Jessie practically ran towards them, Gwen having to pull her back. “You’ve got a
cat!” she shouted to Aurora, who laughed. Stella hissed in her arms. “Gwen, you didn’t say
your friend had a cat!”

“She’s called Stella,” Aurora said, bending down so Jessie was eye level with Stella, who did
not seem to want to meet her eyes. “She’s a bit stubborn, but I can hold her while you pet her
if you like.”

Jessie did so very carefully, and looked like she was concentrating heavily. Stella eyed her
with great suspicion. “She’s very cute,” Jessie said before she drew back to stand with her
mother. “Can we see the magic train now?”

Gwen scoffed. “It’s called the Hogwarts Express, Jessie.”

Mrs Tearston gave Gwen a chastising look as they headed off towards the barrier between the
platforms. Aurora and Gwen went through first, both of them together, followed by
Andromeda with Jessie and Mrs Tearston, then Ted bringing up the rear. “Looks like you’re
making good time,” he said, “let’s get the two of you girls onto the train.”

With some assistance from the adults, and a lot of pestering from Jessie, Aurora and Gwen
managed to stow their trunks in an empty compartment. Stella settled on one of the seats and
refused to move, so the girls had to go back out onto the platform without her, much to
Jessie’s upset. “Can’t I just stay on the train?” she asked Gwen pleadingly. “I promise I’ll be
quiet, no one will even know!”

“Yeah,” Gwen said, “until I kick you out.”

Jessie pouted then turned on Aurora. “You’ll let me come with you, Aurora.”

“Oh, I wish I could, Jessie,” she said, laughing. “Maybe once you’re older you’ll get into
Hogwarts.”

“I wish! That Professor said it’s some weird old gene that makes normal people magic and
me and Gwen don’t have the same ones.”

“Well, you never know,” Aurora said awkwardly. “You aren’t seven yet - most witches don’t
show any magical signs until that age.”

Jessie seemed only a little bit cheered up by this answer, though she still tried to sneak on the
train after Gwen and Aurora when it got nearer to eleven o’clock. “Leave off, Jessie,” Gwen
huffed. “Stay with Mum!

Jessie was very upset by this, so Gwen tugged Aurora sharply onto the train to avoid having a
confrontation. They got into their compartment just as Hermione Granger paced up and down
the corridor, muttering under her breath. She smiled tensely at Gwen, then hurried onwards.
“What’s got her wand in a knot?” Aurora wondered aloud.



“Oh, I don’t know, she seems stressed. Maybe it’s the train; she was stressed last year as well.
Though that was mainly because of Longbottom’s toad going missing.”

“Maybe Potter’s gone missing,” Aurora mused cheerfully, and Gwen sent her an exasperated
look. “What? He went missing when they tried to go to Diagon Alley in the Summer.”

“I’d have thought you two would have called it quits.”

“I would have if he hadn’t won all those points for Gryffindor, when I was the one who saved
him. He owes me now.”

“You really are dreadfully stubborn.”

“You must never let a debt escape,” Aurora told Gwen firmly, gaining only an eye-roll. She
sighed in return and pulled out her copy of Gadding with Ghouls. Much of the information
was concealed by flowery and overly complicated prose, so she only made a few notes as
Robin Oliphant came in, keeping up a steady chatter with Gwen.

“Parkinson and Malfoy are looking for you, by the way,” Oliphant told her. “And that
Greengrass girl.”

It took some time for Pansy and Draco to actually find Aurora, by which time she had gotten
as much from Lockhart’s book as she thought possible, and was content to cease reading.
“Come to our compartment, Aurora,” Pansy said, with a glance between Gwen and Oliphant.
“Daphne and the others have all been waiting, we thought you’d disappeared like Potter and
Weasley.”

Draco looked very smug. “Word is neither of them made it through the barrier.”

“You were right, Aurora,” Gwen said, shaking her head. “Jesus, where have they got to?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Probably some greatly illegal scheme.” She glanced awkwardly at her
friend. “I’ll see you later, alright?”

She took some time to persuade Stella to move off the seat - she was growing into a very lazy
cat - before proceeding down the narrow, shuttling train aisle with Draco and Pansy. “How
did that fight end up at Flourish and Blotts?” she asked Draco curiously.

He wrinkled his nose. “Rather brutish on Arthur Weasley’s part, I must say, but what can you
expect of people like that? Father still came out on top.” He sniffed as though there should be
no question about Lucius’ superiority. “He told me there could be all sorts happening at
Hogwarts this year, with that youngest Weasley here, too. All five of them.” He smiled.
“Well, perhaps four.”

“What d’you mean, all sorts?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Father can be very secretive about things, I expect we shall find out. He
often knows these things ahead of time, as a governor, of course.”

“And you?” Aurora asked, turning to Pansy. “How was the gala, you’ve barely written.”



“Oh, you know how busy my family is in the Summers,” Pansy said with a dismissive sigh.
“But we are together now aren’t we, and we have so many stories to tell you, don’t we,
Draco? You know old Orcus Selwyn was at the gala and he hardly ever comes to those sorts
of events anymore - and Draco’s great-aunt Claudia, What did she do, Draco?”

“They did the foxtrot,” Draco mumbled, going red. “Drunk. And then she made me do the
foxtrot.”

“And she tried to lift him!” Pansy pealed in laughter. “Which you must never do in the
foxtrot! And she dropped him, and - and - Oh, Draco, you tell it!”

“And Daphne’s little sister picked me up, lifted me instead, and then I nearly crushed her.”
Draco pursed his lips. “Honestly I’m rather glad you weren’t there to witness it.”

“Oh, I’m not! I would have loved to have seen that! Will little Astoria ever recover?”

Pansy snickered. “Daphne says she’s traumatised by the smell of the hair gel.”

“Oh, shut up, both of you,” Draco muttered. “I have news for you, Aurora - I’ve secured
myself a spot on the team.”

“What?” she asked, excited as the realisation came to her. “The Quidditch team?”

“Of course.”

“But how? Term hasn’t even started, you couldn’t have tried out!”

“Well, father made a rather generous donation to the team,” Draco said smugly. “I have to
prove myself, technically, but my position is all but given to me.”

“A donation,” Aurora said, looking curiously at him. “Of what?”

“New brooms. Nimbus Two Thousand and Ones, one for each player - and for the reserve.”

“Slytherin doesn’t have a reserve,” Aurora told him with a frown. “Flint says it gives you an
excuse to slack.”

“Well, we don’t have a reserve yet,” Draco said with a smug smile. “But Flint has agreed to
host tryouts, a quiet affair, not advertised, for the position. And he’s relaxing the rules about
girls.”

It took Aurora a second to realise what he meant. “You’re joking! Draco! You are, aren’t
you?”

“No,” he said, grinning at her. “See, Pansy, I said she’d care more than this about your
ballgown!” Pansy pouted, but Aurora didn’t care at the moment. Her face was splitting into a
wide and overwhelming grin.

“So he’s going to let me try out! For real?”



“It’s only a reserve position,” Draco said. “But I thought you would be an asset. And it isn’t
as if you’re bad at making poisons.”

She pulled a face at him, descending into elated laughter. “Oh, I’ll have to practice. But even
a reserve - I’ll work my way up, they’re bound to need me at some point.” She hugged Draco
swiftly, beaming. It was a small victory and not one that she’d won for herself - yet. But it did
give her an opportunity to show Flint what she could do. And who knew, maybe she wouldn’t
even be a reserve? Maybe she would get a proper position, perhaps not this year, but the next.
She was sure there was a Chaser who was meant to be leaving at the end of next term.

Elated by the information that she might get to be on the team, Aurora spent much of the rest
of the train journey daydreaming about flying, about racing for the Snitch neck and neck,
maybe with Potter, snatching it out from right under his nose. A Nimbus Two Thousand and
One. Maybe she could be a Chaser, scoring goal after goal so the Slytherin stands went wild.
Or a particularly nimble Keeper, dipping between the goalposts and saving the team from
defeat.

It would be amazing.

She had a happy feeling all the way to Hogsmeade, when she set off with the others for the
carriages, Stella in her arms. The night air was getting steadily colder as they followed the
crowd, stars sparkling through the trees. She first saw the carriages, glimmering faintly in the
moonlight, and then the strange skeletal creatures in front of them. They were creepy, a bit,
but not in a repulsive way. They made Aurora curious more than anything else, but when she
came closer she could see the faint shadow that usually accompanied Death, rising beneath
them even despite the darkness.

Entranced, Aurora raised her hand to the creature’s neck and ran her fingers down. They were
cold like a dead body but there was something beautiful about them that nothing living could
truly touch. “Aurora,” Draco said sharply. “What are you doing?”

She turned, blinking as though coming out of a trance. “I was just... This thing.”

The others were all staring at her like she’d gone mad. “What thing?” Daphne asked,
perplexed.

“This creature. Like a horse. It’s right in front of you.” The expressions on their faces said
that it was not right in front of them, at least as far as they could see. “I must be getting
tired,” she said, as they all looked very confused. “The sooner we get to the feast, the better.
Come on.”

She was quick to get in the carriage, but the others still looked at her curiously. She could feel
them looking at her, judging her. It wasn’t a nice feeling. They were silent on the journey to
the castle, and Aurora found herself hurrying to sit with Gwen and Robin rather than Draco
and Pansy, who stared at her like they thought she’d gone a bit mad. “What’s wrong with
you?” Robin asked, staring at her.

She shook her head. “Nothing, I’m fine.” Gwen looked at her suspiciously, but Aurora gave
her a pleading look and she didn’t ask, instead averting Robin’s attentions to the addition of



Gilderoy Lockhart at the staff table.

“My mum seemed quite impressed with him,” she said.

“Yes, because Andromeda was telling her all of his deeds. Dora thinks he’s overrated.”

“You didn’t mind his books though.”

“The plots are interesting enough,” she said, “but a little too extravagant to be believable, and
the prose is weak - though I suppose that doesn’t determined his magical prowess, it’s just all
rather unimpressive to me. I’d rather judge him on his work that I can see face to face -
there’s bound to be a lot lost in the writing itself, and histories always have room for
deviation from the truth. It’s always been a trend, even Herodotus doesn’t align well with the
archaeology, though of course, there is the distinction between history and biography. I
suppose a better example might be-“

“My mum just thinks he’s hot,” Robin interrupted, and Aurora glowered at him for it. Gwen
looked like she was stifling a laugh, and she gave Aurora the sort of look that indicated she
should reserve her rambling interests.

“Well, I suppose he isn’t the winner of Witch Weekly’s best smile for nothing.”

Gwen and Robin picked up a conversation about Lockhart’s deeds which didn’t much interest
Aurora, and she took to looking around the Great Hall, picking out the faces she knew. Sure
enough, Potter and Weasley were nowhere to be seen, and Granger looked stressed beyond
belief. Aurora felt a little bit sorry for her. She would be very worried if Draco or Pansy or
Gwen had gone missing.

She was soon distracted by the new first years entering the Great Hall, all looking a mix of
excited and terrified. Aurora picked out Ginny Weasley, who was looking around earnestly
for her brothers, as well as Ivanna Rosier, whom Pansy had acquainted her with once a few
years ago. She would be a Slytherin hopefully. Aurora couldn’t help but look towards Frida
Selwyn, who appeared to be trying her best to make conversation with Granger, and Alice
Runcorn, who was chatting amicably to Susan Bones. She’d hardly spoken to either of them,
and when it came to thinking about it, she wasn’t sure any of the other girls had either. It was
rather sad, but she didn’t exactly know what to do about it. They both seemed happy enough,
after all, and she hadn’t heard of any scandals yet - though considering she’d been with
Andromeda all Summer, that didn’t mean much.

Caught in her musing, Aurora very nearly missed the Sorting Hat’s song, only managing to
hear the tail end about Slytherin ambition and school unity in times of great division and
peril. The Sorting seemed to drag on now that it didn’t involve her, but they had a few
promising additions to Slytherin, while Ginny Weasley went to Gryffindor. She was far from
surprised by that, but it seemed Ginny had become intensely aware of her missing brother,
and didn’t look very cheerful throughout the feast, even while Granger and a short little boy
chatted to her.

“Any idea what McGonagall might set us this year?” Robin asked as he tucked into some
dauphinois potatoes. “I had a look through the textbook and it all looks really complicated.”



“Really?” Aurora asked, surprised. There were a considerably many spells in there that she
hadn’t had experience with, but that was to have been expected, and she had thought the
content this year built quite well on the basics they had covered last year. “Which ones?”

“All of them,” Robin said gloomily.

“Robin failed his end of year exam,” Gwen said, “so he’s in a strop already.”

“Gwen! I only failed by two marks!”

Gwen just smiled at him daintily. “Aurora, I can be your Transfiguration partner this term,
can’t I?”

At the dismayed look on Robin’s face, Aurora had only to laugh. “If I can persuade Draco
and Pansy to sit together, then sure.”

Robin shook his head. “McGonagall’s going to kill me without your help, Gwen.”

“Go find Granger,” Aurora suggested, “seeing as it doesn’t look like either of her friends will
be showing up for term.”

All in all, the feast was quite pleasant, but Snape appeared in a foul mood when they all got
to the common room. He barked out the rules, terrifying the first years, and sent them all to
their rooms with strict instructions that if he caught them out and wandering there would be
severe consequences.

“He can’t come into the girls’ side of the dorms,” Pansy said, rejoining Aurora with Daphne,
Millicent and Lucille in tow. “What do you say to a game of cards before we all turn in?”

Aurora grinned. “That sounds lovely. Gwen, do you want to join us?”

Pansy raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

“It would be rude not to invite her,” she whispered, “seeing as she is my roommate. Besides,
she could still tattle to Snape if she wanted to.”

Gwen didn’t look pleased by Aurora’s reasoning, but Pansy accepted it with a sigh. “Fine.
Come on, Tearston, but don’t touch anything of mine.”

Gwen rolled her eyes and muttered, “Snob,” under her breath. Aurora grinned back, tugging
her along after the others.

Despite Pansy’s reservations, the six girls all got along rather well, and Daphne seemed
tentatively curious about the Muggle world. Lucille told her off with a sniff, but Aurora
thought Millicent had looked interested too. “Personally,” Aurora said, “I think the telephone
is a remarkable invention. Far faster than owls, and more comfortable than using the Floo
network.”

Pansy pulled a face. “Yes, well, I disagree.”



“Have you ever seen a telephone, Pansy?” Daphne asked, raising her eyebrows.

“I don’t need to. Mother says they’re crude, clunky things and incredibly backwards.”

Gwen laughed. “You use quills and ink,” she said pointedly. “I’ll have to show you a
ballpoint pen.”

Aurora, who had encountered such pens over the holidays, sat up straighter and smiled with
this secret and very exciting knowledge. The ink was already there, inside the pen, and all
one had to do was click it. She thought it rather ingenious, though Pansy appeared
determined to steer the conversation back to the comforts of magic and pureblood society,
going on at great lengths about her family’s gala. It seemed Daphne, Millicent and Lucille
had all been present, and Aurora couldn’t help but feel a little left out.

She enjoyed when the conversation turned to her, though. “Draco told me you inherited the
family ring,” Pansy said, and Daphne gave a gasp before clutching Aurora’s hand and staring
at the silver band that lay on her ring finger.

“Oh, Aurora, it’s gorgeous!” Daphne cried. “I’m so jealous!”

“What does it say again?” Lucille asked, leaning over. “Toujours pur. Of course.” She
smirked, and her eyes flicked to Gwen, who seemed confused.

“It’s got all sorts of enchantments,” Aurora said, dragging her hand back from Daphne, who
was looking at the ring with just too much interest for Aurora to be completely comfortable.
“But it just feels right to wear it, you know?”

“So it’s official?” Millicent asked her. “Head of the Black House?”

“Unless someone manages to rise from the dead, yes, I suppose.” Despite her sadness at the
events that had put this ring on her hand, she had always known it would be hers, and how.
And though it still hurt, she had come to terms with the matter. “See these emeralds?” she
asked Pansy, dangling her hand in front of her. “Brought from Austria in 1578.”

Pansy sniffed. “They’re rather small.”

“They’re elegant,” Aurora countered, with a fond look.

“Hang on,” Gwen interrupted. “What’s the deal with the ring?”

They all gave her the same sort of awkward look. It was strange trying to explain things to
someone who had been brought up in a completely opposite society, but they did their best
explaining the significant of family rings and jewellery. Aurora left out the meaning of the
Black family motto deliberately, but she was sure Pansy and Lucille noticed. Not long after
that, Gwen declared that she wanted to turn in for the night, and Aurora went with her.

“Are they always like that?” Gwen asked as they got changed for bed.

“Like what?”



“You know. Wonderful pureblood, posh... family summer galas! Do none of them really
know what a telephone is?”

“I didn’t know what a telephone was until recently,” Aurora mumbled, flushing.

Gwen laughed. “You’re all so strange. But... I don’t know.” She bit her lip, looking pensively
at her bedside table. “I don’t think they - well, no. I know they don’t like me. But actually
listening to them talk, they’re all incredibly up themselves. Parkinson most of all.”

“That’s just how we were raised.”

“You’re not the same as them.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. Didn’t she want to be the same as them? “You used to
think I was. I think I pass pretty well.”

“Yeah, but... You’re interested. You don’t understand basically anything but you at least want
to. Mum thought it was sweet of you. You’re not so... pure blood as the others.”

Aurora tried to disguise the fact that hurt, because she knew Gwen wouldn’t like it to have
hurt. “Says who?” she asked harshly.

Gwen didn’t say anything at first. “Well, you’re... Not.”

“Thanks,” Aurora muttered. That was just what she wanted to be, a blood traitor. Even Gwen
had seen it, who knew what the others were saying. She was like her father. She tried not to
be but she was. It would be easy to blame Gwen or Andromeda and Ted but no, that was her.
At least she wasn’t the alternative. At least she wasn’t a Death Eater.

“Are you actually offended by that?” Gwen asked, sounding disbelieving. “Really?”

“No,” Aurora said. “It’s just weird. That’s... That’s what my father...” She dropped a book on
the bed and huffed, clambering in under her covers. “It’s fine.” Desperate for a change of
subject, she asked, “Did you see the horses pulling the carriages?”

From the look on Gwen’s face, she had not. “No? Should I have?”

Aurora sighed, pulling the covers up to her chin. Stella scratched the bedside table. “Probably
not. No one else saw them, after all.” She set her book aside; she wasn’t interested in reading
anymore. “Only me.”

She took that thought into her dreams. What were those things, and why could only she see
them? Was it something wrong with her? The horses were there when she fell asleep,
prancing among the stars. They turned on her, obscuring the moon with their deathly shadow,
and their eyes glowed onyx, staring her down.

She woke up with her heart pounding.



Pesky Pixies

Even if things had been a little tense the evening before, Aurora and Gwen were back to
normal in the morning, heading to the Great Hall together. “Why do I feel so tired?” Gwen
asked, yawning as they entered. “I didn’t even sleep bad.”

Aurora had, but she didn’t tell Gwen this. Her attention was instead diverted to the
Gryffindor table where Potter and Weasley were already seated by a cross-looking Granger.
“Looks like they made it then,” she said. “Draco will be furious.”

“Don’t start a fight.”

“I don’t start fights, Gwendolyn. When have I ever started a fight? It would be most
unladylike of me.”

Gwen rolled her eyes and Aurora followed her to the Slytherin table where they tucked into
breakfast and were handed their schedules by a glowering Snape. “I’ve got my eye on you,
Black.”

“Thanks, Professor,” she said tiredly, taking her schedule. They had History first thing today,
which at least presented Aurora with an opportunity to turn her brain off for a while, before
Herbology, Potions, and Defense Against the Dark Arts later on.

“What have you done to annoy Snape?”

“Breathe, mainly,” Aurora said, and Gwen laughed.

“Looks like Weasley’s got a letter,” she said.

Aurora glanced up, and beamed when she saw the red parchment clutched in the owl’s beak.
“Oh, that’s not just any letter, Gwen. That’s a Howler.”

“What’s a Howler?”

“You’ll see. Well...” She smirked. “You’ll hear.”

A second later, an ear-splitting yell pierced the air. The noise filled the whole of the Great
Hall, and Aurora burst into laughter as Weasley got an appropriate tongue-lashing from his
mother - for flying a car to school. “Now I see,” Gwen said, grinning, as the letter burst into
flame. “That was wonderful, how do I get one?”

“You want a Howler?”

“I want to send one to Yas and scare her,” Gwen clarified, laughing.

“I bet Jessie would love that.”

“Oh, she would.”



Though Aurora sat between Draco and Pansy in History, and shared a desk with Pansy and
two Ravenclaws - the McDougal sisters, Morag and Isobel - in Herbology, by the time lunch
came Gwen seemed to have collected all the school’s gossip on the car incident with Potter
and Weasley.

“Apparently it was their father’s car that had been enchanted,” she told Aurora as they
journeyed outside. “I think that’s pretty cool, I’d like a flying car, but Leah MacMillan
thought it was weird anyone would even mess with Muggle stuff in the first place. And then
they flew it into the Whomping Willow - you know, that really violent tree?” Aurora nodded,
having had a few close shaves early on last year. “They said they couldn’t get onto the
platform, but it never occurred to them to just write a letter, so they flew it all the way from
London.”

“Idiots. How do you know this?”

“One of the Gryffindor first years told me, he’s very excited about the whole thing. He asked
me if I knew Potter and could get an autograph since he was too nervous.”

Aurora snorted. “He sounds charming.”

“I’m sure he’s just curious. From the sounds of it he’s a Muggleborn too, and while I can’t
say Potter was my number one interest, it kind of makes sense.”

“Ugh, if you tell me you’re going to start asking Potter for autographs I might be sick.”

“Jessie would find it interesting.”

“Right, I’m sitting next to Crabbe in Defense Against the Dark Arts now.”

Gwen laughed, just as Potter and his friends emerged from the school. “Oh, here they come.”

“Wonderful.”

“That’s the little Gryffindor,” Gwen said, pointing out a sandy haired boy who was clutching
a camera and looking at Potter in wide eyed amazement.

“Harry! Harry Potter!”

“Oh dear, is he going to ask for an autograph?”

“Maybe even a photo.”

“What terrible times we live in.”

Aurora watched the little boy ask Potter for a photo, which seemed to embarrass him greatly.
She laughed at the blank expression on his face, but her laughter died when Draco came over.
“This can’t end well,” she said to Gwen, nodding.

“You’re right. Draco looks like he’s going to crush that boy’s hopes and dreams.”



“I think that may be a bit of an exaggeration,” Aurora pointed out, though she frowned at the
expression on Draco’s face. He looked smug, taunting.

“Potter’s giving out signed photos!” Draco declared loudly to everyone in earshot, and Potter
looked suitably horrified. Aurora laughed into her hand, Gwen sending her an exasperated
look.

“You’re just jealous!” Little Gryffindor piped up, quite brave for someone so tiny. He was
already showing his house colours.

“Jealous?” Draco called, laughing. “Of what? I don’t want a big ugly scar across my forehead
thank you very much! I don’t think getting your head cut open makes you all that special.
What do you think Aurora?”

She grinned as she marched over. “Oh, you couldn’t get me to take a photo of Potter if you
paid me. The sight of it would be horrifying.”

Draco snickered and Gwen rolled her eyes exasperatedly. “Who are you?” the little
Gryffindor asked, standing in front of Potter defensively. It would have been cute if it wasn’t
so pathetic.

“Black,” Potter said tightly, giving her a confused sort of glare. She sneered in response.

“Black?” Gryffindor squeaked. “Like the murderer?”

She turned her coldest glare on him. “Like your eye if you don’t get out of my face, firstie.”

“Oi!” Weasley said. “He’s only being nice, Black! Don’t bloody threaten him!”

She laughed sneeringly and was about to make a nasty retort when she saw Gilderoy
Lockhart sweeping over the grounds towards them. Aurora had no desire to see him cozying
up to Potter, and so she tried to make her exit, but Lockhart appeared to have caught sight of
her. He stared as he caught up to them, mouth frozen as he tried to form a sentence, and then
stared some more. She glared back, putting on her coldest expression to tell him to stop it.
“Professor?”

“Forgive me, you look an awful lot like - but of course, you couldn’t be his - oh, no.” All
pretense of coldness was gone.

“I’m sorry?”

“Nothing, my dear girl, nothing. Ah, Mr Potter!” He gave Aurora a nervous look and she
wrinkled her nose at him before turning on her heel and hurrying off towards the castle with
Gwen.

“What was that about?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora said, throwing a cold look over her shoulder at Lockhart. “But if he
looks like that when he sees me, I dread to think what he actually did when he encountered a
vampire.”



“You think he’s scared of you?”

“I think he thought I looked like my father. Which means he must have known my father.”
She glared back at him. He seemed to now be educating Potter on fame. “We’ve got him
next, haven’t we?”

“With Gryffindor.”

Aurora groaned. “Merlin and Morgana, give me strength.”

The pair of them wandered for a little while before running into Pansy, Daphne and Lucille,
who eyed Gwen interestedly but didn’t mention her presence. “What do you think of
Professor Lockhart?” Pansy whispered excitedly in Aurora’s ear. “His hair’s even lovelier in
person.”

“I do think it’s a little too golden to be his true colour,” Daphne said with a sniff. “Clearly he
charms it that way - like sunlight.”

“Oh, his hair is nice,” Lucille said, and looked at Aurora, “but I said I thought he was just a
little bit too charming, if you know what I mean. Too charming to be elegant.”

“I quite agree,” Aurora said. “I’m not a fan yet though, his books didn’t interest me much.”

“Oh, but they’re wonderful!” Daphne cried indignantly. “I must have read Voyaging with
Vampires at least five times!”

“Really?” Gwen asked, laughing.

“Yes, really,” Daphne said primly. “I happen to think vampires are very interesting.”

“Five times is a bit excessive, don’t you think?”

“At least Daphne is prepared,” Pansy said, with a cold glance at Gwen. “Now, hurry up, I
don’t know where Millicent’s gotten to, but I don’t want to be late for Lockhart’s class,
otherwise we’ll never get seats near him.”

When they arrived, Potter was already in the classroom with Lockhart, looking very
uncomfortable. He looked to them too quickly, and his face fell when he realised who had
walked in. Aurora turned a cool gaze on Lockhart, and he smiled thinly, a little bit shakily,
and let Potter go to a seat while he sought out the class register. Aurora smirked at Potter, and
mouthed tauntingly, “You’re welcome,” before taking a seat between Pansy and Gwen.

“Not there, Daphne,” Pansy scolded, gesturing to the seat beside her. “That’s where Draco’s
going to sit.”

Daphne pulled a face only Aurora and Lucille could see, and sat in the row behind them,
leaving a space open on Lucille’s other side for Millicent. The Slytherins arrived before the
Gryffindors - barring Granger and Weasley - and the room quickly filled up. Robin Oliphant
slipped into the seat behind Gwen, grinning as he maintained a loud conversation about
Gobstones with Leah MacMillan.



“Draco,” Pansy called, gesturing for him to join them. She messed with his hair, which was
very strange. Aurora raised her eyebrows, catching Draco’s eye, and he immediately
shrugged Pansy off, scribbling down the date on his parchment. She’d rubbed off on him; he
was already preparing to make notes on their lesson.

But Professor Lockhart didn’t seemed all that interested in lecturing them or giving them
notes. He started the class off with a pop quiz about his textbooks, which Aurora was very
excited about, as she had already read and taken notes on almost all of them. Daphne also
looked very pleased; her five reads of Voyaging with Vampires was going to pay off. Aurora
was surprised, however, when she saw the content of the quiz. It was about fifty questions
long, but they did not align with anything she had taken notes on - not the use of silver when
dealing with werewolves, or his handy idea to use his wand as a temporary stake for a
vampire. No, all of the questions were about him.

Number one: what is Gilderoy Lockhart’s favourite colour?

“How are we expected to know that?” Pansy whispered. “I don’t care about him that much,
goodness!”

“It’s lilac,” Draco whispered back along at them, and Aurora tried to cover her laugh with a
cough. He flushed. “Mother likes him, and she made me read everything twice over the
holidays.”

“What’s his secret ambition then?”

“To impress Narcissa, of course.”

“Shut up,” Draco hissed at them, face glowing an impressive shade of scarlet.

Aurora filled out the quiz to the best of her ability, finding that even reading for different
purposes than learning Lockhart’s favourite flavour of ice cream helped her somewhat. Gwen
looked to be struggling, so Aurora subtly slid her completed quiz to her five minutes before
their time was up and let her scribble down hasty answers.

When Lockhart collected the quizzes in, he looked very disappointed by his response. Aurora
had seen a couple of rather nasty answers on Robin Oliphant’s test when he’d passed it over.
“Hardly any of you remember my favourite colour is lilac,” he complained, and Aurora had
to muffle a laugh when she looked at Draco, who was again rather pink. “And a few of you
need to read Wandering with Werewolves more carefully. I state very clearly in chapter
twelve that my ideal birthday gift would be harmony between magical and non-magical
beings.” Pansy snorted, and Aurora bit back a laugh - it was exactly the sort of thing someone
would write to make themselves look morally superior to others.

“Now Miss Granger knew my secret ambition is to rid the world of evil and market my own
range of hair care Potions!” Aurora couldn’t stop herself from laughing this time, and both
Draco and Pansy were doing the same. She caught Pansy’s eye and started giggling again,
much to the aggravation of the rest of the class. Lockhart steadfastly ignored her, tossing his
hair, which only made her laugh harder. “In fact, full marks! Where is Miss Hermione
Granger?” Now Gwen looked on the verge of laughing too: Granger had gotten full marks on



the test? “Excellent, quite excellent! Ten points to Gryffindor!” That was enough to sober
Draco and Pansy up, though Aurora was still giggling into her hand, shoulders shaking
silently.

“Now,” Lockhart said, seeming quite cheerful considering half the class was laughing at him,
“on to the fun part! Defense!” He whirled his robes around so extravagantly Aurora thought
they might smack Seamus Finnigan in the face, and it was great effort that she stopped
herself from bursting out laughing again. “Be warned, children. It is my job to arm you
against the foulest creatures known to wizardkind!” Aurora straightened up a little to get a
look at the covered cage he had on his desk. “You may find yourself facing your worst fears
in this room. All I can ask is that you... remain... calm.”

For all his build up, Aurora thought Lockhart might unleash a baby Minotaur on them. That
would be fun to watch. “I must ask you not to scream. It might - provoke them!”

He whipped the cloth off of the cage and Aurora stared in disbelief at the little electric blue
creatures inside, and then burst out laughing. “Cornish pixies?” Seamus Finnigan asked
loudly, finding this just as amusing.

“Freshly caught Cornish pixies! Oh, you may laugh, Mr Finnigan,” Lockhart said. “But
they’re nasty little blighters.” There had been many hidden in Arcturus’ old manor gardens,
and Aurora had had great fun chasing them up trees, though she got a few pinches on the arm
for her trouble. Even so, Arcturus had taught her how to capture them - they liked tulips - and
they were hardly the foulest creatures known to wizardkind.

“They’re hardly dangerous,” Aurora said, smirking.

“Really. Then, let’s see what you make of them!”

He unlocked the cage and the squabbling pixies surged free before anyone could protest.
Pansy shrieked and grabbed a book, trying to swat at the pixie that had just grabbed ahold of
her hair and was trying to pull her out of her seat. Aurora ducked under the table, pulling
Gwen down with her as the pixies shrieked around them. Draco had ran to hide behind
Crabbe and Goyle, both of whom stared gormlessly at the pixies.

One of them grabbed Aurora’s robe sleeve, trying to yank her out from underneath her desk.
She looked up just in time to see Weasley getting an ink pot launched at his head, and
laughed just a second before a book landed on her shoulder. “Hey!”

She stood up and swatted the pixies away, snatching her wand from one of them, which blew
a raspberry at her and swept down to pull her nose. “Get off! Get off!”

She wished she had some tulips. “Behave yourself!”

The pixie cackled and tried to jam its foot up her nose. Aurora sighed out of it loudly and the
pixie went flying backwards, cackling as it soared to land on top of Finnigan’s head.
Professor Lockhart was doing absolutely nothing as the pixies smashed through the windows
and cartwheeled through the sky outside. One had taken up a piece of chalk and was drawing
a moustache on Lockhart’s portrait, which Aurora quite enjoyed, except she then had to duck



down because the pixie had seen her looking and appeared to be intent on giving her a
moustache, too. She grabbed the pixie around the middle and whispered, “The boy with the
glasses would look great with a pink beard.” The pixie cackled and dove off to harass Potter,
who was scrambling around with Granger trying to protect her books from getting shredded
by the rest of the pixies.

Taking her opportunity again, Aurora ducked down and rolled under her desk, next to where
Gwen and now Robin were sheltering.

“Aurora!” Draco’s voice yelled, sounding quite frantic. “Get the pixies!”

She shook her head and poked her head back up, only to pull Draco down to sit with her.
“Just keep away,” she whispered. “I can’t wait to see what they do to Potter.”

She pressed a finger to her lips to stop Gwen and Robin making a sound, and made sure she
was firmly under her desk. “I’m quite enjoying this,” Robin said.

“Pixies are annoying,” Aurora whispered. “But they can be quite useful when they’re not
annoying you.”

“Like Peeves,” Gwen said, nodding sagely.

One pixie dove down to their desk and cackled, but Aurora went a very quick Freezing
Charm in its direction. It fell to the floor. “It’s cute when it isn’t doing anything,” Gwen said.

The bell rang and the four of them got quickly to their feet, grabbing their books and stuffing
them in their bags before running out of the room with everyone else. Once they were safely
on their way back to the dungeons, Aurora broke into peals of laughter. “That was
wonderful!” she cried. “Oh, Lockhart’s an idiot!”

“I thought you’d be more concerned than this,” Gwen said, frowning. “He seems a worse
teacher than Quirrel.”

“Yeah,” Robin said, laughing loudly with Aurora, “but he’s great entertainment value, isn’t
he? Oh God, I actually want to read his books now! That’s what you call a plot twist!”

That set Aurora off giggling again, and she didn’t stop until they got back to their common
room, where their yearmates were clustered and talking about the lesson. Aurora tried to keep
a straight face as she joined the other girls, but it proved impossible the moment she caught
Daphne’s eye. “Did you see Potter when that pixie got bogeys on his hair?”

“Oh, I think that was my fault.”

“Pansy, you screamed like you were dying.”

“I did not, Millicent, it was for dramatic effect only!” That set Aurora off again; she
hiccuped, eyes smarting with tears of laughter.

“Did you hear Draco yelling?” Lucille said, and Draco glared over at them. “Aurora, come
and save me!”



Aurora spluttered, laughing. “I haven’t enjoyed Defense Against the Dark Arts that much
ever.”

“It’s all very easy to laugh at when you weren’t hauled into the air by your hair,” Pansy said
primly. “My life could have been in danger!”

“From pixies?” Daphne shook her head, eyes bright from laughter. “You’re just upset because
your hair’s a mess. And did you see Professor Lockhart? So much for bravery, he didn’t do
anything.”

“Perhaps he wanted to give us some hands on experience,” Pansy suggested, cheeks flushing.

“Yeah,” Gwen said, “or he’s an idiot.”

“Oh, he’s an idiot alright,” Millicent said, covering her mouth as she laughed. Pansy glared at
her. “An idiot with great hair.”

“Still an idiot,” Daphne said, and they all laughed, even Pansy.



Trial and Error

“Saturday, eight o’clock in the morning.” Aurora looked up from her seat on the sofa in the
common room, to see Marcus Flint looming over her. She exchanged a glance with Pansy
and Daphne, and frowned.

“What is, Flint?”

“Your unofficial tryout. Malfoy said he reckons you’d be a decent reserve. We don’t normally
accept girls, but he insisted. His father’s made a... generous donation to the team.” Flint
didn’t look very impressed, and he was practically glowering at Aurora. “You better fly
well.”

He stomped off to join a group of sixth years, leaving the girls seated around Aurora to start
up an immediate stream of gossip. “He’s really going to let you try out?” Millicent asked. “I
asked if I could apply for Beater and he said no!”

“There aren’t open Beater positions, Millicent,” said Pansy with a sniff. “I suppose reserve
isn’t an awful position.”

“It’s more than any other girl has,” Lucille pointed out. “If I’d known all it took to get on the
team was a generous donation, I would have gotten father to make one before I even started
at Hogwarts.” She pouted. “It’s really rather unfair.”

“That’s life, Lucille,” Daphne said, flicking her hair. “Have you got a broom, Aurora?”

“Dora lent me her cleansweep seven.”

“Oh, that’s no good!” Lucille cried. “You’ll be laughed at!”

“I suspect the provision of Nimbus Two Thousand and Ones will be extended to the reserve,”
Pansy said, shaking her head.

“Two Thousand and Ones? You didn’t say that was the donation! Oh, now I really wish I
were on the team!”

“One day,” Aurora said, “I’ll work my way up to the captaincy. Then you can all be on the
team.”

“Not me,” Pansy said.

“Except Pansy,” Aurora said, “who can be our team mascot. We’ll dress you up as a snake.”

Pansy glowered at her. Daphne found this very funny, beaming at Aurora. “I wish I could
come and support you,” she said, “but Pansy and I are auditioning for the Frog Choir on
Saturday morning.”

“Are you really?”



Daphne nodded, and leaned down to whisper conspiratorially in Aurora’s ear. “She doesn’t
want to, because she thinks they’ll be awfully slimy.”

“I told her the Morgana Choir would be much more appropriate,” Pansy said, “for ladies of
our standing. It’s Hufflepuffs and Gryffindors who join the frog choir, not Slytherins.”

Daphne rolled her eyes. “Then we will stand out, Pansy. Which is what you said you
wanted.”

Pansy muttered something incomprehensible to Lucile, who laughed loudly and shot
Millicent a look.

“What?” Daphne asked, raising her eyebrows coolly.

“Nothing.”

Daphne narrowed her eyes in suspicion at Pansy, but Millicent quickly changed the subject.
“Right, Aurora, we have to discuss your Quidditch trial. How are you going to play it?”

By Saturday morning, they still hadn’t gotten much further than agreeing that Aurora would
have to be the very best flier there, better than any of the boys, if she was to have any chance
of securing her spot as reserve. She was already nervous when she went down to the
Quidditch Pitch with the Slytherin team - she didn’t have the same robes as the boys did, and
they were all much larger and taller than her, but she did have a broom which she was
holding very, very tightly. Though Draco appeared to be trying to calm her nerves, he wasn’t
doing a very good job, and her nerves only doubled when she caught sight of the Gryffindor
Team also on the pitch, in scarlet and gold robes.

“Why are they here?” She whispered to Draco, who shrugged.

“Don’t know. Flint’ll give them what for though. We’ve got special permission from Snape.”
She wasn’t sure any Gryffindors would bow to the will of Snape, but they had noticed the
Slytherins now, and Oliver Wood - Gryffindor’s Captain and Keeper - swooped down
furiously to confront Flint. Draco smirked. “This should be good. Look at old scarhead’s
face.” Potter did look furious.

“Flint!” Wood bellowed. “What are you doing here? I’ve booked this pitch all day!”

“Easy, Wood,” Flint said, laughing. “I’ve got a note from Professor Snape.”

Aurora stood on her tiptoes to get a look at the confrontation. Granger and Weasley were
hurrying down from the stands towards the teams, followed by the Gryffindor who had been
following Potter around all week. Wood snatched a piece of parchment from Flint, glaring.
“I, Professor Snape, give Slytherin Quidditch Team special permission to practice on the
pitch today owing to the need to train their new Seeker and reserve. You’ve got a new
Seeker? Who? And what reserve?”

The older team members parted to reveal Draco and Aurora, who quickly stopped her looking
about on her tiptoes. Draco stepped forwards and she followed, smirking at the look on



Potter’s face. “Malfoy,” Potter said. “Black.”

“Not like you to get a reserve, Flint.”

Flint grinned, though it was more like he was baring his teeth. “Things change, Wood.”

“Aren’t you Lucius Malfoy’s son?” Fred Weasley asked, staring at Draco.

“Funny you should mention Draco’s father,” Flint said. Aurora tightened her grip around her
broomstick. “He’s made a rather generous donation to the team this year.” They all held out
the nimbuses in unison, and Aurora couldn’t help the feeling of satisfaction when she saw the
Gryffindors’ fury. “Latest model, just came out. I believe it outstrips the old Two Thousand
model by a considerable amount. As for the Cleansweeps...” He was looking very
deliberately and Fred and George Weasley, who were holding the old Cleansweep Five
models. “Wipes the floor with them.”

The rest of the team laughed behind Aurora, and she avoided meeting anybody’s eyes. “Oh,
look,” Flint said softly, as Granger and Weasley came over. “A pitch invasion.”

“What’s happening?” Weasley asked Potter. “Why aren’t you playing?” As if wasn’t obvious.
Aurora rolled her eyes, catching Draco’s smirk. “And what are they doing here?”

“I’m the new team Seeker,” Draco said smugly, looking down his nose at Weasley. “Aurora’s
our reserve.”

Flint gave her a fleeting look as if to remind her she still had to try out, but he wasn’t going to
break rank in front of the Gryffindor Team. “Everyone was just admiring our new brooms,”
Draco said. “Father gifted them rather generously to the team.”

“What?”

“Good, aren’t they? But perhaps the Gryffindor Team will be able to raise some gold and get
new brooms, too. You could raffle off those Cleansweep Fives, I bet a museum somewhere
would buy them.” Ordinarily Aurora might have told Draco off, but it was important not to
lose face in front of either team. While she didn’t outright laugh, she did smile, eyes on the
sky.

“At least no one on the Gryffindor Team had to buy their way in,” Granger said, crossing her
arms. She shook out her bushy hair. “They got in on pure talent.”

“No one asked your opinion,” Draco snarled immediately, “you filthy little Mudblood.”

Aurora had to yank Draco out of the way so Alicia Spinnet didn’t punch him in the face.
“What did you say that for?”

“You’ll pay for that one, Malfoy,” Weasley said, pointing his wand furiously at Draco.

“Stop!” Aurora shouted, flinging an arm between them.



Weasley ignored her, and a jet of light sprang from his wand with a very loud bang. Draco
seemed unaffected; Weasley on the other hand had a rather dazed expression, as his own spell
hit him in the stomach and knocked him back. He fell to the floor, bent over, rather green in
the face. Aurora stared at him in horror. “Ron!” Granger cried. “Ron! Are you alright?”

“Is he going to be sick?” Aurora asked incredulously to Derek Symms, the fifth year Chaser,
who just laughed. Weasley belched and a trail of slugs fell from his mouth. Draco and Flint
were both doubled over in laughter, and Aurora stared, caught between amusement at
Weasley’s misfortune and horror at the sight of the slugs. It was rather disgusting.

Potter, Granger and the Gryffindor Team all crowded around Weasley, obscuring him from
view. The little Gryffindor boy was hurrying around with his Muggle camera, trying to get a
shot, while the Slytherin Team laughed at Weasley’s backfired spell. “Get out of the way,
Colin!” Potter told the little Gryffindor boy, trying to pull Weasley up to stand. “We should
get him to Hagrid’s, he’ll know what to do.”

“You should be thrown off the team!” Oliver Wood howled as the three of them traipsed
down the hill. “Wait until I tell Professor McGonagall about this, there is no place for that
kind of language in Quidditch!”

“You’re foul, Malfoy,” Angelina Johnson spat. “Utterly foul.”

“Weasley brought it quite upon himself.”

“This isn’t about Weasley!” Alicia Spinnet shouted. “How dare you use that word against
Granger! Flint, discipline your bloody team, why won’t you?”

“Malfoy, get to the back of the group before any of these idiots start trying to throw
punches.”

Draco didn’t have to be told twice. He ducked behind Symms, and Aurora shot him a glare.
“Where is he?” Fred Weasley demanded, as he and George caught up to them. “Malfoy,
where’s the little sod gotten to?”

“Stand down, Weasley,” Flint said. “You don’t want to go the same way as that little brother
of yours.”

Fred lunged for Flint, and Aurora ducked out of the way just in time as the two of them went
sprawling to the ground. “Flint!” Symms shouted, as the Chasers hurried to try and separate
them. The Gryffindors made no such attempt, clearly feeling that Flint got what was coming.
“You’ll get suspended for that!”

Neither seemed to hear. Both Flint and Fred were brawling and rolling around on the ground,
yelling insults at each other. It took the threat of Madam Hooch to persuade them to break it
up, and even then the two teams were spitting furiously at one another. Aurora watched, quite
unused to such situations. There wasn’t an ounce of decorum between these people, clearly.
She decided to keep out of it, as did the Slytherin Chaser, Perseus Lavin, who seemed just as
disapproving as she was.



“We’ll take the pitch,” Flint said eventually. “Since you’re down a Seeker.”

“We’re what?” Wood looked around comically, as if noticing for the first time that Potter was
not among them. “Where’s he gone?”

“Took Ron to Hagrid,” George said, with a strong glare at Malfoy. “Come on, Fred. You’ve
got slug slime on your boot.”

The Gryffindors all trooped towards the castle, furious. No doubt tensions would be even
higher as they approached their first match. Once they were gone, Flint turned on the team.
“Right. Malfoy.” Draco stepped forward, looking smug. “You were out of line there.” His
smile quickly fell. “It looks bad on all of us if you start talking like that. Professional league,
you’d be cut immediately for using that sort of language.”

“But she-“

“I don’t want to hear it. Regardless of anyone’s feelings here on the subject, if a teacher had
overheard that, you would be out of the team for good. And you’ve gotten us into
confrontation.”

“You were the one rolling around on the ground with Weasley!”

“Shut it,” Flint growled, and Draco went very quiet. “Do you understand me? No more of
that talk.” Draco nodded tightly. “Black.” Aurora jumped to attention. “At least you seem to
have some dignity about you. We’re behind on time, so you better prove you can fly, and
fast.”

With an evenly matched broom, she outflew Draco at the start, though they were very close.
He still got the snitch before her, but she got a good few Quaffles past the Slytherin Keeper,
and hit a good Bludger towards the stands, nearly taking out a Hufflepuff. When she reached
the ground again, it wasn’t to applause, but a couple of the players did look grudgingly
impressed.

“Well?” She flicked hair out of her eyes and raised her chin to looked confidently at Flint.

“You’re not bad, Black,” Flint said. He grunted and nodded. “You’re in, but I’m making no
promises. You probably won’t get to play, I doubt we’ll have much need for you.”

Aurora grinned anyway. That night, she wrote Dora and the Tonkses a long letter telling them
how Lockhart really did seem like a bit of an idiot in class, and that she had managed to get
herself onto the Slytherin Team, even if it was only as a reserve. It still meant something to
be there, and she was determined that she would make her way to the main team one way or
another.

-*

Last year, the Hogwarts library had been something of a haven, and this year, Aurora was
determined to make the absolute most of it. In her last visit to Diagon Alley, she had done a
search of a few more interesting items in her vault, mainly jewellery. Many of them had



strong enchantments placed upon them, and though she didn’t know what half of them were
or how they worked, she had - unbeknownst to the Tonkses - brought some such items with
her to Hogwarts. They sat in a small, unassuming yet also heavily protected box in her
bottom drawer. Only Gwendolyn knew where it was, and that was only because it would be
largely pointless to try and hide it and end up being questioned on why. Gwendolyn thought it
was merely a keepsake box.

Though Aurora didn’t expect she could quite uncover every one of the enchantments across
her extensive collection of jewellery, she was certainly curious. A collection of three
necklaces, each with serpent-shaped pendants, were bound together along a key which itself
seemed to double as a lock, decorated with tiny emeralds; there was a silver ring inset with a
large, smoky sort of rock that seemed to be whispering; and there was a pair of silver,
diamond-studded earrings which didn’t appear at first to have any enchantments upon them,
but were very pretty, so she kept them with her and would ensure they were safe before she
attempted to put them on. While she didn’t imagine anything cursed would be in the vault,
Arcturus had discussed with her when she was younger the manner of some of the objects
they had in their possessions, scattered between houses and family members. All of them -
spare anything Narcissa had, or that Bellatrix and her father had managed to take to Azkaban
with them - were now her possessions, and she had to learn not only what they were out of
curiosity, but how to manage them in order to avoid any accidents. It was rather a lot to ask of
a twelve year old, but there wasn’t really anyone else to manage the family possessions;
Andromeda would have nothing to do with it and likely throw things out, which Aurora
didn’t want, but she refused to give anything over to the Malfoys. They wouldn’t take her in,
then they would get nothing from her except - in Draco’s case - the friendship they already
had.

She didn’t dare bring any of the jewellery to the library with her, of course, but she did
manage to find a number of books about enchantments traditionally placed on jewellery, even
if she didn’t think they would be very helpful for dark magic, they were still somewhere to
start. Aurora suspected information on anything particularly dark would be kept in the
Restricted Section. Even so, Grimmauld Place had an extensive Dark library that she could
access through Kreacher, if she knew what she was looking for.

She spent most of Sunday reading up on enchantments which might typically be placed upon
jewellery. Often they bound objects together, and though some might grant their bearer
protections - such as in the case of amulets - they could also curse them. Of the books she
read, only one went into any detail about curses - Aurora suspected Dumbledore had had a
hand in purging the school library of darker materials - but when she returned to her room it
was with a better idea of how to tackle the necklaces at any rate.

No matter what she had done to try and untangle the necklaces, prise them apart or unlock the
key - which she had suspected to be some strange sort of combination mechanism - she had
had no luck. Her first instinct had been to use the alohomora charm, which didn’t work, much
to her displeasure. She suspected that untangling the necklaces was only the first part of
figuring out their enchantments, and was particularly interested in the matching snake
pendants. But she had to take this one thing at a time.



The key had three tiny holes along its delicate silver stem, through which each necklace was
looped. The connections on the chains were too large to go through the holes themselves,
which meant that to release and thus begin to untangle the necklaces, she would have to open
up those holes. There had to be a way, she just didn’t know how yet.



Enemies of the Heir

As it turned out, there wasn’t actually very much to do as the Slytherin reserve. During
practices, Aurora more often than not found herself sitting alone on the bench, damn near
frozen to it, watching the others zoom around like blurs of emerald green. A lot of the time,
she found herself wishing she had been working through ballet exercises with the school
dance club instead, because much as she loved Quidditch, it was no fun not getting to do
anything. She got the distinct feeling that Flint didn’t really see the point in training her, as he
didn’t think she would be needed. The thought frustrated her immensely, but one advantage
of being on the bench was that she was able to see who needed work. Draco, for all he was a
fast flyer, needed to work on his reflexes if he was going to beat Potter. The Chasers were
good, and worked well as a team, but their formations became repetitive after a while. The
Keeper was much more inclined to save right than left, and the Beaters, while powerful,
needed to have more precise aim. She said as much to Flint, but he didn’t looked pleased, and
sent her back to the castle on her own to shower after practice. Not that she minded that -
she’d never showered with the rest of the team and had no desire ever to do so.

She was halfway down the stairs to the dungeon when she saw him. Death. His shadow
dipped over the stones under the sconces, seeming to be nowhere and everywhere at once. A
chill passed over her, and for a fleeting moment he materialised on the staircase, before
disappearing again. Though she was freezing, Aurora couldn’t deny her curiosity. She hurried
up the stairs after him and along the corridor, though his shadow seemed determined to evade
her. There was a strange, faint sort of hissing noise coming from nearby, maybe in the pipes.
It didn’t stop her though. She hurried on, chasing Death, until he brought her to the edge of a
tower ledge that opened into the air, and disappeared.

Aurora made a sound of frustration, and made to turn back around, but something caught her
eye in the grounds below. A red-haired figure was running across the grass towards the forest,
showing no hesitation as they entered and were swallowed by the darkness. Death’s shadow
flickered on a nearby wall, a reddish gleam dancing there, taunting her. Was Death the one
who was hissing? She clenched her jaw, turning around, and walked out into the corridor
straight into Harry Potter.

Of all the luck in the world. “Sorry,” she muttered quickly, grimacing.

He stared at her, startled. “Oh. It’s... Alright.” He didn’t look convinced, but held her gaze.

“What?”

“Nothing. Who - who were you speaking to?”

“Excuse me?”

“Who...” He shook his head. “Never mind. Sorry for bumping into you.”

He hurried back down the corridor, looking rather flustered. Aurora stared after him. She
hadn't been talking to anyone, nor had she heard anyone else talking. Was Potter hearing



voices? Even for wizards that was concerning. But maybe that was just Potter. She shook her
head, and made her way back to the dungeons for a shower as Flint had instructed, her mind
returning to Death. Something unsettled her. Something wasn’t right. Probably it had
something to do with Potter, whatever he was up to, roaming the school on his own and
asking about voices.

Over the course of October, though, Aurora found herself distracted by all morbid thoughts of
Death and Potter. Their teachers - except Lockhart, who only talked about himself and his
books in a shoddily concealed attempt at a publicity stunt - were piling on the work, so much
that Aurora even found herself slipping up a few times. She’d brewed an imperfect potion for
Snape once, and received a detention for ‘endangering the public’, despite the fact that the
potion proved entirely harmless. That put her in a terrible mood, but she was cheered up by
talk of the first year initiation due to take place at the end of the month, on Halloween night.

“Obviously we haven’t been told,” Pansy said to them, when she, Aurora, Daphne, Lucille,
Millicent and Gwen were all huddled on their sofa, “but word is this time they’re going to
have them sneak cake from the kitchen for us.”

“Well I hope they’ve got good taste then,” said Millicent, and Pansy looked at her wryly.

“I don’t know about that,” Gwen said, “I heard one of the tasks is to retrieve a house tie from
the Gryffindor common room.”

“What nonsense,” Pansy said dismissively. She still hadn’t taken a liking to Gwen, even
despite Aurora’s silent insistence on her inclusion. Daphne and Millicent had been most
accommodating, with Lucille remaining politely distant. Draco had nothing to do with her.

“I hope they get Potter’s,” Aurora said, to laughs. “He’ll get house points taken by Snape for
sure.”

“I would like to see that,” Pansy said. “Or Granger. Can’t you imagine her crying because she
lost a house point over a tie?”

Daphne laughed. “Oh, poor dears. Whatever these first years have to do, I hope it’s
entertaining. Maria Cox said the year before ours, they made them all bring slugs to the
common room and make them dance.”

The others all burst into laughter at the idea. “Can you imagine little Hestia Carrow making a
slug dance?” Millicent said gleefully, referring to a first year they’d grown rather fond of.
“She’d faint!”

“I think that is a simply awful thing to do,” Lucille said indignantly. “I wouldn’t touch a
slug.”

“You do in Potions.”

“That’s when they’re dead, and even then, I can usually bully Vincent into dealing with them
for me.” She shook her head, clearly disgusted. “Oh, don’t even discuss this with me!
Dancing slugs!”



Gwen and Aurora both laughed loudly along with Millicent, while Pansy looked unimpressed
and Daphne seemed to be trying to hide her smile from Lucille, who was glaring at her. “Do
settle your stomach, Lucille,” Aurora told her. “I dread to think how embarrassing it would be
if a first year made a slug dance and you threw up.”

The others did all laugh at that, and even Lucille gave a reluctant half-smile. “So long as they
keep well away from me,” she said. “I’ll be quite alright.”

The run up to Halloween saw increased nerves amongst the first years, but Aurora felt
nervous too. She kept seeing shadows everywhere she turned, no matter how she tried to
ignore them. Come the morning of October the 31st, however, she was determined simply to
enjoy her day and the feast, and revel in the nerves of the first years that night, and make use
of the party, which she hadn’t been able to do last year.

“I think I’ll sneak a firewhisky,” Draco told her in Herbology. “Shouldn’t be too hard, I doubt
anyone will really stop me.”

“I’ll stop you,” Aurora said, and he glared at her. “I’ll tell Narcissa.”

“You won’t.”

“Will.”

“You’re such a spoilsport.” She stuck her tongue out, laughing at Draco.

“Maybe you can sneak me one too.”

While last year none of them had been able to properly enjoy the Halloween Feast, this year
was exceptional. Pastries and pies were stacked high on the tables, desserts were everywhere
and the only vegetable anyone seemed to be eating was pumpkin. It was, in a word, glorious.
“There’ll be more of this tonight,” Pansy said, plucking a large, blood red velvet cupcake
from a stack. “Oh, I can’t wait. Mother said it’s always so much fun waiting for the firsties to
come back, everyone gets together and the food!” She grinned. “Beautiful!”

Aurora smirked back at her, taking a cupcake for her own. The feast seemed never ending, a
torrent of food and laughter, yet at the same time seemed to be over far too soon. She led the
other girls out of the Great Hall in the swarm of excited students. Hestia and Flora Carrow
were begging their older cousin, Demeter, to tell them what was in store for them during
initiation, but she refused to tell them a word, as was tradition. A gaggle of young boys were
discussing snakes in low, worried voices. Pansy hissed at them and one squealed, causing all
the girls to laugh as they turned the corner towards Moaning Myrtle’s bathroom.

Aurora stopped dead in her tracks. The corridor had been flooded, but that wasn’t all. There
was a trail of what looked like blood leading to Potter, Weasley and Granger, who stood
staring at something. “What’s going on?” Millicent whispered.

“I don’t know.”



The rest of the crowd was pressing onwards, and they hurried to keep up. Potter and his
friends turned, just enough that Aurora could see what they had been looking at. Filch’s cat
was hanging from the wall, frozen, and on the wall above her... She clamped her hands to her
mouth.

The Chamber of Secrets has been opened. Enemies of the Heir beware.

It was written in blood. “Yaxley,” one of the seventh years said to a younger Prefect, “get
Snape. Now!”

Yaxley, who had been staring at the wall in horror, jumped to action and sprinted down the
corridor. “Enemies of the Heir beware?” Draco read out loud, looking nowhere near as
horrified as everyone else. He was staring between the three Gryffindors. “You’ll be next,
Mudbloods.”

“Draco,” Aurora hissed urgently, tugging him back. “Don’t. That’s Filch’s cat.”

“I know, that-“

“Out of my way.” Dumbledore’s voice rang urgently through the corridor. He swept past
them all in violet robes, face more serious than Aurora had ever seen it, and towards Potter
and his friends. “What has happened here?”

They all started speaking at once. “We found it like this,” Potter said quickly, which was
immediately suspicious. “Professor, someone’s hurt Filch’s cat.”

“Prefects,” Dumbledore said, addressing them, “take your students to their common rooms
and stay there. This is a grave incident.”

No one needed telling twice. There was a crush as the Slytherins all turned the same way,
going around the other side of the bathroom to find the entrance to the dungeons, squeezing
down the narrow staircases. Somewhere, Aurora got ahold of Gwen and pulled her along,
heart hammering nervously. Draco’s words rang in her head. She’d never heard of the
chamber of secrets, not that she could recall, but something about it seemed familiar, and
certainly not in a good way. She didn’t like how Draco had brought up Muggleborns. How
he’d referred to them. And Filch’s cat... She kept a very tight hold of Gwen and kept her
firmly between her and Daphne when they got back to the common room, claiming their
usual sofa.

“What Heir?” Daphne whispered as soon as they were seated. “What’s the chamber of
secrets?”

“I don’t know,” Pansy hissed, and she didn’t sound happy about it. “Aurora?”

“You think I’d know?” She shook her head. “Who would do this?”

“You saw Potter, didn’t you?” Lucille said, flicking her hair. “Rather suspicious to loiter at
the scene of a crime. And did anyone see him at the feast?”



“I don’t think he’d kill a cat,” Gwen said dubiously. “Well, I don’t,” she said, when Pansy
looked at her. “Do you?”

“No,” Millicent said slowly. “I don’t see what he’d get out of that.”

“Scaring people?” Pansy suggested.

“No,” Aurora said, “he’s more of a saving people type of person.”

“But what,” Gwen started, looking nervous. She lowered her voice. “Who are Mudbloods?”

They all stared at her. Aurora didn’t know what to say. She was glad Gwen didn’t know what
it meant, but she didn’t know how to tell her, and she didn’t want to think on what Draco had
said. They’d be next. Clearly he knew something none of them did. “Muggleborns,” Pansy
said at last, though even she looked apprehensive.

Gwen looked like she’d been slapped. “What?”

“It’s a foul word,” Daphne told her. “I can’t believe Draco said that.”

“He called Granger it, too. That day when we got into the fight with the Gryffindor Team.”

“He did not,” said Millicent, sounding appalled. “Mother told me never to say such a thing!”

“But what - what did he mean?” Gwen asked quickly. She’d gone quite white. “That they -
we - would be next?”

Everyone looked at each other uncomfortably. “I don’t know,” Aurora said, though she had
an inkling that was hard to ignore. “I’ll speak to-“

The common door opened sharply and Snape billowed in, black cloak rippling around him.
He was white with fury, looking around at them, and though Aurora had done nothing wrong
she still managed to feel guilty when he looked at her. “I would like everybody to gather
here,” he said. “Prefects, ensure there is nobody left in the dormitories.”

A couple of prefects scurried off. The second years closed ranks together quickly, until they
were all assembled around their cluster of seats and sofas. Sally-Anne Perks was pale and
looked like she might burst into tears; Aurora remembered she had a great love for animals,
and had always been squeamish in Potions, especially if blood was involved. Only a handful
of students trickled back out of the dormitories; no one had wanted to be on their own after
what they’d just seen.

“A grave offense has just occurred,” Snape said lowly. “I do not expect you all to understand
what has happened tonight. Indeed, many of you may still not understand the gravity or the
meaning behind this situation.” Everyone was listening very intently. Aurora could hear her
heart beating extra loudly. “The chamber of secrets has indeed been opened for the first time
in fifty years. The Heir referenced in the writing on the wall is the Heir of Slytherin.” There
was a sharp intake of breath. Gwen went white and clutched Aurora’s hand tightly. “If any of
you,” his eyes glittered around the room, “know anything about this incident, I ask you to
come forward now.” Nobody moved. His eyes fell deliberately on Aurora. “No one?” She



held his gaze. Why did he think she had anything to do with this? “Very well. I would like to
reiterate to you all the seriousness of this. This is not a prank, this is an attack, and will be
treated with the utmost gravity. I know that tonight is an important night for Slytherin House.
The decision on the initiation rests ultimately with its students; but spare a thought for what
has just taken place. Consider what Slytherin’s legacy ought to be. And if anyone wishes to
come forward at any point... I urge you to do so.”

He swept from the common room and the moment the door closed, they went into uproar.
“Heir of Slytherin?” Daphne hissed. “There isn’t one!”

“The line died out decades ago!”

“It explains what Draco said,” Millicent whispered. “About, you know... Muggleborns.”

“Why?”

“Slytherin didn’t want Muggleborns in the school, only purebloods,” Pansy explained. Gwen
looked aghast and Aurora winced. That wasn’t the way she would have broken it to her.

“Why?”

“Well, most Muggles wanted to burn us at the stake at that point in history,” Daphne said.

“That’s not the only-“ Pansy faltered at the warning look on Aurora’s face. Gwen was
spooked enough.

“Are they going to cancel the initiation, do you think?” Blaise asked, leaning over, Draco and
Crabbe either side of him.

“They can’t!” Pansy sounded quite appalled. “It’s tradition!”

“Think how it would look though,” Aurora whispered. “To celebrate Slytherin values after
what’s just been done in his name.”

“It wasn’t any of us that did it!” Pansy said. “It certainly wasn’t a first year!”

“It would be in poor taste,” Lucille said, wrinkling her nose. “But I don’t see how they can
cancel it. Seven hundred years didn’t see them cancel it.”

“What if the heir’s still out there though?” Gwen whispered.

“None of the firsties will have to worry about that,” Draco sneered. “The Heir wouldn’t
attack a Slytherin, not when they know about the initiation.”

“You’re presuming the Heir was in Slytherin,” Blaise pointed out.

“Obviously he was,” Draco said. “How could the Heir of Slytherin not be?”

“You don’t think this is because of the initiation, do you?” Daphne said.



“Because of it?”

“Part of it,” Daphne clarified.

“I didn’t see anyone stringing up a cat on a wall when we were initiated,” Aurora said, and
Daphne flushed.

“No,” Millicent said slowly, “but someone did let a troll in.”

“Which has nothing to do with the initiation,” Lucille reminded them. “That was Quirrel,
wasn’t it?”

They all sobered at the memory, and a stiff silence fell in their little bubble. Aurora’s mind
churned. Could this have anything to do with the Dark Lord? Surely not. “I don’t suppose
anyone has the blood trees on hand?” Pansy asked, and they all shook their heads.

“Blood trees?” Gwendolyn whispered, looking quite alarmed.

“Of our families. Most purebloods have them, the Black tree can be traced to the eleventh
century. We could try tracing them back to Slytherin.”

Gwen stared at her. “That’s... Great, Aurora.”

“Alright!” The Prefect Joseph Farron called over the common room and everyone went very
still and quiet. “In light of recent events, we have had a discussion, and the first year
initiation will go ahead, with some modifications. No first year is to leave the dungeons; in
fact, no student is. There will not be the usual party while this is all going on, as we feel this
would be in bad taste.” Draco made a face. “With that said, we would appreciate as many of
you as possible joining us at midnight. I assure you, this common room will be quite safe
from any threat.” Farron nodded. “That is all. First years, clear off to your beds and meet
back here at midnight, sharp. You will be punished for lateness.”

The first years scrambled to get to their rooms. Aurora knew just how exhausted they would
all be by the end of the night. “They’re taking this seriously then,” Millicent whispered as the
chatter resumed in the common room.

“Why wouldn’t they?” Gwen whispered in response. “It is serious! Filch’s cat’s been killed!”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Aurora moaned. The cat had to be dead, she thought, but it was still
horrid. Draco had looked so pleased, even excited, but she didn’t understand how anyone
couldn’t be revolted by what they’d seen.

“Don’t worry about Stella,” Pansy told her. “They won’t go after the cat of a Black.”

“That doesn’t make it better,” Aurora said, leaning her head against the back of the sofa.

“It’s only a cat, Aurora,” Lucille said. “And the Heir poses no threat to us.”

“Yeah.” She shook her head, gaze falling on Gwen’s wan face. “I think I’m going to go for a
nap. I’ll see you all at midnight?”



Pansy gave her a critical look, but no one challenged Aurora as she stood up and swept from
the common room, Gwen following at her heels. “Did you hear that?” Gwen whispered.
“What they were saying? Do you - do you think the Heir would hurt me?”

She looked at her for a long moment. “I don’t know, Gwen. I’d hope not.”

“But they might.” Gwen’s lip wobbled. “I’m not going to the initiation.”

“Gwen, it’s-“

“I’m not.” She went inside their room and got changed silently. Aurora didn’t know what to
say to her, only got herself changed and crawled into her own bed, setting an alarm for
quarter to three.

She’d never heard of the chamber of secrets before, or the Heir of Slytherin. She knew the
Black family had become entangled with the Slytherins and Gaunts at one point - they were
all purebloods, after all - but that sort of thinking meant anyone could be the Heir if you went
far back enough, even Weasley. She curled up under her sheets tiredly, ill at ease. This wasn’t
what Slytherin ought to be about. Whoever killed Mrs Norris, they didn’t understand that.

But then she thought to the way Draco had responded with relish, to the way the other girls
had dismissed Gwen, how the affair was treated as gossip. Had she played a part in that?
Maybe she had. It still didn’t sit right with her. Perhaps she ought to forego the initiation
tonight as well, as protest, but what good would it do? It would only attract attention, and as
last year’s top ranking student, she was expected to attend.

No, she thought, dozing to sleep. Best to go, if only for appearances. And that way, if this
was all to do with the initiation, she could find out. Maybe get a sense of the sort of threat the
Heir posed. Maybe make sure they didn’t get Gwen.



Arguments and Rumours

While last year, after their initiation, Aurora’s year of Slytherins had taken to the school with
renewed confidence and unity, this year’s group seemed torn between house pride and shame
in what they had been told on Halloween night. Rumours continued to spread around the
school, mainly concerning the identity of the Heir and the location of the chamber of secrets.
Hermione Granger had taken to all but living in the library, which greatly frustrated Aurora
any time she attempted to get a book out to read and found Granger at the end of the row,
looking at her. It took all of her self control not to tell her to snap out of it. If she didn’t stop
soon, she was sure she would have to hex her cross-eyed.

“They’re saying it’s you, you know,” Gwen told her quietly one night in their room. “That
you’re the Heir of Slytherin.”

“Oh, great,” Aurora said, rolling her eyes from where she lay on her bed, “that’s just what I
need. For more people to think I’m a murderer.”

“You’ve really no idea who it could be?”

“Of course not, Gwen,” she said tiredly. “You know I’d tell you if I did.”

“Yeah,” she said, “I know. It’s just, I can’t get it out of my head, what Malfoy said.”

“Draco was out of line,” she said slowly. “He’s been out of line rather a lot recently. I don’t
know what’s making him worse - his family isn’t - I mean... They’re not exactly open
minded, but he’s cockier now. But he’s not a killer.”

“They said the cat isn’t really dead, though. Just Petrified.”

“He still wouldn’t do it,” Aurora said. Draco was her best - and oldest - friend. If she didn’t
trust him then who could she trust? Plus, he rather liked to make a scene. If he was the Heir,
she at least would know about it. “I know he wouldn’t.”

“Do you?” Gwen didn't sound convinced.

“Course I do. I know Draco. And besides, he was at the feast the whole time, I was sitting
right next to him. He’s not the Heir, and he’s not a killer either.”

While over the course of first year, the stares and whispers directed at Aurora had died down
somewhat, now she realised they increased tenfold. Not only that, but people ducked out of
her way when they saw her coming, like they were frightened of her. It was incredibly
frustrating. “If I wanted them to be frightened of me,” she complained to Pansy in Defense
Against the Dark Arts, “then I’d have cursed someone. You know, actually done something
myself. And I was at the feast that night, I physically couldn’t have done it!”

“Harry Potter!” Lockhart called. “Come on up, let’s have a re-enactment! Wandering with
Werewolves this time!”



Aurora glared as Potter took to the front of he classroom. He’d been called up to re-enact
numerous Lockhart scenes, something which had served mainly to put the Slytherin girls off
of Lockhart for good. He was another one accused of being the Heir - though why anyone
would call him the Heir of Slytherin was beyond her. He was stupid, yes, and arrogant and
reckless, but just as she knew Draco wasn’t a killer, she knew that Potter wasn’t either, no
matter what circumstances he had been found in.

She still didn’t like him, though. “I hate this class,” she muttered as he began a very dry
reading of the book. Pansy patted her sympathetically on the arm.

As often happened, she took her frustration out in Potions. It had once soothed her to see the
product of her work come together before her eyes, but with all the looks she was getting, she
was off her usual standard and she knew it, as did Snape. He took every opportunity he could
to rile her up, and eventually she snapped. “Maybe you could do with a hair-cleaning potion,
sir,” she muttered, knowing it would anger him. “Or else get out of my face when I’m trying
to work.”

His face was white and angry. “Detention tonight, Black.”

It didn’t bother her much, not really. Scrubbing cauldrons was something of a cathartic
process, and it at least gave her time to think while doing something relatively productive.
What she did feel bad about was Neville Longbottom, who as a result of Snape’s spiked
anger had been even more nervous in class than usual, and earned himself a detention with
her for accidentally blowing up his cauldron. They were set to work together while Snape
marked essays.

Aurora didn’t fail to notice the way Neville’s eyes kept flickering to Snape, like he expected
an insult or a slap at any moment. Even as the detention wore on, he looked more and more
nervous. It was somewhat nice to realise she was not the most feared person in a room, but it
also occurred to her that Neville really shouldn’t look that scared of a teacher. He let them go
only shortly before curfew, with a curt look at Aurora and a sneering comment about how
Neville likely did a better job at scrubbing cauldrons with Muggle way than he could of
trying to use his wand.

“You ought to stop acting so scared,” Aurora said as they left the classroom, and Neville
looked at her in surprise. “You could be good at Potions if you didn’t get distracted by him.”

Neville flushed red. “Well, he’s right. I’m lousy at magic and at Potions. It’s no wonder he
hates me.”

“He’s your teacher,” Aurora said. “That’s his problem, not yours.” She scoffed, glancing at
Neville. He still looked white. “You’re not bad at everything Neville.”

“All I’m good at’s Herbology,” he muttered. “And my gran says that’s barely magic.”

“Well, I think it is,” she said haughtily, flipping her hair. Neville stared. “I’m wretched with
plants, they seemed to hate me. Sprout says I’m too aggressive with them, most witches get
along great with plants.” She shrugged, and looked sideways a him. Neville was really good
at Herbology, and she saw a sudden opportunity. “I could help you if you like.”



Neville startled. “What?”

“With Potions. If you’d like, I could help teach you. You’re good at Herbology so it stands to
reason that you have a basic understanding of Potions properties and ingredients, but Snape
clearly isn’t the best teacher for you. But, well...” She put on a nervous face, even though she
wasn’t truly nervous. This could work out well. “I need help with Herbology, too?”

Neville brightened as he caught on, smiling. “Well, I could help you with that! Professor
Sprout lets me work in the greenhouses with her sometimes, and she even has this species of
tentacula that she showed me, and I’m not allowed in on my own, but she might let you join
me if we study together!” She didn’t think she’d ever heard Neville say so much in one go. It
made her smile. “If - if you want to.”

“Of course,” she said, and her grin was genuine. “We should probably get going before
curfew, but we can figure it out later. I just thought I ought to ask.”

Neville looked in a considerably better mood as he went up the stairs, and Aurora smiled
somewhat fondly after him. It was nice to have someone grateful to her for a change, rather
than scared of her. And she found that being genuinely nice to Neville did make her feel
better about things, too. She grinned as she went quickly to the common room, not wanting to
be late and land another detention, regardless of how this had turned out. Of course, this
arrangement had other considerable benefits other than simply making her feel like she was a
good person. Neville had been so eager for help and to be of use that it had been easy to get
him to agree. Still, she reasoned, slipping into the common room, she had done a good thing.
For a Gryffindor, no less. And it did feel good.

The second Saturday in November brought with it the annual Quidditch match between
Slytherin and Gryffindor. After their frankly humiliating defeat last year, Flint was
determined that Slytherin would retain the cup this year.

“We have the best Chaser, best Keeper, best Beaters and best Seeker,” he said, pacing the
locker room floor before the match on Saturday morning. “Not only that, but we have the
best brooms money can buy!” Draco beamed proudly. “Potter is one good player! One! Higgs
messed up last year; Malfoy, if you let Potter have the Snitch, I swear I’ll have you running
laps for a month.” Draco gulped. “Black, be ready to jump in at any moment. I doubt we’ll
need you, but nevertheless.”

She turned her head so he wouldn’t see her rolling her eyes. “Thanks, Flint.”

“Alright. Brooms at the ready, boots on, hands in.”

Aurora grabbed her broom, sticking her hand into the ring of Slytherin green sleeves. “To
greatness,” Flint yelled.

“To greatness!”

“To a nine year streak!”

“To a nine year streak!”



“To kicking Gryffindor’s sorry scarlet arses!”

They all beamed as they yelled back that last part. “To kicking Gryffindor’s sorry scarlet
arses!”

Flint cheered as they separated, running out with their brooms onto the pitch. “Good luck!”
Aurora yelled, as she took her place by the benches, watching the Gryffindors head out. They
didn’t have a reserve, which was cocky of them. If they lost any player, especially a crucial
one like the Keeper or Seeker, they’d be at a major disadvantage without anyone to step in.
The Slytherins were going to exploit that as much as they could, Aurora knew. She wouldn’t
mind seeing Potter getting taken down, except she wanted Draco to win of his own accord.
Then again, he would be insufferable about it for weeks - but it was a small price to pay for
victory.

“On my whistle!” Madam Hooch, the referee, called as Flint and Wood shook hands, both
looking murderous. “Three, two, one!”

The players all took to the air in blurs. of red and air. Aurora made sure she was following the
game as best she could, which largely meant keeping her eyes on the Chasers. Slytherin
scored once, then twice, to the frustration of the Gryffindor supporters. Aurora grinned,
cheering her support for her team. Potter swooped in her direction and she pointedly waved
her broom handle, causing him to glare, swerving sharply out of the way. A Bludger
plummeted after him and Aurora leapt up to duck out of the way - but something very strange
happened. The Bludger changed course just a foot from her, and went soaring after Potter
again.

Aurora sat down, blinking in surprise, but watched Potter and the rest of the game intensely.
Slytherin scores again again, but she couldn’t help but notice the very odd way the Bludger
was acting. Whether anyone else had noticed or not, the Bludger was following Potter. She
saw the Weasleys trying to bat it furiously away towards Aurora’s own team - mainly at
Draco, who was stupidly hovering where the goalposts for most of the match rather than
surveying for the Snitch as Aurora would have done - but that Bludger kept returning to
Potter.

Bludgers didn’t act like that unless they’d been tampered with. Aurora considered pointing it
out, but it would be fruitless - Hooch would have called time out if she thought it was wrong,
and the Gryffindors were distracted by the Bludger’s behaviour, which gave Slytherin a
considerable advantage. Besides, Potter had yet to get injured by it at all.

It started to come on rain, turning the ground beneath Aurora’s feet into mud and making it
slippy. It was alright for students in the relatively sheltered stands, and the players who were
warm from adrenaline and from swooping around the pitch, but Aurora sat half-frozen to the
bench, shivering. “Come on, Draco,” she muttered under her breath, watching her friend
searching worriedly for the Snitch. “Hurry it up and end the game already.”

As soon as Draco saw the Snitch, Aurora knew, he would all but have it. It would be
impossible for Potter to play properly now, considering he not only had a Bludger on his tail
but both Weasley twins at his side, protecting him with their bats but also hindering his
movements. Gryffindor couldn’t keep this up very long. The score ticked over seventy to ten,



and Aurora rubbed her hands together nervously to try and work some warm blood back into
them. They seemed to realise the state they were in, and eventually Wood called for a time
out.

“It must be the Slytherins,” Aurora heard Fred Weasley say, as her own team came to touch
down and make their way to her.

“Black,” Flint barked, and she hurried to stand up. “You’ve been watching the game; any idea
what’s making the Bludger go for Potter?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Far as I can tell, it’s being doing that all game.”

Flint nodded. “I thought so too. Well, none of us have anything to do with it, do we?” They
all shook their heads. “Right. We’re far ahead now, and it doesn’t look like Potter’s going to
make a shot for the Snitch anytime soon. We play as we have been, it’s clearly working.
Malfoy, you see the Snitch, you go for it immediately, alright? Black, stay on the bench.”

She nodded with false politeness, wishing more than anything that she could have a go on the
pitch with the others. “Got it.”

“How are you feeling?” Aurora asked Draco as the two of them split a little from the rest of
the team, who were jeering in the direction of the Gryffindors.

“Fine,” he said tensely. “Potter doesn’t stand a chance, you heard Flint. It’s only a matter of
time before I catch the Snitch and we win; then I’ll show him.”

Aurora nodded, smirking over in the direction of the furious Gryffindors. “Keep it up.”

Madam Hooch blew her whistle to signal the rest of the team to take their positions again.
Aurora clapped Draco on the shoulder and hurried back over to her bench, watching as they
took to the skies once more. The Weasley twins appeared to have given up on guarding
Potter, leaving him to deal with the rogue Bludger on his own. Aurora still didn’t think he’d
manage to get the Snitch, not when he was having to switch his direction all the time to avoid
the Bludger.

He was having some sort of altercation with Draco in mid air, when the Bludger slammed
into his arm and knocked him to the side. Aurora cringed, but Potter, to his credit, seemed
determined to keep on his broom. He made a lunge at Draco, who startled and dropped down,
but Aurora realised what Potter had seen. The Snitch flickered just by the spot where Draco’s
ear had been, but then swooped away before Potter could get it. She breathed easier, but
roared, “Draco! Get after him!”

Both of them were diving towards the ground, Potter cradling his broken elbow and reaching
with the other arm. His face was creased in exertion. Draco had hesitated too long, failing to
realise his situation, and though his broom ought to be faster, he didn’t seem to have the same
command over it that Potter did, and though he was gaining on him, it was too slow. Much
too slow. “No!” Aurora yelled, but Potter was not to be deterred. His fingers closed around
the Snitch a mere moment before he hit the ground, landing in a heap but with his unbroken
arm still held in the air in triumph.



Draco came to a stop just behind him, red in the face and furious. Madam Hooch blew her
whistle for the game to come to a stop, and gradually the other players came down. Someone
blasted the Bludger to pieces in the air and Aurora stood up, trying to get a look at Potter,
who had crashed and wasn’t stirring. “Madam Hooch?” she yelled over the din of the crowd.
“I think he’s fainted!”

Hooch was already hurrying over, along with a large proportion of the crowd, Granger and
Weasley in the lead. But behind them was Lockhart, brandishing his wand. “Never fear!” she
could hear him calling. “I am here!”

She snorted as Draco stomped over. “Bloody Potter,” he muttered, as Flint stormed to him.

“What was that? We had them, Malfoy!” He shook his head in disgust. “You need to be
quicker. If you get distracted like that against Ravenclaw, we might have to put Black in, and
then where will we be?” Aurora would have retorted if she wasn’t so curious as to what
Lockhart was about to do to Potter. From the looks of things, he was going to try to fix his
elbow. “Come on,” Flint said. “Back to the changing room. You too, Black, stop gawping.”

She shut her mouth quickly and followed after the rest of the team. Draco was glowering. “I
had him,” he muttered. “I did.”

She patted his shoulder in sympathy. “You played really well, Draco. You’ll get him next
time, I’m sure.”

The Slytherins were in a rather bad mood that night. Draco argued with Potter even more
than usual, and the common room was noticeable tense, especially as most people seemed to
blame his inexperience for their failure. He was bemoaning the unfairness of the situation to
Crabbe, Goyle and Blaise loudly every night, while Aurora sat researching for a Potions
essay, the girls chattering quietly around her.

“You do have to wonder,” Pansy was saying, as Aurora flipped between moonstone and
asphodel properties, “who jinxed that Bludger to go after Potter?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Daphne whispered. “It must have been the Heir!”

“The Heir?” Lucille echoed. “Don’t be silly, Daphne, the Heir of Slytherin wouldn’t care
about a Quidditch match.”

“But it’s Potter,” Pansy whispered. “And the Heir would obviously be a Slytherin supporter.”

“But why do it in front of everyone?” Lucille asked. “It wouldn’t make sense. Last time, the
Heir struck while everyone was at the feast.”

“Everyone except Potter and his friends,” Gwen pointed out.

“You don’t think Potter’s the Heir, too, do you?”

“I think the Heir might be targeting Potter.”



“But they’re the Heir of Slytherin,” Daphne pointed out with a sniff. “I’d like to think they’d
be a bit more elegant.”

Millicent shook her head. “You care too much about being elegant, Daphne. The Heir wants
to knock Potter off, they’ll do it whatever way they want.” She shrugged. “But I don’t get the
point of killing the cat.”

“Can we all just drop this?” Aurora said brittly, having been distracted from her writing by
their discussion. “It’s all anyone’s been talking about, the conversation is growing dull very
fast.”

“So you don’t have any theories?”

“Not that I’m going to discuss, no.” She looked at them sharply. “I think everyone’s entirely
too excited about the whole affair. Maybe it was just a one-off affair for Halloween. It’s been
two weeks with no further developments.”

But when they woke in the morning, it was to news that there had indeed been another attack:
Colin Creevey, the little Gryffindor. Aurora felt rather sick as she ate her breakfast. He was so
small, only a first year. Poor thing. Gwen was visibly shaken by it, too, head bent in a quiet
conversation with Robin a few places down from the others, looking rather pale.

“Serves him right,” Draco muttered. “Always jumping about after Potter.”

“He’s a kid, Draco,” Aurora said sharply, glaring at him. “It’s horrid what’s happened to
him.”

“You would say that.”

“Yes,” Aurora told him, with a hard look. She hated how he’d reacted to all of this, and she
didn’t understand it either. It wasn’t that she didn’t know some of the ideas he and most of
the purebloods she knew had been raised with. She’d been taught some of the same, but
hearing them out loud and seeing their practice... And knowing Gwen and Ted and so many
people now outside her bubble... It didn’t sit right with her. Did that make her a Blood
Traitor? To not wish people dead for their family? If it did, did she really care? “I would.”

She got up and moved deliberately to sit between Daphne and Theodore instead, leaving
Draco to glare at her with a put-out expression, and Pansy to immediately latch onto him
instead. “What’s wrong with you?” Daphne asked, staring at her.

“Nothing,” Aurora muttered, glancing at Draco, who seemed to have moved on very quickly
and was chatting happily to Pansy about his theory on the Heir. “Just wanted a change of
scenery.”

Both Daphne and Theodore gave her dubious looks, but they didn’t question her further.

Even so, she could feel a slight shift between her and Draco, like something had been
knocked off-balance. And she didn’t like it, because it shouldn’t have mattered in the first
place. Pansy seemed mad at her too, even though she had nothing to do with it, and it was



only a minor disagreement, if that at all. But she supposed a part of her was repelling them
too, on instinct. She hated that part of her, just a little, but she hated that any of this was
happening in the first place.

Gwen and Robin at least took it in their stride, as much as either of them could. The two of
them proved an excellent pair to work with in Herbology, which had never been Aurora’s
greatest subject, while in Potions, Aurora took to being Neville’s partner. The room was
considerably less hazardous when she was watching him for mistakes, and correcting them
quickly. In Transfiguration, the group of three Slytherins wound up sitting nearer to Potter
and his friends than Aurora would have liked, but she didn’t comment on it, too preoccupied
by the annoyed looks Pansy kept throwing across the room at her.

She didn’t understand why it had to matter so much. Had this been how her father had felt,
once upon a time? She didn’t like to think of it, but she couldn’t stop herself from doing so.
Had he seen the teachings of his family misalign with the world around him? Had he felt the
sting of rejection for disagreeing? Was that what had driven him to turn full Blood Traitor,
befriend the Potters? Or was that what had pulled him back into the fray a Death Eater? Was
that the way they were all headed in the end?

“You look awfully down,” Gwen murmured quietly to her, pulling Aurora from her thoughts.

“This is a mess,” she said, and though she looked at her scribble, half-formed notes, that
wasn’t all she meant and she had a feeling Gwen knew it. The words Blood Traitor rang in
her head. She snuck a glance at Draco and Pansy on the their side of the classroom, both
whispering quietly. Pansy laughed loudly and there was a pang in Aurora’s chest. Why did
one argument have to matter so much? “It’s fine,” she told Gwen, “I just need to
concentrate.”

In an effort to prove first to herself that she was absolutely in no way like her father, Aurora
threw herself vigorously into studying. She didn’t think that Animal Transfiguration and The
Transition of Life and Enchanted Animation were the reading material a Gryffindor like him
would have been most interested in, which was exactly why she plucked them from the
library shelves.

She ought to learn more this year anyway. Last year she had spent so much time focused on
the Philosopher’s Stone, a noble quest indeed, but one that she was realising was severely
flawed. To understand Alchemy she first had to understand the prime concept of
Transfigurational Magic, as well as get a better grasp of the trickier and less-taught elemental
basis of magic, concerning primarily metal but also the core of life, which ran through all
magic. That core was why witches and wizards often had a way with plants, whether magical
or non-Magical, and why most of them lived much longer lives than Muggles. So that was
why she was reading so much.

Pansy laughed at it quietly in the common room when she thought Aurora wasn’t paying
attention. I’m doing this for a reason, she wanted to say. I’m going to be great because of it,
so great no one will remember my father, not even me. He will be no part of me.

She also found, to her surprise, that she really enjoyed working with Neville. He was shy a
lot of the time, and didn’t always meet her in the eye, but she began to realise that he was like



that with most people, not just her. Professor Sprout, who had never been much a fan of
Aurora’s due to her less than cheerful attitude and poor grades in class, even warmed up to
her during the hours she and Neville spent in the greenhouses. He taught her about the best
ways to handle various plants, and occasionally rambled on about plants that had nothing to
do with what they were learning, but they clearly interested him and Aurora enjoyed having
someone speak so freely in front of her. Few of her housemates did so. In return, she taught
him about Potions and helped him get a better grasp on the theory. “You have to be cautious,”
she told him. “Every action has to be measured, and you have to be confident in what you’re
doing or you won’t be able to focus so well.”

She was pleased to find that he was making improvements, and positively beamed when he
got an A on his essay. “Snape thought I cheated, I did so well!” he cheered.

“I told you you’re better than you think,” Aurora said, also grinning; she herself had only
gotten an E, but coming from Snape she figured that meant an Outstanding. “Don’t let him
tell you different.”



The Duelling Club

The second week in December, Snape came around with a roll of parchment so the students
who were staying over the holidays could register their names. Though the Tonkses had
invited Aurora to stay, she preferred to stay at Hogwarts where she could read and be
relatively alone for a little while without anyone whispering and distracting her. In the wake
of the attack on Creevey, many people had started pointing the finger at her even more - “Her
father was a murderer, she’s a Slytherin and an old pureblood, why not?” She wanted to
scream.

It did come as a surprise to her, however, when she discovered that Draco would also be
staying for the Christmas holidays. He approached her after seeing her name on the list, and
though they hadn’t spoken properly in a while, he sat down and started a quite amicable
conversation about human Transfiguration, which she had been reading about. “Of course,”
he said, “it’s very advanced magic. But if anyone’s going to be reading about that sort of
thing, it’s you, isn’t it?”

His comment made her beam and then, quickly, he was fine again, and so was Pansy and
everyone else. Gwen sighed when Aurora moved to sit beside Draco in History again, but she
didn’t say anything - not to Aurora, anyway. The great excitement of the week came in
Thursday afternoon’s Potions lesson with Gryffindor. For the purposes of staying out Snape’s
eye, Aurora remained with Neville in the back of the classroom nearer the Gryffindors, Gwen
and Robin behind her. With Potter around, Snape was generally distracted with many more
opportunities for bullying, and Neville didn’t cause so many accidents to draw his attention
anymore.

They were working on Swelling Solutions, something which was considerably more difficult
than last year’s work, but Aurora felt she was managing. The consistency was admittedly
runnier than she would have liked, but had she been given a bit more time it could have
obtained a high mark.

But about fifteen minutes from the end, someone sent a firework soaring into Goyle’s
cauldron, causing it to explode. His Swelling Solution erupted over the classroom like a
volcano, and Aurora had to duck to avoid it. Neville wasn’t quite so lucky; his left hand
swelled to the size of a pufferfish and he went miserably to the front of the classroom so
Snape could administer the antidote. Aurora was left behind lingering in the shadowy back,
trying to scrub some of the mess from her table, when she saw Hermione Granger dart
through the chaos in and out of Snape’s supply cupboard, with ingredients stuffed very
unsubtly down her robes. She stared at her. What was Granger thinking, robbing Snape? It
was clear that Potter and Weasley were in on it too, and Aurora gave them very significant
looks. Potter went white, but they gave no further indication of what they had done, and
Aurora wouldn’t have been surprised if Granger had put a Vanishing Spell on her bag to
retrieve at a later time. She was watching them, though, from that point on.

Especially considering how Snape said he’d expel whoever set the firework off and gave
Aurora a deliberate, nasty look. She hadn’t done anything in his class this year except keep



her head down, help Neville out a little, and produce good work. But apparently that wasn’t
what he asked of his students, or at least not those named Aurora Black.

A week later, a notice was posted in the Entrance Hall, stating that Hogwarts would be
holding a Duelling Club. “The first meeting’s tonight,” Pansy said, addressing their reformed
knot of Slytherins. “Shall we?”

They all nodded eagerly, and so at eight o’clock that evening they went upstairs to the Great
Hall together. There was a pretty good turnout from across the houses - Potter and his friends
were there too, of course - and everyone was speculating on who would be teaching them.
Aurora’s bets were on Flitwick, alleged to have been a Duelling Champion when he was
younger, and so she was sorely disappointed to see Lockhart take to the golden stage at the
end of the Hall. “Granger’s going to wet herself with excitement,” Lucille murmured, and
Pansy laughed loudly. He was also accompanied by Snape, who looked most displeased by
the situation.

Lockhart waved an arm and the gossiping hall quietened. “Gather round, gather round! Can
everyone see me? Hear me? Excellent!

“Professor Dumbledore has granted me permission to start this little Duelling Club.” It was
hardly little, Aurora thought, considering most of the school seemed to have turned up.
“We’re going to train you all up in case you ever need a little extra protection to defend
yourselves, as I myself have done on many occasions - for full details, please see my
published works.”

Aurora snorted. “Like they’re not on all our booklists anyway.”

“Anything for publicity,” Lucille murmured.

“Now, let me introduce my glamorous assistant, Professor Snape.” Aurora and Gwen both
had to try very hard not to laugh. Professor Snape was the opposite of glamorous, and he was
also looking rather murderous at the thought of being referred to as assistant. “He tells me he
knows a little bit about Duelling himself and so has agreed to help me demonstrate before we
begin! Now, I don’t want any of you youngsters to worry - you’ll still have your Potions
Master when I’m through with him!”

“I hope Snape decimates him,” Millicent said with glee as the two professors turned to one
another. Lockhart bowed with a lot of unnecessary flourish, while Snape merely jerked his
head. It was more than most would get out of him. Both held their wands at their sides and
then raised them slowly in front of themselves.

“As you see, we are holding our wand in the accepted combative position. On the count of
three, we will cast our first spells. Neither of us will be aimin to kill, of course.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Snape did,” Lucille said - very, very quietly.

“One, two, three!”



“Expelliarmus!” Snape yelled, bringing his wand up. A jet of red light flew from the tip of
his wand and Lockhart was blasted into the air, crashing into the wall so that he sprawled in
the ground.

Aurora surprised herself by actually cheering Snape’s victory, though she stopped quickly.
Lockhart got to his feet rather unsteadily, like he was trying not to appear as flustered as he
really was. “Well, there you have it! That was a Disarming Charm - as you see, I have lost
my wand - oh, thank you, Miss Brown.” Lavender Brown flushed as scarlet as a Gryffindor
scarf. “Yes, it was an excellent idea to show them that, Professor Snape, but if you don’t mind
my saying, it was rather obvious what you were going to do. If I had wanted to, I could have
easily blocked your spell. However, I felt it would be instructive to let them see. But enough
demonstrating!” He was looking slightly nervous at the expression on Snape’s face. “I’m
going to come amongst you now and put you into pairs. Professor Snape, if you would like to
help me!”

Aurora moved automatically towards Daphne, who would be a good match for a duel, but
Snape called her over. She startled at the sound of her name. “Yes, you, Black. Over here, see
if you and Potter can’t finish each other off for me. Bulstrode, with Miss Granger.”

Millicent huffed, and Pansy gave her a very false apologetic look as she and Aurora moved
off towards Potter and Granger. “Evening,” Aurora said, meeting Potter’s eyes. When Snape
moved out of earshot, she moved close enough to whisper in his ear, “Nice stunt with the
fireworks. I hope the ingredients you stole were worth it; it’d be such a shame if Snape found
out and expelled you.”

When she stepped back, he was looking slightly rattled, which of course had been exactly
what she was going for. She smirked, gripping her wand. This would be very interesting. She
knew a fair few hexes and jinxes and a few curses as well, mostly from observation and
reading, but Potter was one person she wouldn’t mind taking them out on if she was given the
chance.

“Face your partners!” Lockhart called. Aurora gave Potter a hard look. “And now!” She
inclined her head the tiniest bit, never dropping her intimidating gaze. “Wands at the ready!
When I count to three, use your wands to disarm your opponent - only to disarm them - we
don’t want any accidents! One, two, three!”

Aurora was quicker than Potter. The first syllable left her before he got through the number
three. “Expelliarmus!”

In a flash of red, Potter was shoved back, his wandflying in the air, and he had to dive to
catch it. Aurora smirked, but he just as quickly got his wand as he countered her.
“Rictusempra!”

The spell hit her square in the chest and she doubled over, feeling all the breath knocked out
of her a second before the horrid feeling of being tickled all over came over her. “Bastard,”
she said between very undignified laughter, already raising her wand again. “Colloshoo!”

Her spell hit Potter’s feet. He tried moving to retaliate, but the hex worked, and his feet were
stuck firmly to the ground, causing him to wobble in place rather foolishly and topple



forwards, stuck halfway between standing and hitting the ground. “Stop!” Lockhart yelled,
for Aurora’s laughing was beginning to get rather out of control. “Stop! I said disarm only!”

“Finite incantatem!” Snape shouted, and the tickling sensation left Aurora. She got to her feet
with flaming cheeks and sent Potter her most hateful look.

A sort of greenish smoke hung over the scene. Pansy and Draco were arguing about the
propriety of their spells, and looking over, Aurora saw that Millicent had abandoned her
wand and now had Hermione Granger in a headlock. “Millie!”

Potter rushed forward and dragged Millicent off of Granger. Aurora helped reluctantly, giving
Millicent a disapproving look as she dragged her away. “Really, Millicent?”

“She’s a Know-It-All,” Millicent said with a hard face. “Knew I wasn’t going to beat her with
magic only and so did she. She got my wand so I went for her head. It worked.”

Aurora had to concede that point, no matter how undignified Millicent had appeared.

“I think I had better teach you all how to block unfriendly spells,” Lockhart said, looking
rather flustered as he looked around the aftermath of the duels. “Let’s have a volunteer pair -
Longbottom and Finch-Fletchley, how about you?”

“A terrible idea,” Snape said, eyes glittering. “Longbottom causes devastation with the
simplest spells. We’ll be sending what’s left of Finch-Fletchley home in a matchbox.” Neville
flushed pink and Aurora felt another surge of anger towards Snape. “How about another pair?
Potter and Black, perhaps.” She knew he was just dying for them to both embarrass
themselves.

She exchanged dark looks with Potter, but did as Snape instructed and took a place in the
centre of the hall. Everyone else swept away to give them space. “Black,” Snape said in her
ear, and she jumped. “When you come to duel, use the snake summoning Charm.”

“What, sir?”

“You do know the spell.”

“Yes,” she said quickly. “I’ve used it before but what good will it do in a duel?”

“It will disconcert your opponent,” he said. “Potentially bite and immobilise them. And if it
gets you too, then all the more fun for me.”

He stepped away smartly before Aurora could retort, and she clenched her jaw. Concealed by
all his insults, she knew Snape made a good point. Lockhart was doing some terrible
flourishing of his arms, and Potter clearly was not learning how to block a spell either. She
smirked at Potter, who glanced at Lockhart nervously. She wanted a good duel, and she
wanted to win it.

“Professor, could you show me that blocking thing again?”

“Not quite up to it, Potter?” she taunted, and he glared at her.



“Just do what I did, Harry!” Lockhart said, cuffing him on the shoulder. “You’ll be grand!”
He stepped away out of the crossfire and shouted, “Three, two, one, go!”

Aurora was quick to cast. “Serpensortia!”

There was an explosion from the end of her wand - she had, perhaps, overdone it a little - and
a giant black snake shot out of it, slithering towards Potter, and reared up. He went white, and
Aurora stepped forward anxiously, silently telling it not to strike. The crowd screamed,
backing away, and Aurora kept the tip of her wand tracing the snake, holding it in place.

“Don’t move, Potter,” Snape said lazily, looking like he was enjoying himself immensely.
Aurora tried to enjoy it, Potter standing there terrified, eye to eye with a very dangerous
looking snake. “I’ll get rid of it...”

“Allow me!” Lockhart stepped forward, brandishing his wand, and though he clearly made an
attempt to vanish the snake, all he accomplished was to create a large bang and aggravate it
further.

Hastily, Aurora tried to stop the snake moving, but it shot towards Justin Finch-Fletchley, her
wand still following it. She tried to pull it back even as it got ready to strike, but then Potter
ran forward and hissed. The shock of it almost made her drop her wand, and she stared at him
furiously. He was talking to the snake. Not like people normally spoke to animals, in
sweetened English, but he was hissing.

Parselmouth. Snake speaker.

The snake slumped to the floor quite innocently, lying docile. Aurora stared at it, at Potter,
and then back to the recently domesticated snake. “What did you do?” The question left her
before she could stop it, and Potter rounded on her, looking quite confused.

“What do you think you’re playing at?” Finch-Fletchley yelled. “Both of you!” He turned
and stormed from the hall. Aurora blinked as the doors slammed shut behind him.

Snape stepped forward to vanish the snake in a puff of smoke, but Aurora wasn’t done. She
turned on Potter and said in a hiss - but an English hiss - “What did you just do?”

He stared at her, caught between confused and furious. “What are you on about, Black? I
only told it-“

But whatever he had told it to do, Aurora wasn’t to find out, for Weasley and Granger had
grabbed Potter and were hauling him out of the hall. Aurora stared at Snape, then after the
three of them, and sighed. “Perhaps we ought to round it off there,” Lockhart said uneasily.
“Off to bed, chop chop!”

“What was that?” Draco whispered as they left. “What’d you conjure a snake for?”

“Snape told me to. What was Potter up to, talking to it?”

“He’s a Parselmouth,” Pansy whispered, joining them. “Obviously.”



“How? He’s not - no.” She drew in a breath. “I know the blood trees. The Potters aren’t any
relation to the Gaunts or the Slytherins. Are they?”

She was sure they weren’t, but then how could Potter be a Parselmouth? It was an inherited
skill, not a language of words that could be learned as Latin or French were, but one of magic
and understanding only fostered through blood and power. It was generally taken as a sign of
a dark wizard, but Aurora didn’t think that was necessarily true - it was just that a lot of dark
wizards had been Slytherins and they got a reputation for friendship with the snakes. Even so,
she’d wanted to be a Parselmouth when she was young, determined to add it to her repertoire
of languages. She’d never managed, mainly because there weren’t any Parselmouths left in
Britain to learn from. So how could Potter speak it? People would know if the Potters were
Parselmouths, and she didn’t know what family Potter’s mother was from but she had a
feeling she was a Muggle-born, so it was highly unlikely there was a Slytherin relation on
that side.

So how could Potter be a Parselmouth? The question haunted her all night, keeping her up.
She ducked out of History early, knowing that Binn wouldn’t realise, and she wanted to get a
book about Parseltongue from the library before anyone else could swipe one up. The library
was only just along the corridor from the classroom, so it would take her two minutes to run
back. She’d identified a couple of potentially useful books while hiding from Pince before
she stumbled upon Potter hiding, too. Their eyes met and she stared at him, quite flustered.

His eyes fell on the books she was carrying, specifically the top one. The Language of
Deceit: Dark Wizards and Snakes. “You don’t-“

She shushed him, seeing Madam Pince pass them, and ducked down so she could be
concealed behind Potter. “Be quiet, Potter. How are you out of class?”

“It’s a blizzard,” he said. She huffed. “Why are you?”

“None of your business.” Madam Pince moved off. Potter was glaring at her, seemingly
annoyed that she hadn’t told him the truth. She didn’t know what he had expected. “See you,
Potter. Hope I didn’t scare you too much.”

She hurried back to class and stuffed the three books she’d found in her bag. She hadn’t
checked them out, but she was a fast reader, and good at identifying what was useful and
what wasn’t, so would be able to return them by the evening. She’d barely been back five
minutes, however, when there was an awful lot of commotion from the corridor outside.

“It’s Justin Finch-Fletchley!” a girl shouted, running into their class, quite white. Binns
continued his droning lecture, but everyone else sat bolt upright, turning to stare at her. “And
Nearly Headless Nick! They’ve been Petrified! Just now! Just outside.”

Aurora tried not to swear.

Over the next few days before the end of term, she could tell people were talking about her.
She wasn’t entirely unused to this, but it didn’t make it any better. First years scurried out her
path, and the Hufflepuffs all gave her wary looks. She’d never been friends with any of them,
but it didn’t mean she didn’t care about the way everyone reacted to her presence. What was



worse was that, despite getting the same treatment as she was, Potter, seemed awfully
suspicious of her, shooting glares across classrooms and whispering to his friends. It really
was incredibly frustrating.

“That’s a Gryffindor and a Hufflepuff down now,” Pansy said over their Astronomy
homework. “Ravenclaw must be next.”

“Don’t say that,” Aurora muttered.

“Well, it’s not going to be a Slytherin, is it?”

Gwen glanced up, if only for a moment, and then looked worriedly back down at her Potions
essay. Aurora bit her lip. “I’d hope not, but I’d hope it isn’t anyone.”

“Me too,” Daphne said. “It’s horrid business. I can’t believe Dumbledore isn’t doing more to
stop it. He’s meant to be the greatest wizard alive, and yet he can’t stop a student Petrifying
others?”

“I doubt he knows who the Heir is,” Pansy said.

“Oh, but he must.” Lucille was frowning at them. “It was opened fifty years ago, remember?
Whoever did it was expelled, and Dumbledore was already a Professor here, so he must
know.”

They all stared at her, agape. “You didn’t think to mention this earlier!” Millicent yelped.

“Well, it seemed obvious!”

“There must be school records,” Aurora said quickly. “Students who have been expelled, or
even just those who have attended. That must give some indication, and it would make sense
that whoever the Heir was last time, their child - or maybe grandchild - would be the Heir
now!”

“That could be anyone, though,” Pansy pointed out. “My grandfather was at Hogwarts fifty
years ago, but he certainly was not the Heir.”

“I suppose,” Daphne said, pursing her lips. “I just don’t understand how Dumbledore isn’t
doing anything. None of the professors are, not really! I don’t think they’d do something
unless someone died at this rate.”

Gwen shuddered visibly, and closed her textbook loudly. “Don’t talk about people dying,
please.”

“It’s realism,” Millicent said. She chewed the end of a sugar quill. “Do you think
Dumbledore knows where the chamber of secrets is?”

“I doubt it,” Lucille said. “Otherwise they would have stopped it from being opened. I’m not
entirely certain Dumbledore knows anything. If he does, he’s being very unhelpful.”



“Even so,” Aurora said quietly, “it worries me how quickly this has all progressed. There was
only about a fortnight between the first two, and then five weeks between second and third -
but those were two separate victims.” She furrowed her brow. “You have to wonder what
might happen next term.”

“You’ll be safe over the holidays, won’t you?” Millicent said to her, looking worried.

“Of course she will,” Pansy said dismissively. “No ones going to hurt Aurora.” She glanced
at her. “And besides, Draco’s staying.”

Daphne laughed. “I don’t really think Draco’s up to much defending.”

“I’ll be the one defending him,” Aurora said. “He’s bound to start a fight with Potter at some
point.”

“As if you won’t,” Gwen said knowingly.

“I’m keeping my dignity,” she said, pursing her lips as the other girls laughed. “Now, all of
you, we've barely anything left of the term. How about some gobstones?”



Christmas Conspiracy

As had been the case last year, Hogwarts was a lot more peaceful over the Christmas
holidays, when most of the students were at home. Potter and his friends were there, but at
least this year Aurora didn’t have to sit alone at mealtimes - Draco was staying, and it seemed
he had persuaded Crabbe and Goyle to stay, too. She didn’t stick with them very much during
the day, preferring the company of the library books. Granger seemed to have taken the same
approach, reading there on her own when the boys were off in the grounds. Once or twice the
two girls caught each others’ eyes, but neither made an effort to talk.

Aurora had stumbled across the Astrology section, something which she had never had much
of an interest in, but she found it was fascinating in its own way. She didn’t quite understand
how the stars affected the path of witches and wizards, and she thought the book she was
reading could benefit from a more solid theoretical explanation of this, but that didn’t stop it
from being interesting. Centaurs, like the ones who lived in the Forbidden Forest, had a
strong understanding of stellar and planetary movements, but they didn’t like to share their
knowledge with humans, who they thought would never understand it. She personally
thought that the centaurs’ attitude was a large part of why humans didn’t understand, not that
she would ever dare say that to a centaur’s face.

On Christmas Day, Aurora woke to a stack of presents at the foot of her bed. Gwendolyn had
sent her a collection of books by the Charles Dickens she kept mentioning, Pansy had sent a
pink silk nightgown which was not quite Aurora’s style but still gorgeous, Daphne had sent
her a lovely pair of emerald earrings, Lucille a hamper of biscuits, Millicent a large box of
Honeydukes chocolates, and Draco gave her a book about the Slytherin Quidditch Team
throughout the last two centuries. The Tonkses had also sent her gifts: Dora a box of wet-start
fireworks that Aurora was not going to use anywhere near Snape, along with a Zonko’s hair
colour changer, and from Andromeda and Ted a soft grey tartan scarf and a set of cornflower
blue robes. It was more than she’d truly expected, and the fact that Dora had remembered her
mention of wanting to dye her hair in the Summer, and that Andromeda and Ted had
remembered her favourite colour... It was touching.

“Thanks for your present,” Aurora told Draco quietly when they reunited at Christmas lunch.

“Mother said a book wasn’t appropriate, but I thought you’d like it more than perfume, and I
imagined Pansy or Daphne would have gotten you something like that.” Draco shrugged with
a small smile. “I’m glad you like it.”

The day was cheerful enough, though Draco and the boys did insist on a snowball fight when
she said she was going to the library. “Stop being such a swot,” Draco told her, tugging her
outside.

“I’m on a team with Goyle, though,” she said quickly - he had better aim than Crabbe.

“You’re on,” Draco said, and the four of them went quickly to rolling up the snowballs and
launching them at each other across the grounds.



By the time it got to the evening feast, Aurora was starving from all the running around,
though clearly not as hungry as Crabbe and Goyle, who stayed far longer than she and Draco
did. It felt like they’d been waiting for ages in the common room, and though Aurora was
quite content curled up reading before the fireplace, Draco was getting agitated.

“Where are those two?” Draco asked haughtily. “Probably still pigging out in the Great Hall.”

“Probably,” Aurora agreed, flicking through the Christmas Carol book Gwen had given her.
“They’ll be down soon enough.”

“Hmph.” Draco scowled. “What is that you’re reading anyway?”

“Some Muggle book. Gwendolyn gave me it.”

“Let me see here,” Draco said, grinning as he learnt over towards her. “What sort of rubbish
does it say?”

“It’s quite decent, actually,” Aurora told him, holding the book defensively. “There are
ghosts, and they’re very realistic. I think Charles Dickens might have been a wizard, or at
least a Squib, and his prose is excellent.”

“Well,” Draco muttered, sitting back down. “I expect it still has nothing on our literature.
What language is it in?”

“English, of course.”

Draco sniffed. “Of course.” Aurora rolled her eyes and continued reading. Let him judge this
book if he wanted; she was rather enjoying it, and it had been a thoughtful gift from her
friend. “Come on,” he said after a few minutes, “we’re going to find Crabbe and Goyle.”

“We?”

“Oh, come on, Aurora! You can’t spend Christmas reading!”

She huffed, but set the book down. “Fine. I’ll come with you to find the boys. But I fully
intend on reading when I get back.”

Draco rolled his eyes. “You’re turning into a right swot, you know,” he told her as they made
their way out of the dungeons. “You might as well be Granger.”

“Urgh.” Aurora pulled a face at him. “Don’t say that. I’m disgusted.”

He laughed, and they hurried upstairs together, striding forward. “There they are,” Draco said
as they arrived near Moaning Myrtle’s bathroom. “Who are they with? A Weasley?”

“Percy,” Aurora supplied. “The one who’s a Prefect.”

“Oh.” Draco wrinkled his nose. “I know him.” He raised his voice. “Crabbe! Goyle! Where
have you two been? Pigging out in the Great Hall all this time!”



Crabbe and Goyle looked rather like they’d been caught out; Crabbe, Aurora noticed, was
wearing a pair of round glasses that she had never seen him wear before. “Oh, uh.”

“Oh, come on, we’ve got something really funny to show you.”

“We have?” Aurora asked, and Draco nodded sharply, before turning his eyes onto the Prefect
Weasley.

“And what’re you doing down here, Weasley?” Aurora rolled her eyes. Draco didn’t seem to
give it a rest even on Christmas.

“I am a Prefect,” Prefect Weasley said stiffly. “I may go where I like. You, however...”

“Come on, Draco,” Aurora said, tugging his sleeve. “Let’s go back to the common room.
Crabbe, Goyle?”

Draco sniffed. “Crabbe, are you wearing glasses?”

“Oh.” Crabbe’s eyes widened and he pulled them off too quickly. It was suspicious. “Uh,
reading.”

“Reading?” Aurora asked dubiously. Those looked an awful lot like Potter’s glasses, come to
think of it.

Draco frowned. “I didn’t know you could read.”

“Back to your common rooms, the four of you,” Prefect Weasley told them sharply, before
Draco could notice the unfamiliar guilty look on Crabbe’s face.

“Come on,” Aurora said, tugging him along, and the boys followed. With a look over her
shoulder, she realised how stiff the pair of them looked, like they were trying to figure out
how their limbs moved. They were walking like they were acting. It was very strange.

“That Peter Weasley,” Draco started.

“Percy,” Goyle corrected. Aurora frowned at him; he barely even knew Gwendolyn’s name.
Crabbe stepped unsubtly on his foot.

“Yes, whatever his name is. I’ve noticed him sneaking around an awful lot recently, and I
know exactly what he’s up to. I bet he thinks he’s going to find the Heir of Slytherin single-
handed.” He gave a short laugh and Aurora shook her head, grinning.

“Oh, I don’t know, at least he’s doing something.”

Draco snorted. “Yes, very uneffectively. He isn’t going to find them, is he? What’s the new
password again?”

“Pureblood,” Aurora said dully. She didn’t like this one, and Gwendolyn had started a
petition to Snape which had so far gained only five signatures.



“Oh, yeah,” Draco said, grinning as the wall swung open and the swept inside. “I’ll go and
fetch it now, you’ll like this. Father’s just sent it to me.”

Aurora sat down as Draco hurried off into the boys’ dormitories. Crabbe and Goyle were
both acting very odd, as though they were uncomfortable in their high backed chairs. They
kept looking at each significantly, and then back at Aurora. “What?” she asked brittly,
catching them at it. “Have I got something on my face?”

“No,” Crabbe said quickly.

“Well then why are you looking at me like that?”

“No - nothing,” Crabbe said. She narrowed her eyes at him. Something was strange here, but
she didn’t have the time to mention it, as Draco was hurrying back to them, smirking.

He thrust what looked like a newspaper clipping under Crabbe’s nose and went back to sit by
Aurora on the sofa, propping his legs up on her knees. “Get off,” she muttered fondly,
shoving him away with a smile.

“You’re killing me, Aurora,” he teased with a grin, and she aimed a light kick for his shin.
“Ow!”

“That’s what you get,” she said breezily, grinning. She nodded to Crabbe and Goyle. “What’s
that?”

“From the Daily Prophet; Father sent it. Arthur Weasley’s been fined fifty galleons for that
flying car of his.”

“Did they ever find the car?” Aurora asked, and Draco shook his head.
“No. Suspect it’s gone mad and started terrorising first years.”

Aurora grinned at the thought of Flora or Hestia Carrow coming face to face with a feral car,
but Crabbe and Goyle remained unamused.
“What?” Draco asked them both sharply, upon realising neither had laughed. “Isn’t it funny?”

“Ha-ha,” Crabbe said, very unconvincing. Aurora knew him. She knew he would find it a lot
funnier than that.

“That Arthur Weasley loves his Muggles doesn’t he? Perhaps he should snap his wand and
join them.” She kept quiet, and turned to her book instead, though she still kept an eye on
Crabbe and Goyle.

He spoke over her. “I’m surprised the Daily Prophet hadn’t reported all of these attacks yet. I
bet Dumbledore’s trying to hush it all up. Father always said Dumbledore was the worst thing
to happen to this school. And what’s wrong with you two?”

“Stomach ache,” Goyle said, grunting. He looked perfectly fine for someone with a stomach
ache.



Draco scoffed. “Eaten too much at the feast again, I imagine. I expect Dumbledore’s be
getting the sack soon, don’t you, Aurora?”

“If this keeps up,” she said mildly, “then I suppose they must, though I can’t think who they
would replace him with.” After all, who could do a better job than Dumbledore? He’d been
Headmaster so long it was unimaginable that someone else could take over. “McGonagall,
perhaps.”

“Oh, I think she loves the Muggle borns even more than he does! Have you seen the way she
congratulated Granger in class, and she never does the same for us.”

“I do have to wonder how Granger did so much better than I did in that Transfiguration exam.
We’re equal at best.”

“Exactly! It’s most unjust. I don’t see why she loves them so much, or any of her precious
Gryffindors.” He scoffed. “Saint Potter.”

“Twenty points for breathing, Potter,” Aurora said in an imitation of McGonagall. “Another
ten for showing up, Granger! Fifty just because you’re ginger, Weasley!” Draco laughed
loudly. Crabbe and Goyle, she noticed, did not. Her laughter died away as she glanced
between the pair of them, a nervous feeling in her stomach.

Draco didn’t seem to have noticed anything amiss, but both boys had clenched their fists, and
though their faces were on the surface smooth, there was some concealed anger there. What
did Crabbe and Goyle have to be angry about?

“Ah, Saint Potter, always running about with that Granger girl. And people think he’s
Slytherin’s Heir!” Aurora laughed forcedly. She caught Crabbe and Goyle staring at her and
looked away immediately, feeling a great sense of unease. Something was definitely wrong
here. “I wish I knew who it was,” Draco said. “Then I could help him.”

“You must have some idea of who’s behind it,” Crabbe said, leaning forward eagerly, and
Aurora stared at him. He knew as much as anyone - which was, to say, nothing.

“I’ve told you already, Goyle, I’ve no idea,” Draco snapped.

Goyle turned to Aurora, who looked at him assessingly. “Well, I don’t know what you expect
me to say, Gregory. I’ve already told you everything, haven’t I?”

Crabbe looked pleased by this tidbit. Aurora looked at him assessingly. “I forgot,” Goyle said
stupidly after a moment.

Aurora raised her eyebrows. This didn’t seem like Crabbe and Goyle. They both knew better
than to ask her to repeat herself, and rarely spoke to her so much anyway. “And why should I
tell you again? Perhaps you’ll forget to keep it secret.”

Draco was looking between them like he was trying to draw a line and failing to make the
connection. “I just find it incredibly frustrating,” he said, breaking between them. “Father
won’t tell me anything about the last time the chamber was opened. Of course, fifty years



was before his time, but he knows all about it and you’d think he’d at least tell me. Hasn’t
that Andromeda you live with said anything?”

“Your Aunt Andromeda,” Aurora said deliberately, much to Draco’s displeasure, “either
doesn’t know or she wouldn’t tell me anyway. I haven’t mentioned it, you know that.”

“Of course not.” Draco scoffed. “Because her husband’s a-“

“Very nice man,” Aurora said tightly, looking at Draco intently.

Crabbe and Goyle looked thoroughly confused.

“But all I know is, last time, someone died. As for me, I’d like it to be Granger!”

“Draco!” Aurora said sharply. A couple of the older students looked over at her. “Now, really,
she’s hardly the worst of the lot.” Crabbe and Goyle looked far too interested in this
conversation.

“You only say that because you’re a swot yourself.”

“Well, personally, I’d rather no one died, don’t you?” She gave him a very hard look, and
Draco sighed.

“Well, yes, of course, but if it had to be anyone-“

“No wonder your father never tells you anything,” Aurora said, and Draco glared at her.
“You’d go tearing off trying to find the Heir yourself if you knew who it was.”

“Like you did with that Philosopher’s Stone.”

“That was an entirely different situation, Draco, so don’t try and compare it,” she told him
crisply.

“Hang on,” Goyle said slowly. “What about the Heir?”

Both of them stared at him. It wasn’t very much like Goyle to steer the conversation,
especially when Draco and Aurora were arguing with each other. Usually no one dared to try
and get in the middle of that. “What about him, Goyle?” Draco asked sharply.

“Well, the person who opened it last time, were they caught?”

Aurora scoffed. “Obviously, Goyle.”

“They were expelled,” Draco added. “Father told me. They’re probably still rotting in
Azkaban.”

Aurora felt heat rush to her cheeks at the mention of it.

“Azkaban?” Goyle asked, sounding confused.



“Yes, Azkaban. The wizard prison?” Goyle didn’t seem to catch on at all, not that Aurora
wanted him to. “Where Aurora’s Dad-“

“Draco!” She slapped him on the arm for that one. “Shut. Up.”

“Sorry, Aurora,” he muttered, and he did look somewhat abashed. “But Goyle needs all the
clues he can get. If he were any slower, you’d be going backwards.” He shifted in his chair.
“Father told me to keep my nose down.”

“As you should.”

“Let the Heir of Slytherin get on with it. He says this school needs ridding of all the
Mudbloods. I’m not to get mixed up in it. He has enough on his plate what with the Ministry;
you know they raided our Manor last week?” Goyle didn’t look very concerned, though it
seemed he was trying to appear as such.

“Yeah. They didn’t find anything of course. Father’s got some very valuable Dark Arts stuff,
some even more than what Aurora has. But luckily we’ve got that secret chamber under the
drawing room floor-“

“Oho!” Crabbe said suddenly.

Aurora stared at him, as did Draco and Goyle. Crabbe blushed, and as she looked at him,
Aurora could have sworn his hair took on a reddish tinge. No. There weren’t any
Metamorphmagi in the school; Dora had said they were very rare and well documented. But
his nose was lengthening too, and while Draco had looked away disinterestedly, Aurora
found herself staring as both boys’ face changed and melted into ones of horror. Those gits.

They jumped to their feet. “Medicine for my stomach,” grunted Crabbe.

Both of them sprinted the length of the common room, practically hurling themselves into the
corridor. Aurora stood up. “I’m going after them,” she said quickly. The pricks. She couldn’t
believe this! “There’s no way they’ll find the Hospital Wing on their own.”

She hurried out after them, sprinting up the stone dungeon passage and up the stairs into the
entrance hall. Both of them were shrinking, Goyle’s hair thickening and turning a darker
shade, Crabbe’s bursting into distinctive Weasley ginger. Aurora was glad she was a fast
runner; she grabbed them both just as they were about to run up the stairs, and she hauled
them back into a small alcove, glaring furiously. Having realised who was holding them, both
boys - Potter and Weasley - went very pale.

“Oh,” Weasley said, trying to be innocently cheerful. His acting wasn’t very good. “Black.
Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Christmas? Merry Christmas? You gits, what have you done to Vincent and Greg?”

“N-nothing!”

“Don’t lie! I basically saw you transform back!”



“We didn’t do anything!”

Aurora stamped down on Potter’s foot and he yelped. “Ouch! What’d you do that-“

“What were you doing there? Tell me, hm? Spying on us? Getting information out of Draco?
Out of me?” She narrowed her eyes. “You’re not as good at acting as you think you are, you
know. I can see right through you. Saint Potter indeed. Impersonation is against the school
rules, and seeing as neither of you are Metamorphmagi, you’ve definitely gone against the
rules to do this.” She took out her wand and pointed it at Potter. “You are to tell no one what
Draco just told you. Understand?”

“And what did he tell us?” Weasley asked, voice strained. “We know one of you must be
behind the attacks!”

“So that’s what this is about, is it?” She looked between them in disgust. “And you targeted
me, naturally? Didn’t you?” She sneered. “You’re pathetic, both of you. There’s more chance
of Potter being the Heir than there is of me. He’s the Parselmouth here.”

Potter paled. “That’s not - I didn’t!”

“I don’t care, Potter.” She let them both go. “I saved your hides last year, I’m not going to do
it again. But I swear, if either of you repeat what just happened, anything about me or Draco,
or our families... I’ll make sure you’re properly punished for breaking the rules this time,
even if I have to do it myself.”

Both boys were pale but relieved as they ran off up the stairs and out of sight. Aurora swore
to herself that if she got even the faintest inkling that they’d blabbed, she’d tell Snape and
Dumbledore immediately. Flying a car to school was one thing, but this would tip them over
the edge into expulsion. And they deserved it, she told herself as she went bitterly back to the
common room. For being stupid, interfering, slimy gits.

“What was that about?” Draco asked as she went back over to him, taking her book.

“Don’t know. I lost them, but I’m sure they’ll show up again at some point. I’m tired now
though, I’ll turn in early.”

“Aurora, really?”

“I’ll see you in the morning,” she said firmly, and went to bed wondering who was really
behind these attacks, if even Potter had no clue. She wanted to know what they’d done, too,
to turn into Crabbe and Goyle. Human transfiguration was highly advanced. Even the thought
of Granger managing it stretched the imagination; Potter and Weasley had no chance. Still
she had to wonder.

The idea of it, too, was rather horrid. To take on someone else’s identity, most likely without
their knowledge, really didn’t sit right with her. But wasn’t that what Dora did, as a
Metamorphmagus? No, she reasoned. Dora just changed her appearance, she didn’t pretend
to be anyone or try to manipulate their friends. She rolled over in bed, thinking. The more she
thought about it, the more it bothered her. They couldn’t get away with it. Even if she’d made



a deal with them, she was determined that she would get some form of revenge upon them.
She hadn’t the faintest idea how - she didn’t intend to do the same, that was for certain - but
that could be a matter for another day. Today, she was happy to sleep and have a long lie in
tomorrow - it was the Christmas holidays, after all.

Granger wasn’t in the library on Boxing Day, nor was she at any of the meals. The next two
days were the same, and Aurora came to the conclusion that she must be in the Hospital
Wing. That made it a possibility that she was ill as a result of whatever means Potter and
Weasley had used to transform themselves into Crabbe and Goyle - who had returned to the
common room that night very bewildered, according to Draco, and without memory of
anything that had happened after the feast that night. So the day before New Year’s Eve,
Aurora decided to feign a little stomach ache and go to Madam Pomfrey; she was already
having cramps, and so convincing the nurse that she just needed a bit of pain reductor potion
was enough to allow her to be let in and have a subtle nose around while Pomfrey fetched a
potion.

There were curtains drawn around all the beds. Three of them she thought must be for the
Petrified victims. She did not want to stumble in on them by accident, and wondered where to
look. Then Granger coughed, loudly and throatily, like coughing up a hairball. She hid a
smile and walked quietly to that bed, before hazarding a peek through a small gap in the
curtains.

Hermione Granger... Looked like a cat. Aurora tried not to giggle as she withdrew quickly,
before Granger could see her. A cat! How had she turned herself into a cat? It would be quite
rare for Granger to be the one to mess up rather than Potter or Weasley, as she consistently
got higher marks in Transfiguration - and everything else - than they did. Whatever method
they used couldn’t have been down to skill alone then, there had to have been a variable risk
factor, something she wouldn’t have picked up on. Something very, very minor that the boys
got right and she didn’t.

Aurora couldn’t think further, as Madam Pomfrey handed her a small bottle of rather bland
tasting potion to drink. She screwed her nose up as she did so; despite being liquid it felt
rather dry and had a horrid textur which seemed terrible enough to even give it a nasty
flavour. “Yes, yes, I know, Miss Black,” Pomfrey said. “Have a glass of water to chase it
down with. I trust you can make it to the Slytherin Common Room alright?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, taking a sip. “I usually get over cramps quickly enough once I’ve had a
potion, but they can be awful at times. I’m sure I’ll be alright now - thank you awfully.”

“And you’re well-stocked for sanitation?”

Aurora blushed bright red. “Yep, I am! Thanks again, Madam Pomfrey!” She scurried out of
the Hospital Wing, desperate to avoid a conversation of that nature going any further than it
needed to for her aims.

“Where’ve you been?” Draco asked when she returned.

“Hospital Wing. Sore stomach.” She considered telling Draco about Granger’s condition but
decided against it; she wasn’t quite that cruel.



“Did you get a look at Granger?”

“Pomfrey’s put curtains around her bed. I’m sure she’s come out something awful.”

“I’d hoped she’d have been Petrified.”

She glared at him. “That isn’t funny, Draco. But I need your help anyway.”

“Really?”

“Shut up, alright. D’you any spells for human Transfiguration that could feasibly go wrong
by minor error and cause someone to turn into a cat?”

He stared at her. “What... exactly are you trying to do?”

“Nothing! Nothing, I’m just... Curious. Something I read in a book, about someone who -
turned into a cat, but they didn’t mean to, but it didn’t say what they’d done to try and
Transfigure themselves, the book was quite horrible written it didn’t explain much of
anything, it was rather reminiscent of Lockhart, but anyway.” She took a breath. “What do
you think?”

Draco shrugged. “I don’t know. What were they trying to Transfigure themselves into in the
first place?”

“Another person?”

“Another person? Well, that’s really hard, isn’t it? It’s one thing to change yourself, like your
hair or eyes, but another to change yourself into a whole person.” He sat back. “That’s the
sort of complicated thing you’d need a potion for.”

Her eyes widened. When they had broken into Snape’s supply cupboard all those weeks ago -
that was why, that was what they were stealing the ingredients for! A potion to turn them into
someone else, that had somehow gone wrong and turned Granger into a cat. “Draco, I might
never admit it again, but you’re so clever.”

He preened. “Thank you, Au- where are you going?”

“Library,” she said quickly, already heading out of the common room.

They wanted a potion to get information out of her, and inhabit Crabbe and Goyle? Fine. She
wouldn’t tell. But she, for all Snape hated to admit it, was a very good brewer. Better than
Granger. She could make a potion too, one just slightly poisonous enough to give someone a
bad stomach or headache. And she wouldn’t mess up. At least if she did, she wouldn’t be the
one turning into a cat.



Valentines

When the rest of the students returned to school, the news of Granger’s transformation spread
very quickly. Madam Pomfrey wasn’t letting anyone near enough to see her, leading to
rumours that she had been the latest victim of the Heir of Slytherin. Now almost everyone
seemed to be avoiding Aurora outside of the Slytherin common room - and even then she
could tell there was a divide between those who believed she was the Heir and wanted to
stick on her side, those who believed it and wanted to distance themselves from the reaches
of her reputation, and those who didn’t believe it at all. She was glad Gwen seemed to fall
into the last category, as did Robin Oliphant. “You’ve always got your nose in a book,” he
told her a couple of days into term, when she was sat with him and Gwen. “I just don’t think
you’d find the time.”

“Good to know you have such high faith in my morals,” she said clippedly.

“That as well,” he said. “What are you reading all the time anyway?”

“De-enchanting Dark Objects,” she said, showing the book’s spine. “There’s a couple of
things came into my possession from my family. Lovely jewellery, but I don’t want to get
cursed.”

“Your family curses jewellery?”

“Cursed,” she corrected, and he winced. “Don’t look like that.”

“Like what?”

“Apologetic,” Gwen supplied. “She hates it.”

“But - why would they curse jewellery?”

She shrugged. “Why would they curse anything? I’m hoping they haven’t cursed the
jewellery - I’ve touched it and nothing’s happened so I can’t see that wearing it would make a
difference - but there are definitely enchantments. And the jewellery’s really nice, so I want
to be able to wear it.”

“Even if it’s cursed?” Robin asked, seeming perplexed.

“I’m going to undo the curse first, genius,” Aurora snapped. Gwen snickered.

But there was one thing that she was researching which she did not want to tell anyone else
about. She read up on mild poisons covered in relatively inconspicuous Potions textbooks.
Things to cause mild headaches, stomach aches, and general inconveniences that would leave
a victim feeling like crap but otherwise would not do any lasting harm. These poisons also
would not raise very much suspicion. Aurora did not need to be accused of anything else,
thank you very much.



There was one poison she decided upon. Well, two, technically, but from research she was
fairly certain they could blend together. A Dizziness Draught blended with a Fatigue Potion -
it would induce light-headedness, fatigue, and a headache for around a day or so before
wearing off. She did consider a laxative potion, but there was no telling how fast-acting it
might be and it was also a rather disgusting idea, so she settled on dizziness and fatigue. They
also weren’t technically classed as poisons, which meant she was less likely to get caught out
or into trouble. Both were easy enough to brew - the trick would be to get it into Potter and
Weasley’s food or drink without anyone noticing.

“Kreacher!” she called in her empty room one night in January.

There was a loud crack and her house elf appeared, rather dirty and wearing the same
tablecloth she always remembered him wearing. She wrinkled her nose as he bent into a low
bow, long nose scraping the floor. “Mistress has called for Kreacher,” he muttered. “Mistress
does not call Kreacher often - no, no Kreacher has remained at home, as old Mistress told
him...”

“Stand up please, Kreacher,” Aurora said awkwardly, and was a little surprised by how
quickly he did so. But she supposed she was his mistress now, wasn’t she. “Kreacher, do you
know where the Hogwarts kitchens are?”

Kreacher nodded. “Kreacher knows... oh yes, many house elves are there... those not loyal to
a family, pledged to their Dumbledore, Mistress never liked Dumbledore, lover of blood
traitors and half-breeds and-“

“That’s quite enough, Kreacher,” Aurora said tightly. “Tell me how to get into the kitchen.”

“Kreacher Apparated.”

She sighed. “Tell me how I could get into the kitchen, Kreacher.”

She could have sworn he was smirking, his old face twisted by the action. “There is a
portrait, down the stairs on the West end of the castle... A fruit bowl. Mistress must tickle the
pear.”

“Tickle the pear. That’s it?” Kreacher nodded. That was one thing down, but she still didn’t
want the house elves to know she was there - just in case anybody did ask. “Kreacher, you
will not tell anyone any of the details discussed in this conversation.”

“Kreacher understands, Mistress,” he said in a slight snarl. “Kreacher keeps his family’s
secrets.”

“Kreacher, how would I be able to determine who each plate would reach?”

“There is little way to know, Mistress,” Kreacher said. “If Kreacher knew, Kreacher would go
amongst the kitchens and spit in the food of-“

“Kreacher,” she said, and he broke off abruptly. “Don’t spit in anybody’s food. That’s
disgusting.”



“Of course, Mistress,” he muttered, bowing again. Aurora shifted awkwardly. Kreacher was
definitely weirder now than he had been when she was young. “Kreacher will obey
Mistress.”

There might not be any way to ensure the potions got to Potter and Weasley at a meal time.
But that wasn’t the only time they drank. “Kreacher, I would like you to follow Harry Potter
and Ron Weasley.”

His eyes snapped up and widened. “The blood traitor brat? The boy who defeated the Dark
Lord?”

She nodded. “You are not to be seen by anyone. You are not to inform anyone that you are
doing this. You will tell me what they drink and eat regularly outside of meal times, and you
will tell me when and how I might access this food and drink. Understand?”

Kreacher stared at her. “What is Mistress planning, Kreacher wonders?”

“Kreacher will not tell anyone what Mistress has asked of him.”

Kreacher nodded and sank into a bow again. “Yes Mistress, young Mistress. Kreacher will
follow the blood traitor brats.”

“Thank you, Kreacher,” she said. “And please have a bath.”

He looked at her, down at himself, then back at her. “Yes, Mistress,” he muttered reluctantly.
“Old Mistress never told Kreacher to bathe, Kreacher kept everything clean, kept that Black
house clean but now it is filthy, filthy like the blood traitor’s blood.”

Aurora swallowed. “Go, Kreacher.”

With another crack, he vanished, and just in time, as Gwen opened the door and frowned.
“Who were you talking to?”

“Oh, just myself,” Aurora said cheerfully. Gwen narrowed her eyes. “Actually, it was the
monstrous beast I keep in a secret chamber beneath the school. He’s been feeling a bit
lonely.”

“That isn’t actually funny,” Gwen said seriously. “The Heir’s still on the loose.”

“I know, I know,” Aurora muttered, waving a dismissive hand. “Don’t worry about it, I’m not
stupid enough to say something like that in front of other people,” Aurora told her with a
grin, though Gwen didn’t look like she was abated by this. “I know you believe me.”

“You still shouldn’t joke about it.” Gwen sighed, sitting down on her bed. Stella, who had
been dozing contentedly during the conversation with Kreacher, now leapt to her feet and ran
over to Gwen, almost begging for scratches. Aurora rolled her eyes fondly. “Really, though,
who were you talking to?”

“Just myself,” she lied with a shrug. “I’m trying to figure out this ring. It’s like there’s
something stuck in the stone, I just don’t know what.”



The smoke was still swirling in the ring as Aurora pointed to the jewellery box. Gwen
wrinkled her nose. “Well, I don’t know much about smoky rings. I just think it looks cool.”

“It’s definitely got some sort of enchantment,” Aurora said. “Can’t you hear it whispering?”

Thy both went silent. Gwen frowned and held the ring to her ear. “No,” she said, after a long
moment, and held it out to Aurora. She took it - it was definitely whispering.

“Can’t you?”

Gwen shook her head. “It’s a family ring, right? Maybe it only talks to family members.”

“Maybe,” Aurora said, running her thumb over the cold silver engravings on the ring band.
“That might be it.”

It was definitely whispering, though. She couldn’t make out any of the words, but they were
there, spoken in quiet and hallowed reverence under the dark reflections of the stone. It only
made her more curious.

Kreacher returned to give Aurora his report at the beginning of February, shortly after
Granger returned to classes. “The Potter boy drinks at meals, Mistress,” he told her. “His
friend, Weasley, the blood traitor’s son eats a lot.”

“What do they eat?”

“Chocolate frogs, Mistress... Weasley boy collects the cards.”

A thought struck Aurora. Valentine’s Day was just under a fortnight away. She grinned.
“Thank you, Kreacher. You may return to Grimmauld Place. And remember, do not tell
anyone about this.”

Kreacher scraped into a low bow. “Mistress,” he said, and then Disapparated with a loud
crack. Aurora sat back on her bed, beaming. She still had a small stack of unopened chocolate
frogs, and the two potions she had thought of both could, in theory, be applied to solid foods.
All she had to do was brew the potions, perhaps add some non-influential dyes - that was to
say, dyes that wouldn’t change the effects of the potion itself - lace the chocolate frogs with
said potions, and do a good enough job of covering up her tampering that Potter would accept
it as an anonymous Valentine’s Day gift. She grinned as Gwen entered, immediately
suspicious.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Aurora said, quite cheerfully. “I’ve just had a breakthrough on my Potions essay
is all.”

Gwen raised her eyebrows. “You aren’t going to tell me, are you?”

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “In time.”



The night before Valentine’s Day, Aurora snuck out to give a small box of five chocolate
frogs to one of the school owls to take to Potter’s dormitory in the morning. No one saw her,
she was sure, and so a school owl delivery couldn’t possibly be traced back to her.

She slept soundly through the night, and woke excited about what she was sure was going to
be a success.

When she went down to the Great Hall for breakfast in the morning, she was shocked by
the... Pinkness of it all. Pink flowers on the walls, pink confetti falling from the ceiling, it
even looked like the food had been dyed pink. “What happened in here?” she asked Draco,
who looked quite appalled.

Pansy giggled, exchanging excited looks with Lucille. “It’s Valentine’s Day, remember?
Clearly the teachers thought we should celebrate!”

“It’s very pink,” Draco said faintly. “And girly.”

“It’s lovely,” Pansy sighed. “Haven’t either of you gotten Valentines?”

“No,” Aurora said. Should she have? She hadn’t expected to get any. “Have you?”

“I got three.”

“No you did not,” Daphne said, staring. “From who?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Pansy said, appearing rather smug. “They’re meant to be secret, aren’t
they? Did none of you get Valentines?”

“I got two,” Daphne mumbled, and Aurora noticed she looked rather annoyed that Pansy got
more than she did. “Lucille only got one.”

“I didn’t get any,” Millicent said dejectedly. She looked a little worried about this. “How
come I didn’t get any?”

“Well, I didn’t get any either,” Aurora said breezily, linking her arm through Millicent’s.
“And it’s only morning. Besides, Valentines don’t mean much at our age, do they? I’d much
rather someone told me to my face that they fancied me.”

With that, she strode confidently into the Great Hall and got Millicent to sit down next to her
at the table. She watched the Gryffindor Table carefully for signs of Potter and Weasley
entering, and when they did so, kept her eyes out for any signs of discomfort. There were
none, but that didn’t worry her too much. The potions weren’t meant to work immediately,
and besides, they might not have eaten the chocolate yet.

“You’re looking awfully interested in the Gryffindor Table,” Daphne whispered to Aurora,
smirking. “Has someone caught your eye?”

“Oh, I’m just wondering if Granger thinks she’s going to get a Valentine’s gift,” she said,
grinning when the other girls laughed.



“Oh, absolutely not! If Aurora doesn’t, Granger has no chance!” For that, Aurora gave Pansy
a very dark glare. “Oh, don’t look like that Aurora, you will get a card from someone, I’m
sure. And I thought you said it didn’t matter?”

“It doesn’t,” she said sweetly. “I’m just wondering who sent you cards, Pansy. I can’t come
up with many names.”

Pansy pursed her lips tightly, and muttered, “Shut up, Aurora.”

Aurora leaned back happily in her seat, smirking as she tucked into her breakfast. Next to
Pansy, Draco hid his smirk, and the only one who didn’t look amused was Pansy. Even
Lucille smiled a little bit. “Attention!” It was Lockhart’s voice that called over the hall; he
was wearing lurid pink robes that seized both Aurora and Daphne with uncontrollable
giggles. “Happy Valentine’s Day! And may I take the time to thank all the forty six students
who have sent me Valentine’s cards!” Aurora stared. Forty six? Really?

“That’s a horrifying thought,” Daphne whispered.

“Yes, I have taken the liberty of arranging this little celebration for you all, now that all the
danger is over!” Aurora stared at him. Over? They had no proof of that. The Heir hadn’t been
caught, and there were still multiple Petrified victims in the Hospital Wing. This man was an
idiot, and even her fellow Slytherins were whispering about it. “And it doesn’t end here!”

He clapped his hands together and the doors to the Great Hall swung open again. A parade of
very grumpy looking dwarves came into the hall, dressed as little cupids. “That’s an even
more horrifying sight,” Aurora whispered back to Daphne, mouth hanging open as the
dwarves came grudgingly down the aisles.

“They look way too ugly for Valentine’s day,” Millicent said bluntly, prompting Daphne to
laugh loudly. One of the dwarves heard, and glared maliciously in a most un-angelic way.
Aurora giggled into the palm of her hand.

“My friendly, card-carrying cupids!” They did not look friendly at all. “They will be roving
around the school today giving out Valentines!” Any hope Aurora had had of possibly
receiving a Valentine quickly disappeared. She now could not think of anything worse than
getting a Valentine from one of those dwarves. “And the spirit of the day doesn’t end there!
I’m sure all my colleagues want to join in the occasion! Why not ask Professor Snape how to
whip up a Love Potion?” Aurora couldn’t help herself from laughing; she had to bend over
her cereal, certain she could feel Snape glaring at her. She imagined his face if one of them
asked about Love Potions and started giggling harder than she had in quite some time. “And
while we’re at it, Professor Flitwick knows more about Entrancing Enchantments than
anyone I’ve ever met, the sly old dog!”

This was enough to set Millicent off too. Her shoulder bumped into Aurora’s as she tried to
stop herself laughing. By the time they had to set off for classes, Aurora was still teetering on
the verge of giggles, while Pansy and Lucille tried to appear dignified about the occasion,
Daphne was talking loudly about how she expected many more Valentine’s to arrive for her,
and Millicent wondered aloud whether one of the dwarves had bitten Lockhart when he tried



to put wings on them. “I would have,” she said, breaking Daphne from her speech and
sending her and Aurora into giggles again.

To her horror, though, she did end up receiving one Valentine. A dwarf caught up to her when
she was on her way to Defense Against the Dark Arts with Gryffindor, which was the worst
possible time for it to happen. “What?” she asked, cheeks already burning in embarrassment.

“I have a Valentine for Aurora Black.”

“Brilliant.”

“It’s written down that it’s a declaration of love.”

“Even better.” If she ever found out who was behind this, she would poison them. Maybe
she’d poison Lockhart too while she was at it. She could put it in his stupid hair dye. “Let’s
hear it.”

A small crowd of the Gryffindors had arrived. She could see Potter laughing, and tried very
hard to resist the urge to hex someone. Neville looked rather fretful.

“Aurora Black, Aurora Black,

“Like the lights in the sky.

“And whatever they say, I don’t care,

“You never fail to catch my eye.”

The dwarf looked at her assessingly, grunted, and then stomped off, leaving Aurora wit her
cheeks blazing. “That didn’t even flow well,” she protested, as the rest of her class fell about
laughing. “Whoever did this needs a poetry lesson, and quickly! And what does that mean,
whatever they say? What do they say! That’s not even complimentary!”

“At least it was original! They even put your name in it!”

“I’d rather they didn’t,” she said, crossing her arms furiously as they entered the classroom.
“It would have been better if they were cliche and sweet, but that was just terrible! What
absolute idiot thought that was going to woo me.”

“Always the critic,” Pansy said, smirking. “At least you got a Valentine.”

“Nice Valentine, Black,” Seamus Finnigan called out, and Aurora sent a book sailing towards
his head. It narrowly missed, clipping Potter’s ear instead.

“Notice you didn’t get any, Finnigan!” she called back. “Though I suppose someone would
have to be mad to send you a Valentine.”

“Oi,” Weasley said angrily. “That’s not on!”



“Shut it, Weasley,” Aurora snarled. “Focus on your own embarrassing love life - or lack of
it.”

At that, Weasley went red, but they were saved from any further confrontation by the arrival
of Lockhart, sweeping into the classroom in pink robes. He made Potter act the part of a
banshee, which was highly amusing, and Aurora and Draco both found themselves near tears.

Potter hurried out the classroom as soon as he could, and Aurora went on at a slower pace
with Pansy and the girls. They caught up to them on the stairs, where Potter had been caught
by a dwarf of his own. He was looking highly embarrassed, and his bag had split, sending ink
over all his books. Justice.

“Who’d be sending Potter a Valentine?” Aurora said loudly. Pansy laughed, and Draco sent
her an appreciative look.

“Right,” the dwarf said loudly. It sat down on Potter’s ankles, stopping him from getting up.
“Here is your singing Valentine.”

This should be good, Aurora thought. If she had to be humiliated, at least she hoped Potter
could be humiliated more.

“His eyes are green as a fresh pickled toad,

“His hair is as dark as a blackboard.

“I wish he was mine, he’s really divine.

“The hero who conquered the Dark Lord.”

Aurora burst out laughing. “Points for form,” she said across the hall, smirking. “If not for
taste.”

“Shut up, Black,” Potter muttered, as the dwarf left and let him gather his school things. “You
probably sent yourself that poem.”

She laughed shrilly. “I’m insulted you think so lowly of my poetry abilities, Potter.”

“Off you go now,” said the Prefect Weasley, trying to usher the other students away. “Off you
go to class, the bell rang five minutes ago.”

Sneering at Potter, Aurora was about to head to History with the girls when Draco called her
name. “Look at this! Potter’s got a diary! What have you been writing, Potter?”

Aurora pressed her lips together. Potter kept a diary? Well, that would be interesting - she
wondered if he wrote anything about his attempt to transform into Crabbe and Goyle? There
could be a confession in there. “Give that back,” Potter said, sounding very serious. There
must be some juicy secrets in there.

“I want to see what you’ve written first, Potter.”



“Hand it over, Malfoy,” Prefect Weasley said tensely. “Now, please.”

“When I’ve had a look,” Draco said, taunting Potter as he waved the diary in the air.

“I wonder whose eyes Potter’s been thinking of.”

“As a school Prefect-“

“Expelliarmus!” Potter yelled, and the diary went soaring out of Draco’s hand. Weasley
caught it deftly, grinning.

“Harry!” the Prefect yelled. Granger wrung her hands nervously. “No magic outside the
classroom! I’ll have to report this!”

“Let’s go,” Aurora muttered to the girls, sending one last sneer towards Potter. “I’ve seen
enough of Potter embarrassing himself for one day; now it’s just painful.”

“Oh, sod off, Black!”

“I’m going,” she smirked, holding her hands up. “No need for bad language, Potter.”

She tossed her hair and turned around, just in time to hear Draco call, “I don’t think Potter
liked your Valentine very much!”

Aurora froze momentarily, turning around. She only relaxed when she realised Draco hadn’t
yelled it at her - of course he hadn’t, he didn’t know, nobody did - but after Ginny Weasley.
She came out of her shock only just enough to reprimand him quietly and drag him along to
History of Magic before someone could hex him. “You are so lucky you got away without a
fight,” she informed him.

“You were laughing too!”

Well, she couldn’t deny that. She just grinned and went on her way, wondering how long it
would be before Potter tucked ate his chocolate frogs.

The next day, Aurora kept a close watch on both Potter and Weasley. They grew gradually
paler, and she heard Potter complaining of a headache to Granger, who fretted about his scar.
“I’ve got a headache too, Mione,” Weasley told her in the corridor.

“You two are probably dehydrated. I keep telling you, you need to drink more water!”

Throughout the day, she kept hearing reports of their discontent, and was quietly delighted
not just that they were discomforted - though seeing it did give her some satisfaction - she
was pleased that it had worked. Even better was that they had both gone to Madam Pomfrey
for Pepper-Up Potions and returned to Potions with steam pouring out of their ears. Weasley
looked like his head was on fire, and Potter just looked silly. She and Draco had both been in
peals of laughter, and even Snape seemed amused by their misfortune. Neville frowned at
Aurora for laughing, but she just shook her head at him. “Lighten up,” she told him. “It’s
funny.” And though for the next few days, as Potter and Weasley stopped feeling the effects
of the potions, Aurora was nervous about being found out, it seemed she had gotten away



with it. She couldn’t brag about it, most unfortunately, but that didn’t stop her from carrying a
cheerful mood over the next few weeks.

The second match of Slytherin’s season - against Ravenclaw - had a low turnout, whether
because it came right at the end of February or because the school students were nervous
about the Heir. On multiple occasions, Aurora caught Kevin Entwhistle and Michael Corner
scurrying out of her way in the corridor, and heard Padma Patil and Lisa Turpin whisper
nervously to one another during class. At least, she thought, having her on the Slytherin Team
might intimidate the Ravenclaws enough that they’d be put off their game.

“Good luck!” she called to her team as they bounced off to their positions, leaving her to sit
nervously on the bench again. Only Draco responded, waving cheerfully before he took to his
broom opposite the Ravenclaw’s Seeker. A pit of nerves grew in Aurora’s stomach. After
their defeat by Gryffindor, they needed this win to get back up in the league standings and
have a chance of winning the cup again.

Ravenclaw’s Team was relatively decent. They had a strong group of Chasers and their
captain Davies was, while young, pretty determined about winning. Their issue was the
Beaters. They seemed to be trying for aim and strategy over strength, and while Aurora didn’t
have anything against trying to aim well, they kept taking too long to deliberate and only
managing feeble, half-hearted hits that did them no good. At least Derrick and Bole made up
their minds quickly, and usually managed to divert Chasers, helping Slytherin’s score tick
over up to fifty to nil. Their Seeker was pretty weak too; a sixth year boy who flew aimlessly
around the pitch, not even paying attention to Draco.

There was no need for the dirtier style of play they had employed against Gryffindor. Not
only was their rivalry not as fierce, but they weren’t up against the same force. Ravenclaw
excelled in play tactics, while Gryffindor favoured raw talent, intuition, and instinctual play.
Slytherin juggled both, and adjusted its style to suit. That didn’t mean they couldn’t play
dirty, though. Derrick sent a nasty Bludger at Roger Davies’ head, which he only narrowly
ducked. Cho Chang, the Ravenclaw alternate, winced in sympathy on the other side of the
pitch, and a moment later the score ticked to seventy-nil.

“Come on, boys!” Aurora yelled encouragingly from the sidelines, amidst the cheers of her
housemates in the stands. “Keep it going!”

Draco shot her a grin as he passed, before flying off upwards in search of the Snitch again.
Aurora waited with bated breath, watching the game closely. The Chasers passed between
each other, but a Bludger made them scatter; the Quaffle dropped to Davies, he was soaring
across the pitch, he was going to score! “No!” Aurora cried out, but it was too late, and
Bletchley missed his save. “Damn it!” Seventy ten. Lee Jordan sounded entirely too pleased
with himself.

“Get it together!” Flint yelled, but a few minutes later Bletchley had fumbled another save. A
tactical hit from a Bludger got him in the head and he went down.

Aurora sprung to her feet as Madam Hooch blew the whistle for time out. She was going to
be called into action, she knew it. Keeper wasn’t her best position, but any place on the pitch
was good enough for her. “Come on, Miles,” Flint was saying, grunting as he hauled the



Keeper back to his feet. “You can see? Move your fingers?” Bletchley nodded, blinking.
“Good. He can play.”

“Wait,” Aurora said quickly, hurrying over. “He doesn’t have to. I’m alternate, remember, I
can play.”

“I’m fine,” Bletchley said, a little slurred.

“No you’re not. Flint, I should play, I’m not injured.”

Flint huffed. “He can play. He’s more experienced than you - and, putting in an alternate now
shows weakness.”

“So does having a Keeper who can’t keep his head on.”

“Watch it,” Bletchley said, trying to sound intimidating but failing.

Flint glared at her. “Go back to your bench, Black. We don’t need you.”

“But I’m the alternate! What’s the point of having me if you don’t use me?”

“GO!”

The look on his face was furious, just the same as Aurora’s as she stormed over to her bench.
Bletchley did not look good when he was in the air. He let in another three goals, almost
letting Ravenclaw take the lead, before Draco went into a deep dive, having spotted the
Snitch.

A cheer went up from the stands and Aurora stood up, wringing her hands nervously as she
watched. Draco was flying faster, and the Ravenclaw Seeker had only just caught on; but he
was soaring towards Draco, and he was already closer to the ground, putting on the speed.
Aurora held her breath, hardly daring to watch as Draco clasped his hand around the Snitch
and pulled up, out of his dive to triumphant yells.

“Yes!” she screamed, punching the air as her team roared in triumph. “Yes, Draco!”

He beamed as he ran over to her. “I did it! I got it! I got the Snitch!”

Aurora tackled him in a tight hug as the rest of the team ran over after landing, thumping him
on the back. “Good show, Malfoy!” Flint said, ruffling his hair. “Guess we’ll keep you on the
team after all. Alright, boys, back to the changing rooms! Black, help the rest get the party
together! We’re going to get back to the top of the league, just you wait!”

She couldn’t help the coil of frustration as her teammates went on without her, revelling in
their victory. They wouldn’t even give her a chance. If Draco hadn’t caught the Snitch,
Ravenclaw might have caught up with Bletchley injured like that. And she couldn’t even
celebrate with them.

“I’m the only girl, too.” It was Cho Chang who spoke, standing a little ways behind Aurora.
She turned around, quite startled. “They get on your nerves, don’t they?”



“They’re not so bad.”

Cho laughed. “They can be.” She shook her head. “They played well though. I’m going to be
Seeker next year whether they like it or not.”

Aurora grinned at her determination. “Well, I don’t know about Seeker,” she said, thinking of
Draco. “But I’ll be on the team, one way or another.”

Cho grinned warmly. “I look forward to it.”

“Chang!” Roger Davies bellowed. “Over here, team meeting, now!”

“See you later, Black.”

“Yeah,” Aurora said, smile slightly less bitter. “See you.”

She went back to the common room alone, still thinking. If only they’d give her a chance.
Yes, she was an alternate, but she had a point. And she knew that if it hadn’t been for Draco,
she wouldn’t have even been considered but she wanted so desperately to prove that she was
just as good. No. That she was better. The best. And one way or another, no matter how long
it took, she was determined that she would.



Kreacher’s Secret

With Potter and Weasley dealt with - for now, at least - Aurora could return her attentions to
the pieces of jewellery which she had inherited. She was sure she must come close to a
breakthrough soon, but she found nothing in the library to suggest why she could hear voices
whispering from a ring. “It’s so frustrating,” she said to Daphne and Pansy, slamming her
book closed. “There’s nothing in here! If we were only allowed in the Restricted Section - but
even then, I’m sure Dumbledore’s removed everything of interest, or even remotely to do
with the Dark Arts!” She huffed, catching Potter look at her. “What do you want?”

“What are you up to?” he asked her slowly.

“Nothing to do with you.” She looked him up and down, sneering. “Where are Weasley and
Granger, Potter? Go and run along to them, rather than eavesdropping on innocent
conversations. Though I know you do so enjoy intruding on people’s privacy.” At that, Potter
looked furious, but he turned on his heel without another word, and Aurora sat back, quite
satisfied.

“What does that mean?” Pansy asked, leaning closer. “Intruding on people’s privacy?”

“That’s between me and Potter,” Aurora told her. “Let us just say I’m holding something over
him.”

Daphne smirked. “He looked like a deer in headlights.”

“He’s a Gryffindor,” Pansy said, very observantly. “They don’t know how to deal with proper
threats.”

Aurora smirked. “That’s damn right.” She shook her head and got up. “I had better return
these books before Madam Pince gets too upset with me. I’ll see if there’s anything more
helpful in the family library, though I doubt it. Kreacher is not very good at book
recommendations, though don’t tell him that.”

Pansy shuddered. “Don’t say his name, I’m always so worried you’re going to summon him.”
When Daphne and Aurora laughed, she added indignantly, “He gives me the creeps!”

“He’s just a house elf, Pansy,” Daphne said. “What’s he going to do, mop the floor at you?
He doesn’t even have a wand.”

“He is creepy!” Pansy insisted. “He is!”

Aurora just laughed, setting her books back on their respective shelves before returning to the
common room with the girls. She hurried into her empty dormitory, and called on Kreacher
again. He appeared with a loud crack and sank into a low bow, his nose scraping against the
floor. “You don’t have to do that, you know,” she said awkwardly. “Not every time.” He was
getting rather old, after all, and she worried about the state of his back. There didn’t seem to



be many elf chiropractors in the world and she imagined that any that did exist would be
ridiculously expensive.

“Kreacher must bow to his mistress,” Kreacher rasped. “Kreacher respects his family, yes he
does, Kreacher is better than those other house elves, house elves that turn their backs, that
spread rumours... Nasty house elves, unnatural little beasts.”

“Yes,” Aurora said loudly. “Even so. Kreacher, I would like you to retrieve books on binding
enchantments. Specifically that which can be placed upon an object, like a ring. Can you do
that for me, please?”

“Kreacher lives to serve the house of Black.” With another loud crack, he disappeared again,
and Aurora sighed.

When, a few weeks later, he appeared in her room again, he frightened Gwen enough that she
fell off her bed. “What is that?” she squawked.

“Kreacher serves the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black,” Kreacher said. He bowed a
little, but not enough that his back was bent as it had been before. Then again, he was
carrying a very large stack of books. “Who is that, Mistress?”

“This is Gwendolyn,” Aurora said evenly, as Gwen got awkwardly to her feet, with red
cheeks. “She’s my friend.”

Kreacher bowed. “Mistress’s friend. Kreacher has books for his Mistress that she might find
interesting reading. Kreacher thought they was most interesting, they was books that Master
Regulus-“ He cut himself off as suddenly as if someone had cut the supply of air to his lungs.

“Kreacher?” Aurora said, quite alarmed by this reaction. “Kreacher, are you alright? Breathe,
Kreacher! Breathe!”

Kreacher let out a breath and then babbled frantically, dropping the books in a heap on the
floor. “Kreacher swore he would not tell, Kreacher must not tell any of the family, Kreacher
almost broke his secrecy to Master Regulus, Kreacher has been a bad house-elf!” Then, to
Aurora’s horror, he picked up the heaviest book and hit himself in the head with it.

“Kreacher, no!” she cried. “Kreacher, don’t hurt yourself! Stop it!”

“Master Regulus swore Kreacher not to tells the family!”

“It’s okay Kreacher, you didn’t tell me, you stopped yourself! Didn’t you?” She took the
book off him and Kreacher threw himself onto the floor at her feet.

“Kreacher asks forgiveness, Mistress!”

“You’re forgiven, Kreacher, you’re forgiven! It’s okay!”

“Kreacher must not tell Master Regulus’s Secrets!”

“It’s alright, you didn’t! Kreacher, stand up.”



Kreacher stood to attention so abruptly it was jarring. His eyes were wide and tearful. “It’s
alright, Kreacher. Don’t punish yourself, please. Now, what about these books?”

“Kreacher has dropped Mistress’s books!” He scrambled to collect them. “Kreacher is most
clumsy, old Mistress would have been furious at Kreacher, the books might have been hurt!”

“There’s no harm done, Kreacher,” Aurora said, quite concerned by her house elf’s
behaviour. It was clear that whatever secrets her Uncle Regulus had sworn him to, they were
deep ones. “I’ll take the books now.”

“Thank you, Mistress,” Kreacher croaked. “Kreacher hopes he has chosen good books for
Mistress.”

“I’m sure you have,” Aurora said encouragingly. “Thank you. You may go now.”

She could have sworn Kreacher smiled as he Disapparated. There was a moment of long
silence before Gwen said, “What the actual hell was that all about?”

“He was just giving me some books,” Aurora told her cheerfully.

“But... Why?”

“He’s my house elf.”

“What is a house elf?”

“You know!” Aurora looked at her. “He does chores, works for my family. I inherited him
last year. There’s loads of them that work in the school kitchens, though I haven’t met any.”

“He works for you?”

“Yeah. He’s looked after my family for generations. I don’t have much use for him at the
moment, but I couldn’t think how he’d react if I gave him clothes.”

“Clothes?”

“Yes. If you give a house elf clothes, then it basically means they don’t work for you any
more and you’ve laid them off. I don’t quite understand why, but that’s what it means.”

“So that’s why he looked like that?”

Aurora’s lips twitched in amusement. “Yes, unfortunately.”

Gwen frowned. “That’s so weird.”

Aurora laughed, setting the sizeable stack of books down on her bedside table. “I suppose
house elves are rather funny things, but they can be sweet. Kreacher’s just lonely, but he’d
hate working for anyone outside the family.” She glanced at Gwen, who still looked confused
about the whole thing. “It’s one of the things you’ll get used to about our world.”



“It’s still freaking weird,” Gwen said.

With the threat posed by the Heir of Slytherin fading, there was less negative attention
focused on Aurora nowadays. Her classmates started warming up to her again, and though
she still saw little point in Lockhart’s classes, she was doing well in all her subjects, even
Herbology. Professor Sprout said she just didn’t have a knack for other living things, but she
could deal with the Mandrakes; they were growing up into teenagers now, and as such they
had to be wrestled into their pots. Aurora was, it turned out, much better at wrestling plants
than being delicate with them, even if she was not a fan of how much dirt they kicked up onto
her face.

They were midway through March when Aurora finally had a true breakthrough with the
necklace. She was sitting in the common room with Draco, Pansy, Blaise and Daphne around
her, reading one of the books which Kreacher had brought. Her eyes skimmed a sentence and
then her mind got stuck, as she looked back and read it again.

Metal-Locker spells act as a magical binding agent for metal-based items with curses. When
combined, these multiply the original power of the spell on each particular item, so long as it
is the same spell, and the focus of these enchantments are often held within a separate
magical item used to lock the items together. These enchantments can be undone with a mix
of counter-spells, however these must be done with both the curse and the Metal-Locker spell
in mind. The specific counter-spell for a Metal-Locker is a De-Binding spell, and is done
with the aim of separated the physical elements from each other and from their magical
elements. The incantation for the De-Binding spell is separatum metallum.

Her mind reeled. This was the answer she was looking for. She’d thought for some time the
necklace might hold a curse, and if so it seemed that the curse was contained in the key,
keeping the necklaces together. In that case she was very glad that she’d been so careful with
her manual attempts to unlock the key. “What are you so pleased about?” Draco asked as she
got to her feet, grinning giddily.

“Nothing,” she said, smirking. “Or at least nothing you need to worry about, Draco. I’ll be
back in a minute.”

She tried very hard not to look too excited as she went to her room. Part of her wanted to
skip. Of course, she didn’t know what curse was on the necklace yet, but once she managed
to separate the necklaces themselves the curse ought to be weakened and then it would be
safer to handle.

“What’s up with you?” Gwen asked as Aurora entered.

“Quiet, I’m onto something.”

She hurried to the drawer where the necklaces were being kept, hands shaking as she opened
the little box. Gwen was staring over curiously from the other side of the room. Aurora lifted
the necklaces out. They felt suddenly colder and heavier in her hands, and she grinned. She
lay them down on the floor away from their beds and told Gwen to stand back.

“Why?” Gwen asked suspiciously.



“Because I’m not totally sure what’s going to happen when I use this spell.”

Gwen pursed her lips. “I think I’ll wait outside.”

Aurora pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh as Gwen hurried out into the corridor.
She didn’t think this would cause an explosion, because that was the sort of thing a book
should mention. Logically, maybe she should have read more, but she had one goal and she
was so close to achieving it.

She pointed her wand tip at the centre of the key, imagining the necklaces slipping from the
holes and untangling themselves, and said carefully, “Separatum metallum.”

There was a moment where she thought it hadn’t worked. Nothing was happening. Then
slowly, the key began to move. Small pieces of its metal puzzle slid away from one another,
lifting into the air and fitting back together again as the necklaces slipped from their holes,
silver chains glinting as they rose up and then twisted as they fell to the ground. They metal
of the key itself twisted itself, and she could smell the heat coming off of it as the metal
reformed itself, darkening as it twisted into a metal serpent. It fell to the ground among the
necklaces and slid over the stones to come to rest by Aurora’s foot. She stared at it. That had
not been what she’d expected to happen.

The snake hissed at her, and Aurora was reminded of the snake she’d conjured at the
Duelling Club, and the one from her initiation. This snake was different. It was fake and
metal, and yet there was a cunning light in its eyes that suggested at least sentience, if not
life.

But the other necklaces seemed to be whispering. Hissing. Each of them had a serpent on the
end, and the chains themselves seemed oddly serpentine as they slithered across the floor to
join what had been the key. It was like they were sentient. A rare enchantment - no, a rare
curse. They weren’t to be trusted.

“This child is new,” the snake that had once been the key hissed. Aurora startled to find it
talking. It even sounded snakelike. “We do not know this one.”

They looked at her interestedly. The key snake flicked its tongue - it was made of rubies, and
Aurora had no idea where they came from. She reached out her hand to try and pick the key
up, but hesitated. If they were cursed, that probably wasn’t such a good idea. “The child
doesn’t trust us. The child doesn’t know what we are.” The necklace snakes seemed to hiss
with laughter.

“What are you then?” Aurora asked, and there was a metallic clinking sound as the metal
snakes moved, like they were trying to stand to attention? Sit to attention, maybe.

“We are the Black family serpents,” the snake hissed. “Ancient as Hydrus and Ophelie, the
first.” They hissed again, and it sounded like laughter.

Hydrus and Ophelie were names Aurora knew well. Arcturus had taught her all the Black
family history, and Hydrus and Ophelie Black were the first of their to arrive in England
during the Norman Conquest and settled quickly, bringing the elegance of French magical



culture to the witches and wizards of Britain. Before the introduction of secrecy laws and
persecution, the Black family had worked with - never served - the Muggle monarchy as
crown sorcerers. But Hydrus and Ophelie lived almost a millennium ago. “Are you really?”
she asked, voice in a gasp. The thought of a piece of her ancestors being here, held in this
jewellery for so long, astounded her. “I’m Aurora Black, daughter of Sirius Orion Black,
granddaughter of Orion and Walburga Black.”

“The traitor son,” the key snake hissed. “Siriussss.”

“He doesn’t matter,” she told them quickly. The serpent looked at her curiously with emerald
eyes. “How long have you been...”

“Bound,” the snake said. “It has been many, many years. Since they brought that soul home,
that horrid piece of magic.” The snakes hissed in hatred, but Aurora thought she heard a
twinge of fear in their voices. “We serpents have been bound by the liar son, the one who
calls himself pure.”

“Who?”

“The boy,” one of the other snakes said. “We do not talk of him.”

“Tell me.”

They only hissed in response. “Who are you to tell us what to do?”

“I freed you!”

“That means nothing to us. We are sworn... But you, child, you are one of us.”

“One of you?”

“A Black. Toujours pur.”

She swallowed. “Toujours pur.”

If metal snakes could smile, they were doing that. “We have been freed, you are correct,” the
snake hissed. “And we shall remain free.” She blinked, but nodded slowly. “You may wear
our chains around your neck, as any Black may. We protect our family.”

She smiled at first, then it faded. She wasn’t sure it would be a good idea to start wearing
necklaces with sentient silver snakes on them at the moment. “Do you only protect Blacks?”
she asked curiously.

“We protect at the word of the family,” one snake hissed, and Aurora smiled. “But we are
loyal to the Black family above all else.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “Well, if you’re... If you want to stay like this, that’s fine. I
might let my friend Gwendolyn wear one of you at some point, if that’s alright?”



“Yesss,” the snake said. “We wish to stay like this. There is a beast in this castle... We can
feel it... Like the other soul in the other necklace...”

“We said we wouldn’t tell,” one of the others said. Aurora was having a difficult time telling
them apart, and she had to pick up the necklaces to examine them further. She realised - as
the snakes protested - that they had different jewels in their eyes. The key snake had
emeralds, but the others had sapphire, rubies and amethysts respectively. “We mustn’t. It is a
secret from one of the family.”

“Then surely you can tell another member of the family?” Aurora asked, interested piqued
again. “What beast is there? What does it have to do with the family?”

“It is a sordid matter,” the sapphire snake said, shuddering. “Let us not speak any more of it.”

“But the-“

“No more talk of the beast! He might hear us! We do not want to attract the wrath of that
soul.”

Aurora sank back, sighing. “Do you have names?”

The snakes hissed in a chilling unison. “Cyphus,” said the sapphire-eyed snake on the
necklace.

“Claudius,” said the ruby-eyed one, winking.

“Julius,” the amethyst snake hissed, tongue catching the light.

“And I am Lyra,” said the emerald eyed serpent that had made the key.

“But...” Her mind reeled. She had been made to try and memorise most of forty two
generations of the Black family. She couldn’t honestly claim to know all of it, but the first
few generations and the most recent had stuck and if she remembered correctly, which would
admittedly be some feat... “You’re Hydrus and Ophelie’s children?”

“She is a true Black,” Lyra hissed, tongue flickering with a fluidity that solid silver ought not
to have. “She knows our history.”

“We will protect you, Aurora Black,” Cyphus hissed. “You are one of our own now.”

She smiled faintly. This hadn’t been what she was expecting, but it was a pleasant surprise.
“You’re not cursed, are you?”

The snakes hissing almost jeeringly. “Only as much as you are.”

“What does that mean?”

But Lyra just hissed, flicked her tongue, and slithered to underneath Aurora’s bed, the other
necklaces following her lead and curling up in the darkness. Aurora sighed. She didn’t much



see the point in trying to argue with cursed, sentient metal snakes. “Gwen?” she called, going
back over to the door, resigned.

Gwen was chatting to Leah and Sally-Anne when Aurora opened the door; the latter two girls
both started, giving her nervous looks. Aurora glared at them, and after a whispered few
words they hurried off to their own rooms. Gwen rolled her eyes. “Do you have to scare off
all my friends?”

“They were already scared of me,” Aurora said, shaking her head. “And need I remind you,
Robin likes me.”

“Robin likes being scared,” Gwen said. “He’s mad. He should have been a Gryffindor,
really.”

Aurora grinned. “Well, I have exciting news anyway. The spell worked and I still have all my
limbs!” Gwen laughed. “And it turns out the necklaces and the key are actually the remnants
of an ancient - well, I suppose technically medieval, but these sort of classifications are made
largely redundant by-“ She caught Gwen’s eyes and blushed, breaking off her rambling. “An
old spell by my ancestors, Hydrus and Ophelie Black. They’ve been in the family for, if we
accept the lineage I was taught as the correct version, about nine hundred years.”

Gwen’s mouth fell open. “Nine hundred years? How?”

“Hydrus was actually a close personal friend of William the Conqueror, and Ophelie herself
was a relative of him. We used to be far closer to the Muggles than we care to admit - of
course, it was the nobility, and far before they started trying to murder us all.”

“No wonder your family seems so stuffed up and old.” Aurora glared in protest. “Look, I
don’t know my ancestry going any further back than my great-grandparents.”

“Really?” Aurora was curious. “But that’s only four generations! Don’t you have records?”

“Not really,” Gwen said, shrugging. “Don’t look at me like I’m weird, most people can’t
trace their family back to William the bloody Conqueror!”

Aurora’s cheeks heated. Sometimes she forgot that other families, and Muggle families,
didn’t place that same emphasis on lineage as hers did. It was easy to forget, because most of
her friends - Draco and Pansy and Daphne - were from families with a similar concern for
ancestry and blood, but for the likes of Gwen she supposed it didn’t really matter at all. It was
weird, even if she wouldn’t admit that to Gwen. “Well, we do take pride in it,” she said
instead. “But that isn’t even the most important bit - they can protect you, and they take the
form of snakes-“

“Are you sure you’re not related to-“

“I am not related to Slytherin, didn’t I just tell you how much of my family’s lineage I had to
memorise? I’d remember if I was related to him. No, here’s the thing, they act as protective
amulets too! They can protect you!”



“From the Heir?” Gwen’s eyes widened. “You think so?”

“I don’t see why not. The snakes said they would protect whoever wore them, so long as I
wanted them to.”

“Are you sure?” Gwen looked rather dubious. “I mean... Your family’s still... And I’m still...”

“They had better protect you,” Aurora said confidently. “They should listen to me.”

“You’re talking about them like they’re alive.”

“Well, they sort of are. They seem sentient at least, I wouldn’t be surprised if the spirits of my
ancestors had managed to put some of themselves or their memories in there. There’s an
awful lot of old, dark type soul magic - not bad, Dark doesn’t mean bad,” she added, at the
uncomfortably look on Gwen’s face. “It’s a very subjective definition anyway, if I remember
correctly Elladora Black wrote a book-“

“Aurora,” Gwen said. “Where is this going?”

She blushed again. “They seem to have part of the old Blacks - Cyphus, Claudius, Julius and
Lyra - within them. Blacks are nothing if not loyal to the family. They should obey the ruling
of their descendants. And, don’t forget, their period in history blood purity really wasn’t such
an issue.”

“Except for that time Salazar Slytherin put a monster in a school to kill muggleborns.”

“Well, that-“ Aurora broke off. A thought struck her suddenly. “Bloody Merlin!”

“What?” Gwen asked. Aurora had grabbed her arm very suddenly, and she looked quite
alarmed. “What, Aurora?”

Of course, she ought to have considered it earlier. She’d been stupid and caught up, but this
was important. “They said there’s a beast!”

Gwen stared at her. “Well, yes.”

“They know what the monster is in the chamber! Cyphus said something about it having a
soul, which confirms its existence and that they know about it - but the soul specifically is
really important, there’s loads of ancient magic associated with the soul - Kreacher!”

Her house elf appeared diligently, bent by her bed with his nose trailing against the floor.
“Yes, Mistress... Kreacher serves Mist-“ He broke off when he caught sight of the three
necklaces, which hissed and leapt across the floor, back into the light. His eyes bulged and
before either Aurora or Gwen could stop him, he started beating his head against the post of
Aurora’s bed.

“Kreacher, no!” Aurora cried, wresting him away. “Stop that!”

“Oh look,” said Claudius gleefully, “it’s the mad old elf.”



“Kreacher won’t tell, Kreacher won’t tell!”

“Tell what?”

“Bad snakes, lying snakes, telling tales about my master, good Master Regulus-“ He broke
off, howling again, and Gwen neatly slipped out the door with an expression of great alarm.
Leaving Aurora to sort this out.

“You four, begone,” Aurora snapped. The snakes just hissed.

“The elf issss mad...” Lyra whispered.

“Old thing driven round the twissst,” Cyphus added, hissing cruelly.

“Never did have care for house elves,” Julius said. “Nasty little beasssties!”

Kreacher let out a cry and Aurora had to restrain him. “Shut up” she yelled, and though it was
aimed at the snakes, Kreacher did too. “Now, Kreacher,” she said in a more measured voice,
“don’t hurt yourself. I only called you here to ask for some more books. I need some texts
about the magic of souls.”

She’d expected Kreacher to comply as he had with all orders. Indeed, he looked greatly
strained while she watched expectantly. Then he let out a loud wail. “Kreacher won’t!” he
cried. “Kreacher won’t!”

And then, without even being dismissed, he disappeared with a loud crack, leaving the four
snakes to hiss at his departure.



The Fourth Attack

Despite Aurora’s initial hopes, the four snakes had proven even less useful than Kreacher in
helpin her figure out anything to do with the Chamber of Secrets, and after a week or so her
curiosity dwindled. So long as her friends remained safe and there was no threat to her
personally, she could let it rest. It was up to the teachers to deal with anyway, and though her
pride didn’t really want her to admit it, if she couldn’t get the snakes to tell her directly, she
had no way of figuring it out, and even then they only confirmed there was a monster.

Besides, as the term wore on, there were no new attacks. Aurora wondered if maybe they’d
stopped for good, and she couldn’t help but be relieved. Even if they didn’t like to admit it,
she could tell her friends were too.

“Of course, there was never a chance of us being targets,” Draco said, “but I suppose it
makes things easier, the teachers aren’t as stressed and strict anymore.”

And they all had other things to focus on soon, too. During the Easter holidays they were
asked to choose what elective subjects they wanted to begin in their third year. She had a
choice of Ancient Runes, Divination, Arithmancy, Muggle Studies and Care of Magical
Creatures, though Divination and Arithmancy were scheduled for the same times, as were
Care of Magical Creatures and Muggle Studies. The former two were both subjects that
interested her, while she had very little interest in either of the latter, which made it a more
difficult than she wished.

While if she had been in a different house she might have asked her head of house if there
was any chance of her being moved into different time slots in order to accommodate her
choices, she thought Snape would be very unhelpful, and she didn't like to talk to him any
more than was strictly necessary. He felt the same way, and so Aurora was in a bit of a pickle
over her subject choices. Arithmancy was something she had always been interested in, but
Divination presented a chance to learn something new. Care of Magical Creatures could
indeed be interesting, but she had never been much of an animal person, with the exception
of Stella. Dora had recommended Muggle Studies, but she knew she'd be laughed out of the
common room if she decided to study that, and she didn’t think there was that much the
Muggle world could give anyone that wizards didn’t have in another form, except for
ballpoint pens. Ancient Runes was a given choice, and so that didn't bother her, but the other
four presented a peculiar challenge. She didn't know why they couldn't just let her study
everything she wanted to, but she thought if she raised that question to Snape he'd find a way
to stop her studying any electives, purely out of spite.

She deliberated on this subject for days, during which time all her friends received numerous
owls suggesting what they should study. “My father says Divination’s a load of crackpot
nonsense,” Draco said.

“I suspect some Muggles would say that about any form of magic,” Daphne said lightly - she
had decided to take Divination and was not impressed by the others’ dismissal of the subject.



“And I suppose anything is better than Muggle Studies.” He said it so sneeringly that Aurora
knew she couldn’t possibly elect to study it now. “So I’m going to do Care of Magical
Creatures.”

“That’s it settled, then,” Aurora said. “I’m doing Arithmancy, Care of Magical Creatures, and
Ancient Runes. Though I do wish I could do Divination as well.”

Daphne sighed. “Well, at least I won’t have anyone to distract me.”

“You’ll have me,” Theodore said cheerfully, and Daphne glared at him.

“You’re not interesting enough to distract me, Theodore.”

Pansy laughed and Aurora gave Theodore an apologetic look. His cheeks had gone very red.

Tensions began to mount again as the end of the Quidditch season approached. The
Gryffindor versus Hufflepuff match was due shortly after the end of the holidays, and Neville
seemed surprisingly anxious for someone who wasn’t even on the team. “I really want us to
win this year,” he told Aurora in Potions, when Snape was too busy insulting Potter to hear
them. “We missed our chance last year, and imagine taking the house cup and Quidditch
Cup!”

“You’re not going to win the Quidditch Cup,” Aurora told him, a little harsher than usual.
“Slytherin’s the superior team and always has been. Just because you have Potter doesn’t
mean you’re the best. Besides, I wouldn’t support you anyway.” Neville went a little red and
wouldn’t meet her eyes. “If you lose, we go up in the rankings.”

“Yes,” he mumbled, “but we might not lose. And you’ve had your fair share of victory now,
it’s our turn.”

Aurora laughed. “Just keep an eye on those porcupine quills, Neville. Because Gryffindor is
never winning the Quidditch Cup.”

The morning of the match was a sunny one. Perfect playing conditions. Aurora wished she
could have been playing today, but her time would come eventually, she just knew it had to.
The Slytherin Table wasn’t particularly excited about the fixture, though Flint and some of
the boys on the team - who were pointedly excluding Aurora at the minute - talked excitedly
about how many points Gryffindor would have to lose by for Slytherin to slip past their lead.

She decided to leave breakfast early to have a walk and look in the library before the match;
after all, she did still have to figure out how that ring worked. She made promises to Pansy
and Daphne to meet them at the Quidditch pitch, and made her own way out of the Great
Hall. She’d barely made it along the corridor when she was stopped by Potter, interfering as
always.

“Black.” His voice rang out in the corridor behind Aurora and she turned around slowly,
eyebrows arched.

“Potter.”



“Give it back.”

She stared at him, quite perplexed. “Give what back, Potter?”

“I know you broke into Gryffindor Common Room yesterday. I know you - you broke into
my dormitory and you stole my...” He went red. Aurora sneered, laughing a little.

“Stole your what, Potter? Stuffed lion?”

“You stole my diary,” he mumbled.

She grinned, bursting into laughter. “What possible reason would I have for taking your diary,
Potter? I have no desire to know about your life.”

He looked flustered. “Because... Because of Christmas.”

She frowned, and then laughed airily as she realised what he meant. “Oh, I dealt with that
ages ago. You have kept your word, haven’t you?” He nodded tightly. She hadn’t seen
anything in papers, nor had she heard anything from Draco that suggested otherwise. “Well
Potter. I’m quite over revenge, so long as you and Weasley keep your mouths shut.” At his
confusion, she grinned. “You really are clueless, you know.”

“I am not!” To prove his point, Potter stamped his foot childishly, which only made Aurora
laugh harder.

“What possible reason could I have for wanting to read your diary? And, loathe as I am to
admit it Potter, I don’t even know how to get into Gryffindor Tower.”

“You’ve been following Neville about, cozying up to him! Taking advantage of him!”

“Of Neville?” Aurora stared at him. “He’s my friend.”

“Yeah, right.”

“No, he is,” she said. “He helps me with Herbology and I help him with Potions. Keeps us
both out of trouble.”

“He’s scared of you. He told me so. He won’t stand up to you.”

“He doesn’t need to stand up to me.”

Potter glared at her, apparently furious at the idea of being incorrect. “I know you’re up to
something, Black. You’re - you’re manipulating him!”

“Am I now?”

“Well I don’t know what other reason you’d befriend Neville for!”

She stared at him. For a horrid moment, Aurora didn’t know what to say, but came to her
senses. “You don’t actually know me, Potter. I don’t hate everyone as much as I hate you.”



There was still a slight nervous feeling in her stomach which she hated. Was Neville really
afraid of her? She knew he wasn’t, she’d never even tried to intimidate him. She couldn’t
explain why he mattered, but with the guilt of what her family did to his and the fact that he
was clearly scared of most things, she could never not be kind to him. At least as far as she’d
realised. But how cared what Potter thought, she reminded herself. He was an idiot, after all.
Aurora smirked half-heartedly at him. “You know, you really ought to go to your Quidditch
match. I would be so awfully disappointed if we didn’t get to see you lose. Besides,” she
added lowly, “I think you’re attracting quite enough suspicion, lurking in the corridors all the
time.”

“Like you don’t! If you’re trying to accuse me-“

She laughed. “You accused me first, Potter, remember? And I’ll remind you again of how
well that went, Mr. Parselmouth.” Aurora sneered. “Run along now, Potter.”

“Don’t talk to me like that!”

“Like what?” she asked, putting on an image of innocence that she just knew would anger
him.

“I don’t trust you, Black.”

Aurora considered him for a long moment, and he didn’t look away. She sneered down her
nose. “I don’t honestly care what you think of me, Potter. But I would appreciate if you
showed some signs of intelligence instead of accusing me of attempted murder.”

And with that, she turned on her heel, trying to remain cool. She would wander for a little
while before heading to the game late; she had to cool off. But she did dearly want to see
Potter defeated.

It was only five or ten minutes before she headed down to the Quidditch Pitch, where most of
the school was already filling the stands. She made her way up the stairs where the green and
yellow colours were, eyes peeled for any of her friends, but was interrupted just before she
reached Pansy and the girls by a sharp blow of the whistle. She turned around, as the
announcement echoed over the stadium. “All students are to return to their common rooms at
once. The match has been cancelled.”

She looked up. It was a bright and sunny day, perfect Quidditch conditions. This could only
mean one thing. There had been another attack. “Gwen!” she yelled immediately, rushing to
meet Pansy. “Where’s Gwen?”

“Tearston? I don’t know, last I saw she was with Oliphant.”

Her heart raced. No, not Gwen. She should be protected, she reminded herself. She’d be fine.
But she couldn’t help the sense of panic that gripped her. What if she wasn’t? And she’d
spent her time arguing with Potter, and she could have been with Gwen, and then she’d know
she was okay.



“Robin!” she yelled, searching the stands even as the crowd started moving in the other
direction. “Robin! Gwen!”

“What?” It was Robin who yelled out, and a second later someone was ruffling her hair.

“Oi! Get off!”

“Relax,” Gwen laughed, and Robin dropped his hand down to his side. Aurora fixed him with
a glare.

“Do not touch my hair again.”

He winked. “Noted.”

“Do you know what this means?” she demanded as they clung together in the crowd.
“Someone must have been attacked, that’s the only reason they’d call the match off.”

“You really think so?” Gwen’s voice was laced with nerves now. “God, I didn’t think... There
haven’t been any attacks in so long.” She looked around her as though expecting to be
attacked at any second. “We should hurry back.”

Aurora nodded as they descended the stairs. “My thoughts exactly.”

The news came later that evening. There had been two attacks: Hermione Granger and
Penelope Clearwater were both Petrified. Aurora felt sickened. She didn’t like Granger, but
she did know her, and the news shook all of them. The only good thing was that no one had
been killed - or at least, no one had been killed yet. Dumbledore had been removed from his
post as Headmaster, and word was that Hagrid had been sent to Azkaban. Aurora supposed
he did have a certain weird affection for monstrous, dangerous animals, but she had a
difficult time believing the man who had been so kind to everyone could possibly want to
hurt Muggleborns students. Granger had done an awful lot for him last year in harbouring his
dragon, and Aurora just didn’t buy the idea that he had done this. Still, it wasn’t like she
knew him. She’d never really spoken to him, apart from that one incident last year. She just
hoped that it did stop the attacks.

Now no one was allowed to be alone, and they were to be moved from class to class by
teachers. This did seem to comfort Gwen a little bit, but she seemed terrified at the prospect
of Hogwarts closing, as Snape had told them might very well be the case. “We can go to
Beauxbatons,” Aurora told her confidently, when the girls were settled in Pansy and
Millicent’s room - they’d been ordered out of the common room for a prefects’ meeting, but
no one wanted to go to sleep just yet.

“I don’t even know what that is!”

“It’s in France,” Lucille said. “My mother was educated there, I wouldn’t mind studying there
at all.”

“My dad’d like to send me to Durmstrang,” Millicent said. “But I think it’d be awfully cold.”



“I’d prefer Beauxbatons,” Aurora said, and gave Gwen an encouraging smile. “It’s meant to
be really lovely there in the Summer, and they teach Alchemy.”

“I can’t go to France!” Gwen cried. “I don’t speak French! I’ll have to go back to the Muggle
world!”

“No, you won’t,” Daphne assured her. “They’re bound to catch the Heir now, and we won’t
let you get stuck in the Muggle world. The Ministry will have to find somewhere for you to
learn, and assist you in doing so. It’s their duty to people like you.”

“See?” Aurora said, as Daphne sat back primly. “It’ll be alright. We just have to stick
together for now, and we’ll get through it.”

Though most of the school was very on edge about the Heir, as they should be, Aurora
couldn’t help but notice that Draco and Pansy seemed almost happy about it. “Of course,
there’s nothing for us to worry about,” Draco said in a drawling voice the next day at
breakfast. Gwen looked down, pale. “We’ll all be quite safe, I’m sure. And perhaps with
Dumbledore gone, the way is paved for better leadership.”

“Like who?” Aurora asked. “I don’t like Dumbledore all that much, but he is very well
respected by most of the Wizarding World. People won’t take his removal well.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Pansy. “I suspect my parents will be rather pleased. Dumbledore’s
been Headmaster for so long, and he’s getting old. It’s about time we had some new blood.”

“I think Snape should go for it,” Draco said, and Aurora didn’t bother to hide her disgust.

“If Snape became Headmaster, I think I really would go to Beauxbatons, regardless of what
happened with the Heir.”

The atmosphere of fear was tangible around the school over the next few weeks. Aurora
could feel Potter watching her intensely during and between classes, and she knew exactly
why. She wanted to slap some sense into him, but considering how close he and Granger had
been, she did feel a certain twinge of sympathy.

Neville was terrified, too, despite being a pureblood. “You’ll be fine,” Aurora assured him
briskly during Potions a couple of weeks after the attacks. “Hagrid’s been taken to Azkaban
and if he is the Heir, that means the attacks will stop now. Besides, Granger and the others are
only Petrified, and you know the Mandrakes are almost ready.” She grinned encouragingly
and stopped him from adding a shrivelfig by mistake. “From what I heard you helped
Professor Sprout with them, too.”

Neville went red. “She told you that?”

“I have my ways of hearing things,” Aurora told him cheerfully. “They’ll be alright, Neville.
Just keep your chin up and it’ll be back to normal in no time.” She hoped so, at least.

On the other side of the classroom, Draco was loudly telling Crabbe and Goyle how his
father had played a personal role in having Dumbledore dismissed. Aurora didn’t understand



how he could act so pleased about everything, when even most of Slytherin House was on
edge and worried about the Heir coming for them. It was like he just didn’t care, and that
unnerved her. “Sir,” Draco was saying aloud, clearly trying to draw the class’s attention to
him. Aurora rolled her eyes and kept bent over her cauldron. “Sir, why don’t you apply for
the Headmaster position?”

That was the last thing anybody wanted. Neville looked like he might pass out at the very
idea. “Now, now, Draco,” Snape said, looking like he was trying not to smile. Aurora wanted
to slap him. “Professor Dumbledore has only been suspended by the governors. I daresay he
will be back with us soon.”

“I’d rather Snape was the one who got kicked out,” Aurora said very quietly to Neville, who
smiled a little, though he still looked nervous. He always looked nervous, though.

“I expect you’d have Father’s vote if you did want to apply for the job, sir. I’ll tell Father
you’re the best teacher here, sir.”

Seamus Finnigan mimed throwing up into the cauldron and it was the first time Aurora
agreed with him. “Suck-up,” Millicent muttered from in front of Aurora, and both she and
Daphne laughed.

“I’m quite surprised the Mudbloods haven’t all packed their bags by now,” Draco said, and
Aurora tensed. She wished he would just shut up and leave it. “I bet five galleons the next
one dies. I just wish it had been Granger.”

It was very lucky that the bell rang then, because Aurora was sure Draco was going to be
punched by Weasley. She had to drag him out of the Gryffindor’s way.

“What’d you say that to Weasley for?” she asked in a hiss as they were moved along to their
next lesson.

“Don’t tell me you feel bad for the Mudbloods now, Aurora.”

“I feel bad for anyone who’s been Petrified, Draco,” she snapped. “It’s honestly more
concerning that you don’t. And that’s not the point - you’re just giving Weasley an excuse to
fight you!”

“It’s not like you don’t do the same to Potter.”

“That’s different,” she whispered back, not totally sure how, but convinced that it was. “I
make sure I have the upper hand. And I get you out of trouble.”

Draco glared at her. “I don’t need you to get me out of trouble, Aurora. Just leave off, would
you? I don’t need a lecture.”

He strode forward to mutter to Crabbe and Goyle, leaving Aurora with furiously stinging
eyes. She fell into step with the other girls - though remained close enough that she could hex
Weasley if he got within swinging distance of Draco. “You were awfully short with Draco
there,” Pansy said, frowning at her. “You shouldn’t be so rude.”



“He’s being stupid,” Aurora told her, anger and frustration shaking her. “When he acts like
that, all he achieves is angering people. He fancies himself a politician like his father, but
Lucius Malfoy didn’t get anywhere by simply insulting people and expecting to be feared.”

“She is right,” Daphne said, with a cold look at Pansy. “I think Draco’s being foolish, too.
The last thing he wants is for someone to get the impression that he actually is the Heir, and
the way he’s talking, I wouldn’t be surprised if people did speak that.”

“Except the Heir wouldn’t be so loud about it,” Millicent pointed out. “So he’s really just
being a prat.”

Aurora gave Millicent an approving look, though Pansy and Lucille still looked like they
wanted to argue with her, but could tell they would lose. She kept her eyes on Draco though,
hand tight on her wand every time Weasley struggles towards him. If he laid a finger on her
friend, she’d hex him to oblivion.



End of Second Year

The next morning in Charms they were informed that they would be sitting exam’s in three
weeks’ time. “But that’s ridiculous!” Draco cried indignantly. “We can’t possibly be expected
to sit exams, Professor! We’re all so deeply affected by the attacks!”

Flitwick shook his head. “The decision isn’t up to me,” he said. “But Hogwarts is a school
first and foremost, and we all want you to receive the best education you can, in these
circumstances! Of course, we will take the situation into account, but you needn’t worry too
much!”

“Then why make us do exams at all?” Pansy asked, whining. “Just give us a rest for the rest
of term!”

“Oh, I’m sure you would all find that infinitely preferable,” Flitwick said. “But McGonagall
trusts this is the best decision, and it is what Dumbledore would have wanted.”

“Who cares what Dumbledore wants?” Blaise said loudly. “He’s not Headmaster anymore, is
he?”

At that, Flitwick seemed a little irritated. “Perhaps not, but he has still done a great deal for
this school and its students. If anyone has any concerns, you are free to speak to me,
Professor McGonagall, Professor Snape, or any of your other teachers in your own time. But
we had better crack on now! How about we revise the Engorgement Charm?”

For the next few weeks, most of Aurora’s house went one of two extreme ways: they either
wrapped themselves entirely in revision, or refused to look at a book at all in protest. Draco,
Pansy, Blaise and Daphne all fell into the latter category, and it fell largely to Aurora and
Theodore to try and coax them into revision, which didn’t work very well at all. Gwen for her
part was trying to revise, but was clearly distracted, something which Aurora couldn’t blame
her for at all. She and Robin accompanied her everywhere, even if it was crossing the Great
Hall, as a precaution, though Gwen did express frustration. “It’s obvious I’m a muggleborn if
you two are hanging about like you’re terrified I’ll get attacked!” she told them, but still
refused to be in their room alone without Aurora, just in case the Heir snuck in.

Gwen seemed to think, though, that it was safest for her to be surrounded by a crowd of
people in the common room, no matter how jumpy she got when someone she didn’t know
sat down near them. Their study group expanded into Aurora, Theodore, Millicent, Robin,
Gwen, and occasionally a reluctant Draco and Pansy. “We’re trying to stage a protest here,”
Pansy said, eyes determinedly off of the Transfiguration textbook they had in front of them
on the table. “If Snape was Headmaster, he would never have made us do exams.”

“Yes he would,” Theodore said, rolling his eyes. “If nothing else but to see everyone annoyed
about it.”

“And don’t act like you’re so upset about Hermione Granger,” Millicent added to Pansy, who
glared at her. “You’re just lazy.”



“I am not!” Pansy declared. “I just don’t see the point in doing unnecessary work because it’s
what Albus Dumbledore would have wanted me to do! It’s not like he’s dead! He just got
sacked!”

“I’m still waiting to hear back from father,” Draco told them all importantly. “He’ll speak to
the governors.”

“That’s an awful lot of energy to put into trying to get out of exams,” Aurora told him, rolling
her eyes. “Energy that could, perhaps, be put into actually studying.”

He scowled.

Though they couldn’t meet students from other hours apart from in classes, meaning Neville
and Aurora couldn’t have a proper study session together, they still found a way to quietly
revise. In Potions, they would alternate between Aurora adding an ingredient and explaining
part of the process, and Neville copying her. Any lighter work, such as stirring or menial
chopping, would allow him to talk Aurora over some of the ways to deal with various plants.
The conversation actually seemed to set him at ease, Aurora noted. He performed much
better when he was at ease and not stressed out so much. It also helped that a lot of their
ingredients included plants, giving him an opportunity to show his own knowledge in relation
to Potions, which she could tell made him more confident. She felt better about Herbology,
too, even though she didn’t have much proper practice with Neville. It seemed the trick was
to try and understand the plants and be kind to them. Aurora felt rather foolish when she tried
to be nice to a plant, but they did seem to do much better when she was gentle with them,
even if many still seemed repulse by her touch.

Three days before the exams were due to start, they all got some very good news as
McGonagall stood up at breakfast and announced that the Petrified victims would be revived
that night. “I need hardly remind you all that one of them may be able to tell us who, or what,
attacked them. I am hopeful that the culprit may well be caught by the end of term.”

The Great Hall erupted into noisy cheers and chatters, and Aurora grinned. Only Draco
looked displeased - she tossed a piece of toast at him. “Stop sulking,” she said. “This is a
good thing!”

“Do you really think they’ll catch the culprit?” Gwen asked Aurora and Robin as they went
quickly towards Defense Against the Dark Arts. “It could all be over?”

“I thought they said earlier that Hagrid was the culprit,” Robin said dubiously. “And there
haven’t been any attacks since he went to Azkaban, have there?” Aurora still shuddered at the
name of that place.

“Clearly McGonagall doesn’t agree,” Aurora whispered. “But this is all for the better isn’t
it?” She grinned at Gwen, who returned the gesture nervously. “It’s all going to be fine.”

Their Herbology class - which was for once, going rather well for Aurora - was almost
finished when Filch came running out over the grounds towards the greenhouse. He burst in.
“Students are to go to their common room!” he panted, and Sprout’s eyes widened in alarm.
“A girl has been taken into the chamber!”



The whole class gasped, even Draco, quite horrified. “What?” Gwen said. She had gone quite
white.

“Right, everyone,” Sprout said, her voice very serious as opposed to her usual determined
cheerfulness. “Put all your equipment down, take your bags. I’ll tidy up, we must go at once.
And stick together, no wandering off.”

Aurora didn’t think any of them were at all considering of wandering off. Gwen gripped her
hand tightly as they went up the slope towards the castle. “How have they taken someone
into the chamber?” she asked nervously. “You don’t think...”

“They’ve killed them,” Robin said, voice rather hollow. “They must have.”

“Oh, don’t say that!” Aurora said in alarm, even though she agreed.

“Why else would they have?” Gwen asked, wringing her hands. “Oh, imagine, it’s horrid!
That could have been me!”

“Don’t say that either!” Aurora cried, holding Gwen tightly. “We don’t know what’s
happened yet, do we? Let’s just get back to the common room and stick together.”

“I want to write Mum and Dad,” Gwen said. “I have to tell them.”

“You’ll only worry them,” Aurora said rationally, but Robin said, “You can borrow my owl.”

He shrugged at her glare. “They should know. And I suspect Hogwarts might close soon,
too... If... If the student is, you know...”

He let the word hang in the air this time, which didn’t make Aurora feel better, nor did it
seem to calm Gwen at all. By the time they reached the Slytherin Common Room, counted in
by Professor Sprout, she was shaking with anxiety, and they had to fetch Millicent’s coziest
pink blanket to wrap around her shoulders.

It seemed like hours before Snape came to speak to them. “A girl has indeed been taken into
the Chamber of Secrets,” he said slowly. “Some of you may know her. Miss Ginny Weasley.”
Aurora’s stomach plummeted. Ginny. She didn’t really know her, but it was still shocking.
And she was so small. So young. She felt like she was going to be sick, and Gwen’s face had
taken on a rather green tinge. One of the first year girls looked like she was crying. “Apart
from that, I am not at liberty to tell you details. Pack your belongings. The Hogwarts Express
will be arriving tomorrow morning to return you to your families. No one except a Prefect is
to leave the confines of the common room and dormitories, and all Prefects may only see me
in exceptional or emergency circumstances, in groups of four. That is all.” It was the first
time she had ever seen Snape look worried about his students. “I trust the Prefects have
counted the students?”

“All accounted for, sir,” said Yaxley nervously.

“Good. See it remains that way.”

He turned on his heel and left them. “The school’s closing?” Robin said.



“Are you surprised?” Theodore asked. “It can’t remain open after this.”

“Poor Ginny,” Aurora said quietly. “I feel awful for her parents, don’t you?” The Weasleys
we’re technically family, and the girl had always looked so small. Molly Weasley would be
devastated.

Even Draco appeared shaken, as evidenced by the fact that he had nothing nasty to say about
the Weasleys. All year long he’d spoken about the possibility of someone dying, but now
someone had, he seemed sick at the thought. “It is horrid,” he said eventually, quietly, and
only to Aurora. “Even if it is Weasley’s sister. She’s a pureblood, even if she is a blood
traitor. What’s the monster want with a pureblood?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora said numbly. “Oh, this is horrid.”

“Where will you go?” he whispered. “Durmstrang or Beauxbatons?”

“I don’t even know,” she whispered. She supposed it wasn’t even entirely her decision.
Maybe Andromeda and Ted would be making the decision for her. What if they sent her
somewhere else, like Ilvermorny? She couldn’t stand for that. She frowned worriedly and
leaned against Draco’s shoulder. “But wherever we go, we’ll go together, right?” The idea of
not sharing her days with her best friend was terrifying.

She swore she could see Death’s shadow moving over the stone walls, flickering by the
fireplace. A small part of her wanted to follow, see where Ginny was, see if there was
anything she could do. The Weasleys were technically family after all (even if she mentally
disowned Ronald). But she was too scared to leave the common room. And if the monster
had taken Ginny, who was to say it wouldn’t take her too? She had to hide, and she had to
stay with her friends. They’d all keep each other safe, she knew.

They were brought lunch and dinner by house elves who Apparated quickly in and out of the
common room. No one felt much like eating, even Vincent and Greg. The girls all packed
silently later on, and the others - Pansy, Daphne, Millicent and Lucille - all piled into the
floor in Aurora and Gwen’s room, all of them reluctant to separate. Aurora tried to sleep, but
every time she closed her eyes all she could think of was Death. Ginny Weasley was dying
and there was nothing she could do. But one of the professors ought to have done something.
Dumbledore ought to have done something earlier, after the first attack. They shouldn’t have
waited for someone to die. They had been useless, the whole lot of them, and now a girl was
dead or dying. Everyone said Dumbledore was a great man, but he had let this happen.

She felt awful for Molly Weasley. She knew that all of the other Prewetts had passed away,
with Ignatius being the last of her family, and to lose a child, especially one so young, was
unthinkable.

She couldn’t recall getting to sleep, but at around one in the morning she was woken up by
Millicent. “They’re saying we’re to go to the Great Hall!” she said, beaming in her fluffy
pink dressing gown. “They’ve caught the Heir!”

“What?” Aurora asked groggily, standing up. “Who?”



“I don’t know who, but Potter and Weasley did it!”

“What?” Gwen stared over. “They’ve caught them? You’re sure?” She looked like she was
going to cry of happiness as she ran over and hugged first Millicent and then Aurora.

“I’m sure McGonagall will explain more, but we should go! Come on!”

They didn’t bother getting dressed properly, though Daphne and Pansy fussed over their hair.
Everyone was going upstairs in dressing gowns and pyjamas and slippers, each of them
excited and curious.

It was apparent, once they got to the Great Hall, that Dumbledore had returned to the school
already. No one quite knew what was going on, but the story got around quickly - how Potter
and Weasley had heard Ginny had been taken to the chamber and how they’d worked out it
was a Basilisk down there and found the entrance, which Potter opened with Parseltongue,
and how no one knew quite who the Heir turned out to be but they had been dealt with, and
Potter had saved Ginny Weasley. It was quite a tale, and made better by the feast.

The Petrified victims came in at around two o’clock to a round of applause. Gwen was
cheering loudest of anyone at the table, holding Robin’s hand tightly. They all gorged
themselves on cake and other Hogwarts delicacies, and everyone cheered to hear exams had
been cancelled and to see Hagrid returned, and Aurora didn’t even care (much) that Potter
and Weasley had won four hundred points for Gryffindor to win them the House Cup again,
because they had done what she had been too scared to and gone to save Ginny, and she was
beyond relieved that they had. And she wouldn’t have to leave Hogwarts - or be separated
from her friends - after all.

Despite rumours saying Potter and Weasley has caught the Heir, no one seemed to know who
the Heir was. Potter didn’t even acknowledge the fact that he had been wrong about Aurora,
but she was above confronting him about it. He’d been proven wrong anyway, and the
satisfaction of being right was more than enough for Aurora. She was content to merely give
him a few superior looks and watch his discomfort.

The Summer term ended in glorious sunshine. Hogwarts returned mostly to normal, except
that their Defense Against the Dark Arts had been cancelled. Somehow, in the chamber,
Potter had managed to remove Lockhart’s memory and he was currently being treated in St.
Mungo’s. Aurora didn’t understand what had happened there and frankly didn’t care to ask.
Potions was still rather wretched, only compensated for by Neville, who was more cheerful
than Aurora had ever seen him, especially after Hermione Granger had thanked him for
helping with the Mandrakes that revived her.

Aurora and Potter for the most part continued to ignore each other, which suited her just fine.
She didn’t need Potter’s approval, but it was nice to know he - and the rest of the school -
didn’t think she was an aspiring murderer anymore. It helped that Draco had lost some of his
usual arrogance towards Potter and friends after his father was sacked from the board of
governors and lost his house elf all in the space of twenty-four hours. He didn’t say, but
Aurora got the sense that Lucius had had something to do with the Heir’s appearance at
Hogwarts, and she made a note to stay out of his way. She was glad she was going home to
the Tonkses this Summer - Dora had written to say she’d be picking her up at Platform Nine



and Three Quarters and was eager to hear good news from Hogwarts as opposed to the recent
scandal reported in the Daily Prophet.

All too soon it seemed they were all on their way back home. Aurora made the journey with
Daphne, Pansy, Lucille and Millicent, all of whom were considerably more cheerful than they
had been a month ago. “We will definitely have you to stay at some point this Summer,”
Pansy promised. “These three are all coming for the gala, you must join us too. I’ll force
Mother to let you.”

“Oh, please do,” Aurora said. She’d always wanted to go to a Parkinson Manor gala.

“I’ve chosen my dress robes already,” Daphne said with a smile. “They’re simply gorgeous,
from Twilfitt and Taffling’s most exclusive range. Mother, Astoria and I are going to be fitted
in a few days’ time.”

“You all have new robes?” Millicent asked worriedly. “I was just going to wear my old blue
ones.”

“Oh, no, Millicent,” Lucille said, looking appalled. “Those are dreadfully out of date. You
must come shopping with my sisters and I instead. And you too, Aurora.”

She grinned at the invitation. “We’ll see. I don’t trust Dora’s fashion sense, especially when it
comes to dress robes.”

As they sped on through the countryside, the girls filled the last hours together with chatter
and gossip that was far more light-hearted than the rumours that had filled the year at school.
They feasted merrily on the sweets from the trolley, and the others all cooed over Stella when
she woke from a nap, looking for their attention. The sun was just starting to go down when
they arrived at King’s Cross, and Aurora hauled her trunk off of the train. The girls all
hugged each other tightly in goodbye, promising to write to one another all the time, before
going their separate ways to their families.

“Wotcher, munchkin,” Dora greeted, ruffling Aurora’s hair unexpectedly.

“Hey!” she protested, turning around with a pout. “Don’t mess up my hair!”

Dora grinned. “Someone’s sassy today.” She brought out her wand for a quick lightening
Charm and grabbed Aurora’s trunk for her. “How was your skive term?”

“It wasn’t a skive term,” Aurora said defensively as they headed towards the barrier.

“You had no exams! I’m jealous as anything!”

“We had a monster in the school!” Aurora protested, and Dora squeezed her shoulder in a
weird, almost protective way. She tried to avoid the thought of the motion’s familiarity.
“Moody still working you hard?”

“Oh, he never stops. Still, it’ll all be worth it in a year when I graduate.” She beamed. “You
fancy being an Auror someday?”



“Aurora the Auror?” Aurora laughed. “Absolutely not, it would sound ridiculous.”

Dora grinned and nudged Aurora’s shoulder as together they went through the barrier and
towards home.



News from Azkaban

“I’m dead jealous,” was the first thing Dora said when Aurora showed her the Nimbus Two
Thousand and One she’d been allowed to bring home for the Summer holidays. “Dad, look at
that. That’s a top quality racing broom, that is!”

Ted grinned as he came over from the sofa. “Giving Gryffindor a run for their money then,
eh?”

“Well,” she said huffily, “I haven’t, and Draco actually lost to Potter, but we’ll get there.
Once they let me actually play properly.” She looked at Dora. “I was benched all season,
even before it got cut short.”

Andromeda shook her head. “Slytherin’s always been the same, Aurora. Tradition is tradition
and when it comes to Quidditch, that means no girls get to play. It’s remarkable you got
yourself a spot in the first place.”

“Draco got me the spot,” she muttered, crossing her arms. “Well, he got me the trial. I don’t
think Flint thought I would be any good, but I was.”

“You just keep at it next season,” Ted told her. “There must be a spot opening.”

“Only a Chaser and Beater,” she said. “Now Pucey and Symms have left, but Flint says he
has a plan of who he wants to join the Chaser trio and I doubt it’ll be me, and I’m not really
the build for a Beater. But I guess at least I’d get to play.” Aurora scowled. “I might have a
chance next year: there’s a few seventh years now, including Flint, so they’ll leave. It’s so
frustrating though.”

“I quite share your frustration, Aurora. They were the same in my day.” Andromeda smiled.
“Bloody brilliant broom though.”

“Can I have a go?” Dora asked, seemingly unable to help herself. Aurora laughed.

“Go for it.”

“Oh, you don’t want to give Dora a broom, she’ll fly it into a tree.”

“Dad!” Dora looked quite furious. “I am not that clumsy! I was on the Hufflepuff team!”

“And Slytherin had a winning streak all that time,” Andromeda said with a smirk. Both Ted
and Dora looked annoyed by this comment, prompting Aurora to laugh.

“I won’t fly it into a tree,” Dora assured her. “Dad’s just trying to embarrass me, like he
always does.”

“That’s my job.”

“Give us a go then.” She winked. “Promise I won’t hurt it.”



Despite Dora’s assurances, Aurora was incredibly nervous watching her fly the Nimbus Two
Thousand and One around the Tonkses’ garden, and breathed out a giant sigh of relief when
she touched down again. “Wicked,” Dora said, grinning. She scrunched up her nose to force
her hair back into place, at the same time turning it a vibrant orange.

“I’m still so jealous you can do that,” Aurora told her.

“Listen,” Dora said, grinning, “you still got that colour-changing potion I got you for
Christmas?”

“Yes,” she said warily, “but I haven’t used it yet.” Seeing the grin on Dora’s face, she added,
“But I’m not going to dye it that colour!”

Dora grinned. “Aw, but you’d look so cute ginger.”

“And be mistaken for a Weasley?” She pulled a face. “No way. Plus, it’d probably turn it
green.”

“It could match your robes!”

“Absolutely not. Well...”

“One day,” Dora said, with a wink. “I’ll bring you round to it. Only don’t tell Mum, she’d kill
me for ‘leading sweet little Aurora astray’.”

“Sweet little Aurora?” She pulled an incredulous face, causing Dora to laugh.

“You are very cute, little munchkin.”

She scowled playfully. “You’re not getting a turn on my broom anymore. And don’t call me
munchkin!”

Dora just grinned.

Xx

The Parkinsons’ annual Summer gala was set for the second week in August, and this year
Aurora had been invited. She felt very grown up when she went to go shopping with
Millicent and Lucille in Diagon Alley, all of them excited. Lucille already had more robes
than she could possibly know what to do with - Aurora had seen her Hogwarts wardrobe - but
she still wanted a new set for the gala, while Millicent fretted over what to buy.

“I like these grey ones,” she told them, looking dubiously at the racks in Twilfitt and
Taffling’s.

“You can’t wear grey to a Summer gala, Millie!” Lucille cried, holding several sets of scarlet,
orange and canary yellow robes. “It has to be bright! Colourful! Summery! Like Aurora’s!”
She pointed to the soft blue robes Aurora was holding, which were so soft and silky they felt
like water between her hands.



Millicent grumbled, but the others helped her pick out a set of pale lilac and silver robes that
went well with her complexion. They took an awfully long time to decide what to buy, but
Lucille’s mother didn’t seem to mind, and even took them out for ice cream as a treat
afterwards before returning the girls home.

When Aurora got inside, having been dropped off in the garden by Mrs Travers, she could
tell something was off. Dora wasn’t home for a starter and Andromeda and Ted were talking
nervously in the kitchen.

“We’ll have to tell her before she sees it in the papers.”

“It’s an awful thing to have to break to her, though. Goodness, and she’s had such a lovely
day out.”

“What’s going on?” she asked uncertainly, hovering in the doorway.

Andromeda startled when she saw her, an expression of guilt coming over her face. “Oh,
Aurora! Sorry, dear, I didn’t hear you coming in!”

She glanced between them both. “What are you talking about? What do you need to tell me?
And where’s Dora?”

“She’s been called into the Ministry for an emergency training session,” Andromeda began.

That made Aurora nervous. What emergency? “And?”

“We’ve just gotten the news through from Azkaban,” Ted said. There was a nervous look in
his eyes, and Aurora’s stomach flipped over.

“What about?” She could hear the fear in her own voice. There was only one thing they could
have been talking about, only one person. Had something happened to her father? Had he
finally died in there? It was something that she’d thought of enough times that she couldn’t
quite believe it now. But the look in Andromeda’s eyes seemed too fearful to speak only of
death. “What’s happened?”

They both looked at each other for a long, tense moment before Andromeda finally spoke.
Aurora was ready for them to tell them he’d died. She was expecting it. But Andromeda said,
“Your father has escaped from Azkaban.”

Aurora’s stomach plummeted and shock froze her. “He’s WHAT?” Aurora stared at
Andromeda. “HOW? It’s meant to be impossible to escape from there!”

“No one knows how he did it,” Andromeda told her. “The Aurors are already on the case,
they’ve reacted quickly, I’m sure he’ll be caught soon.”

“That’s why Dora’s been called in?” She felt sick to her stomach. This was not good, not
good at all. What if Dora got hurt by him? “But - but why’s he broken out?”

After what had happened with Quirrel, and the rumours last year, Aurora couldn’t help but
feel terror at the thought of what Sirius Black was up to. Her father. Maybe her grandmother



would have welcomed the thought of the Dark Lord rising again, but he had taken every
possibility of a family from her. He’d killed her mother. His betrayal of the family had driven
his parents and brother to their early graves. And if he was loose, what might he do if he
found her? “We don’t know that either,” Andromeda said quietly. “But it isn’t for you to
worry about, Aurora.”

“He’s my father,” she said. “What - what if he comes to find me?”

They both frowned. “Why would he do that?”

“Well, he’s - he's the reason my mother died, isn’t he? Because he turned Death Eater, what if
he tries to-”

“He wouldn’t,” Andromeda said firmly. “He’s not going to do anything to hurt you, Aurora,
you’re his daughter.”

“She was his wife!”

“You don’t need to worry,” Ted assured her. “He’s not coming to hurt you, and you are safe
with us. We promise, we’ll look after you.”

She didn’t want to admit to being scared, but she was. She remembered Walburga saying
Sirius was the worst thing to happen to the family, Arcturus refusing to speak of him,
Lucretia calling him Blood Traitor and Death Eater and everything in between even if Aurora
didn’t understand how he could be both. Even without a lord, he was dangerous. Even before
he’d had one, he had turned his back on and destroyed his family. A murderer and a traitor.

But she didn’t want to think about any of that. It didn’t feel real, that her father had escaped
from prison. It ought to have been impossible, and somehow this felt like more of a shock
than any death because she could never have prepared for it and had never seen it coming. He
had a life sentence. By all accounts, he should be dead or completely insane by now. And if
he was insane, who was to say what he would do?

“Do you think I’ll still be able to go to the gala?” she asked, anything to distract from the idea
she might get murdered by her father.

Andromeda blinked. “Well, I don’t see why not. The Parkinsons won’t rescind their
invitation, it would be awful manners, and I’m sure they’ll have excellent security.” She
smiled at Aurora gently. “No one’s going to hurt you. I promise.”

Dora didn’t get home until late that night. Aurora was meant to be in bed, but she couldn’t
sleep until she heard her come back safe. “Dora?” she whispered, seeing her shadow by the
door. “What’s happening?”

The door opened just a crack and Dora slipped inside, looking tired, which was a very odd
look on her. “I’m not meant to tell anyone much,” she said. “But seeing as it’s you, I reckon
you’ve got a right to know.” She nodded eagerly, though nervous for what Dora might say.
“Fudge was in Azkaban a few days ago, just a routine observation. He said Black seemed



completely normal, like he wasn’t affected by the Dementors at all. Apparently he was
saying...” She trailed off. “He kept saying ‘he’s at Hogwarts’ over and over again.”

“He?” Aurora asked, perplexed. “Who?”

“Can’t you think of anyone?” She could. She very much could.

“You think he’s going after Harry Potter?”

“I think it’s a possibility,” Dora said. “And the Auror Department agreed. Of course, they’re
not telling us much else, but we’ve had a whole training session about how to interact with
Dementors and work with them to try and capture him.”

“But you will capture him, won’t you?”

“Course we will,” Dora said, though she wasn’t very convincing. “Well, not me personally,
but the Aurors are brilliant. Don’t you worry about it.”

“Of course I’m going to worry about it,” Aurora said grumpily, and Dora grinned.

“Get some sleep. We can go out for a fly tomorrow, I’m not in until the afternoon since we
were kept so late at night. They’re going to break the news in the Prophet tomorrow - and
they’re putting it out in the Muggle press, too.”

“Really?” She supposed it made sense. They had to take this seriously. “I should write Gwen
then, shouldn’t I?”

Dora nodded. “I think that’d be a good idea. It’s better she hears what’s happening from you,
than if she’s confused and doesn’t know what’s going on. The Muggles aren’t going to be
given the full picture, obviously.”

“Right.” She shut her eyes, frowning. “Thanks for telling me, Dora.”

“Course. Don’t tell Mum I’ve told you though, she says she thinks you’re scared enough.”

“I’m not scared,” Aurora said. Dora grinned at her.

“I know you aren’t, Aurora. Get some sleep.”

But she couldn’t sleep. She had few photographs of her father as he had been in his school
days, and most had been kept so she could try and figure out what her mother had looked
like, but the thought of that man now in his thirties, as a murderer and traitor fresh out of
Azkaban, driven insane, chilled her to her very bones. There was a part of her that relished
the idea of coming into contact with him, to make him pay for his betrayal of his family, but
there was a larger part that was terrified he would kill her. Would a man like that show mercy
for his daughter? She doubted it. Even if once he might have, he wouldn’t now.

She lay awake long into the night, worrying and wondering. When she finally got to sleep, it
was a restless one, and her dreams were fitful whispers and hisses from her long-gone family.
Traitor, murderer, Death Eater, weak, lunatic. Disgrace and scum. Unfit to bear the Black



name. We do not speak of him. Do not ask questions about your father. Somewhere in the
recesses of her memory or imagination, there was green light and screaming and a man
laughing maniacally. She woke up feeling like she was falling. Like that green light had hit
her.

Her fingers scrambled on her bedside table. She took one of the snake necklaces and held it
tight to her chest. Claudius’ voice whispered, “The traitor will not hurt you,” but it still didn’t
help her sleep again.



The Gala

There was a week to go until the Parkinsons’ gala, and though Aurora was nervous that she
wouldn’t get to go, or that something bad would happen - they still hadn’t caught her father,
and Andromeda was clearly nervous - she couldn’t withhold her excitement about the event
either. Dora wasn’t very interested in hairstyles and makeup, but Andromeda was, and
seemed rather pleased to have someone to discuss fashion with, seeing as neither her
daughter nor husband would.

Though she wasn’t getting out very much, Aurora had her run of the garden while Dora was
at training and Andromeda at work. Ted usually kept an eye on her while working from the
garden, but he trusted her not to fall off the broom and break her neck. She flew laps and
went as high as she could without being spotted from the nearby Muggle village, chasing
Stella who was running along the ground far below her. When she got as far as she thought
was sensible to go, she turned and went into a steep, fast dive, hurrying towards the ground.
She loved the feel of the bruising wind against her cheeks and the adrenaline coursing
through her veins. This was what she missed out on when she stayed on the bench during
matches and training.

Something moved in the trees next to her. She drew up sharply, as a massive black dog darted
out in front of her. Heat racing, Aurora steadied herself and hovered not far above the dog. It
turned its head up to face her, pale eyes glistening unnaturally. It showed no signs of moving,
even when Stella hissed at it, and Aurora slowly made her descent down to the grass. Ted was
on the other side of the garden and didn’t seem to have noticed, but she didn’t think the dog
was going to hurt her, despite how terrifying it seemed at first.

It looked a bit like a Grim, she realised as she touched down, but knew it couldn’t be. Grims
were meant to be bringers of death, but she didn’t see Death hanging anywhere around the
dog’s shadow. Stella didn’t seem to like the dog though. Aurora encountered it warily,
holding her broom tightly in one hand while she fingered her wand with the other. She
narrowed her eyes at the dog, but it didn’t seem to want to do anything except stand there.

“Hello,” she said, regarding it carefully. Now she got a better look at it, the dog looked rather
thin and bedraggled, like it had been starved for a very long time. A stray. How had it found
her here? She couldn’t help but feel a little on edge. She partly wanted to try and pet it, but
was sure it would give her fleas; she kept a wide berth.

The dog barked at her, eyes wide. They seemed to shine. “Are you lost?” she asked it quietly.
The dog lowered its head, nose to the ground, and let out a low, almost sad, whine. “You’re a
stray?”

Somehow she didn’t think Andromeda would take well to her trying to adopt a stray dog.
Dora would think it was a laugh, though. But they didn’t have any food. What did dogs even
eat? She imagined it was meat, and maybe similar to the food cats ate. “You stay here,” she
told the dog. “Please. I’ll get you some food.”



The dog’s eyes seemed to light up as Aurora headed back inside, grabbing some of Stella’s
cat food in a bowl upstairs - some dogs could eat cat food, right? - taking a banana from the
kitchen and then getting another bowl for water. Dogs must need water, she thought, carrying
the two bowls carefully across the garden towards where the dog still stood at the edge of the
trees. Stella whined at her heels, seeming quite upset that her food was being used to feed a
dog. “I know, Stella,” Aurora said clippedly. “But the poor thing’s starving. I’ll still always
prefer cats.”

Stella didn’t seem impressed by this declaration, though. Aurora set the two bowls down
carefully in front of the dog - though far enough away that she couldn’t catch anything its
disgusting fur was carrying - who leapt on them quickly, and devoured the cat food. He must
have been starving, Aurora thought. She unpeeled the banana and went to break it up, but the
dog was eyeing it so hungrily that she lay it down and let him eat it himself. It was quite
impressive: she had never seen a dog so well-trained and yet so utterly ravenous when eating.
Stella meowed and gave the dog a superior sort of look.

While the dog lapped at the water, Aurora crept closer, but there was no collar or anything to
tell her who the dog might belong to. It must have owners, to be so obedient, but whoever
they were they didn’t seem to have done a good job taking care of it. She hoped no one had
hurt the dog. It didn’t have any obvious signs of being hurt, but she didn’t really know what
to look for. It was clear that it had been neglected.

Aurora knelt down to meet the dog’s eyes, and a chill went through her. “Would you like to
come inside?” she said quietly. The dog considered her with sharp eyes, then shook its head.
“No? Are you going to be an independent dog?” Stella hissed like she hoped the dog would
be an independent dog, and bugger off so she didn’t have to share her food with him.

She expected the dog would leave in a minute now it had gotten what it wanted, but instead it
reached out a paw and placed it gently on her knee. She stared at it, surprised, and rather
inclined to pull away. She didn’t know why something was pulling in her chest. It was a dog,
and a gross one at that.

“Alright,” she said crisply, moving the dog’s paw gently off of her. She still didn’t trust that it
didn’t have fleas. “If you hang about, I can try and sneak you food from dinner.”

The dog looked tempted - not that she really thought it knew what she was saying - but shook
its head. It licked the back of Aurora’s hand, much to her revulsion, let out a low whine,
bowed its head and then sprinted away back into the trees. She watched it go, shrinking into
the shadows. Stella hissed.

Aurora stared at the back ofher hand. “That is disgusting,” she said, feeling a desire to wash
her hands until they were positively red and rid of the dog’s saliva. “We ought to get back
inside then,” she told her cat, picking up the two emptied bowls and the banana peel. “And I
need to wash my hand before I feed you. Come on, lovely.”

She couldn’t stop thinking of the dog, though. Those eyes were familiar. But that thought was
ridiculous; she was just on edge and unnerved because of the recent news. Stray dogs
probably came around here all the time looking for food. Right? But it creeped her out the ore



she thought about it, and the more she thought about it the more she thought of how utterly
foolish she was being.

She kept inside the house for the rest of the day, watching the window nervously, just in case.
If she were to be rational, she told herself, she would know that she was just being overly
paranoid. But if she couldn’t be paranoid now, when could she be?

She mentioned the dog to Dora after dinner, but she didn’t seem concerned. “We get strays
coming round all the time,” she told her, “I think they’re attracted to the magic or something.
Don’t worry about it Aurora. Stray dogs are not on our suspect list.”

The dog didn’t return the next day, to Aurora’s relief. That Saturday was the Parkinsons’ gala
and Aurora had to make sure she was ready. Pansy said she could stay at the manor on the
Friday and Saturday nights with her and the other girls, and Aurora couldn’t wait to see
everyone again.

Andromeda Flooed her to the Parkinsons’ after dinner, which was a very awkward encounter
given that, prior to marrying Ted and breaking from the family, Andromeda had been a good
friend of Pansy’s mother. Now they didn’t speak except to exchange strained pleasantries,
and Aurora was rather relieved when Pansy brought her upstairs. “Daphne and Astoria are
already here, and we expect Millie and Lucille soon. Draco, Blaise and Theodore aren’t
joining us until the morning, Mother said it wouldn’t be proper for them to stay the night.”
She rolled her eyes and grinned. “I’m so glad you’re here, though! I read about your father in
the paper, are you alright? Father said not to bother you about it, but I thought someone ought
to ask you.”

Aurora looked away, trying to feign nonchalance. “I mean, it is rather frightening, but he isn’t
my father, not really. It’s not like I ever knew him.”

“Yes, but it’s ever such a scandal! Mother fretted for days over your invitation, but of course I
insisted you still had to come.”

“Oh.” Aurora didn’t really know what to say to that. She tossed her hair and put on an
unbothered smile, hoping it looked genuine. “Well, I am awfully glad you invited me. I
couldn’t have these dress robes go to waste.”

“Exactly!” Pansy grinned. “That’s precisely what I told Mother.”

Daphne was already there, combing the hair of a younger blonde haired girl who could surely
only be Astoria, her little sister, who was due to start Hogwarts in September. Astoria’s eyes
widened as she saw Aurora, but Daphne stopped her saying anything by letting out a loud
squeal and hurrying over. “Aurora!”

“Hello, Daphne,” she said awkwardly as the other girl embraced her tightly. Aurora wasn’t
totally sure how to reciprocate when her arms were basically pinned to her sides.

“Oh, I couldn’t believe it about your father, it’s so horrible? Are you worried? My father was
shocked, no one ever escaped Azkaban - but you are alright, aren’t you? I didn’t know what
to say in a letter and Mother told me I oughtn’t to write one to you, but I was shocked!”



“Oh,” Aurora said stiffly. “Well, I suppose I’m alright. I just hope they find him soon.”

“My father says he should never have been imprisoned in the first place,” Pansy said, shaking
her head. “He said he was quite on the right side. Of course, this just goes to show how
utterly incompetent the Ministry always has been.”

Aurora feigned a smile and squirmed out of Daphne’s grasp, desperate to change the subject.
She turned to Astoria, Daphne’s little sister. “Hello, Astoria. It’s lovely to see you.”

“And you, Aurora,” Astoria said, in that perfectly polite way. Aurora recognised the way she
was speaking. That tiny hint of fear, of wariness. She tried not to let her frustration show; she
figured there would be a lot more of that at Hogwarts come September.

“Don’t be so stiff, Astoria,” Daphne huffed, playing with Aurora’s hair. “She’s excited to see
Draco tomorrow,” she whispered conspiratorially, “she fancies him.”

“Daphne!” Astoria cried. “I do not!”

“Do you?” Pansy looked quite upset. “You’re far too young for him, Astoria.”

“Why’d you fancy Draco?” Aurora asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Aurora, don’t be so rude.”

“Don’t get me wrong, he’s still my best friend.” Astoria was a very bright red. Aurora took
some pity on her. “He probably wouldn’t notice if you fancied him, he’s incredibly
unobservant.” This didn’t seem to help at all. Aurora didn’t think talking about boys was her
strongest talent. “But most boys are at this age.”

“I’ll tell him you said that about him!” Pansy said.

“I’ve told him as much myself,” Aurora laughed. “He won’t care.”

The girls were lovely and Aurora had a great time sharing the room with Pansy that night, as
they gossiped about the Summer and gracefully avoided any talk of Aurora’s father. In the
morning though, she was incredibly grateful to see Draco again. Regardless of whatever
disagreements and differences they may have, he was her best friend, her family, and he
always seemed to know the answers to what few questions she had. She had missed him.

He showed up just shortly after breakfast with his parents, all of them perfectly turned out.
Narcissa looked absolutely stunning, Aurora thought, and she felt all of a sudden rather
scruffy in her silver morning robes. “Ah, Lucius, Narcissa,” Pansy’s mother, Rosebelle,
greeted with a warm smile. “We didn’t expect you to arrive so soon, it’s a lovely surprise.”

“Ah, Draco was so eager to see Pansy and the other girls again,” said Narcissa smoothly. She
snuck Aurora a gentle smile over Rosebelle’s shoulder. “How are you all?”

“Very well, thank you,” Rosebelle said. “Of course, organising the gala has proven quite the
task as it always does, but we manage. Draco, dear, would you like to go upstairs with the
girls while the adults speak? You must all be back down here at noon, promptly.”



“Of course, Rosebelle,” Draco said smoothly, and he grinned at Aurora. “I’ve missed you all
dearly.”

“Draco, come and help me with my dress and jewellery,” Pansy said, taking his arm
immediately. “I wasn’t sure what you’d think of it.”

Draco looked at her weirdly. “What’s so special about your dress?”

Aurora laughed, taking his other arm. “Draco, you really are such a boy sometimes.”

“What does that mean?”

The girls only laughed. “Come on, we’ll get dressed and then we can talk. You look great.”

“Ugh, Mother chose my robes.” Draco looked down at himself in distain. “They’re far too
frilly.”

“They’re fine,” Millicent said. “You’re all way too fussy about clothes.”

“Millicent wanted to wear grey,” Lucille giggled, and Aurora gave her an unimpressed look.
She didn’t seem to care. “Can you imagine?”

Draco looked at Aurora as though to ask if that was bad or not. She just smiled. “I’m so glad
to see you,” she said quietly. “I’ve missed you.”

“Me too,” he admitted. “I saw the news about your father. Mother and Father wouldn’t tell
me much but... I hope you’re okay?” She knew that Draco, while physically affectionate,
didn’t really know how to talk about emotions. But she appreciated that he’d tried; it meant
more than any of the proper words.

“Yeah,” she told him, nudging him gently. “It’s just an awful lot to deal with, but I’ll be fine.”

“We’ll talk about it later,” Draco told her, for Pansy was trying to catch his attention, vying
with Astoria. “You’ll dance with me, won’t you?”

“Well, I don’t know who else I’m meant to dance with, so yes.” She smirked at him. “But if
you step on my toes, or my dress, I’ll murder you.”

Draco just laughed. She decided she really liked that about him. He didn’t care about her
father - possibly because he was from the same Dark family - and he just saw her as Aurora,
his best friend and cousin. She tried not to show her happiness too much. That would simply
appear foolish.

Aurora was the first girl ready, mainly because she wanted to talk to Draco without being
interrupted by the others. Pansy she trusted with her emotions, but she wasn’t sure Pansy
would want to talk about them so much as Draco did. Besides, she’d been acting all funny
and giggly around Draco all morning, and both of them thought it was weird.

“You look nice,” was all Draco said when Aurora came out of the room she shared with
Pansy, smoothing down her skirts. The dress robes accentuated what few curves she had,



pulled in at the waist so they flared out a little and gave her a gentle silhouette, in an elegant
light blue. Honestly, she hadn’t thought the shade would suit her at first, but it did. In her hair
she had some silver clips, and the sapphire necklace with Cyphus the snake pendant on it.
Her wrist was adorned with various delicate silver and diamond bracelets, and from her ears
dangled silver earrings. She wore no rings except for the family ring, but figured she had
enough jewellery.

She smiled at Draco haughtily, trying not to laugh. “You’re very complimentary.”

Draco seemed not to know what else to say. “Well, you’re pretty? I don’t know, Aurora!”

She laughed. “Just be nicer to Pansy. You didn’t sound sincere.”

“I do mean it!” he insisted, cheeks growing red. “Really!”

“Leave it, Draco,” Aurora giggled. “I really don’t care what you think of my appearance.”

Draco seemed to sigh in relief. “I thought you were being serious,” he mumbled. Aurora
smiled tensely, eyes turning down. “So... Are you okay?”

“And what do you mean by okay?”

“Well, are you scared?”

“Of course I’m not scared,” she snapped. It wasn’t totally true, though.

“My dad told me everything,” Draco admitted. “I didn’t know your father was the one who
actually betrayed the Potters to the Dark Lord.”

She glared furiously at the floor, as Draco guided her to sit down. “Dora thinks he’s broken
out to go after him. Potter, I mean.”

“Well, maybe he’ll do us all a favour and knock him off.”

“Draco!” Aurora scolded. “Don’t. I don’t actually want Potter to die, least of all because of
my father.”

“You had no problem poisoning him.”

“That was intentionally non-fatal and you know it, Draco. And you swore you wouldn’t tell.”

He smirked, and put an arm stiffly around her shoulders. She tried not to laugh. “I get if you
feel awkward about it, but I don’t care. You’re just Aurora.”

“Just Aurora, gee, thanks, Draco.”

“Oh, you know what I mean! I know it’s an awful scandal right now, and Mother is terribly
upset about it - he was her cousin, after all - but it will blow over and I’m sure they’ll capture
him.”



“I’m sure they will.” She pursed her lips. She probably shouldn’t be saying this, but it was
only Draco. If she couldn’t talk to him then who could she talk to? “They might give him the
Dementor’s Kiss, Draco. Suck out his soul.” He shivered. “It sounds terrible, but I can’t say I
don’t think he deserves it.”

“I can’t imagine it,” Draco said quietly. “The Dementors are meant to be horrible.” He
shivered a little. “I’m glad Father...” He sucked in a nervous breath. “What do you want
then?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “It’s not that I’m scared of him. Because I’m not.” Well, maybe
only a little. “But I just don’t want to be like him. And this has reminded half the world that
he’s a murderer and half of them that he’s a blood traitor and it’s reminded everyone that I’m
his daughter and they should hate me.”

“Well, I don’t hate you,” Draco said, like it was the simplest thing in the world. “And I know
you’re not a blood traitor. Or a murderer.”

“I know that,” she sighed. “But not everyone does. And people will just believe what they
want to believe.” Her eyes turned to her hands, clasped nervously in her lap. “People always
judge me based on him. Even if they don’t say it, I know they do. They pick a side of him to
hate and then they hate me for it too.”

Draco looked like he was trying to reconcile something in his head. Finally, after a moment
of silence, he spoke. “Are you going to go after him?”

She looked down at her hands. “I don’t know. I kind of want to, but I know it would be
foolish of me. And I don’t exactly want to give him the chance to kill me like he killed...
Well, everyone else.” She swallowed thickly with a horrid lump in her throat. “But he
betrayed his family. So I won’t go after him but if he shows himself to me, if he tries to hurt
me... I don’t know what I might do.”

Her friend looked briefly shocked, but nodded. “Right.”

“Do you think I’m being ridiculous? He betrayed his family, yes, but he chose the right side
in the end, didn’t he? It was the losing side but it was - I suppose...” She didn’t know how to
say it. How to admit to the air that the Death Eaters were her family’s side, when she
wouldn’t say that they were necessarily hers, too. “I hate every part of him, not just the traitor
but the murderer. But I keep thinking, it’s not like he’s the only Death Eater in the world. It’s
just that he got caught.” That he murdered a dozen Muggles and laughed.

“What are you trying to say?” Draco asked and she laughed drily.

“I don’t even know, Draco. I guess I just wish none of this happened. I wish I had nothing to
do with him, he didn’t exist.” She looked down, and her heart felt heavy. “Is that a bad
thing?”

Draco took a moment to reply. “I don’t think so. He chose the right side in the end, but he
was also a blood traitor. I know you’ve never liked him.”



“How could I?”

“Yeah.” He smiled wryly. “It’ll be alright, Aurora.”

“Do you think Potter knows?” she asked before she could stop herself.

“Who cares?” He looked at her. “No really, Aurora. He doesn’t like you anyway, it won’t
make any difference. Potter’s a prick, he hates us all. There’s no point being guilty about it.
It’s not like you even had anything to do with it.”

“Someone must tell him at some point,” she mused.

“Yeah, probably Dumbledore. He’ll give him fifty points for the trouble.” Aurora cracked a
grin at that. “Seriously, don’t worry about Potter of all people. I’ll make sure none of them
give you any trouble over it.” He took her hand. “Family looks after family, right?”

She was at once incredibly grateful to have him as family. Aurora couldn’t help herself from
smiling. “Thank you. Seriously, Draco. I - I know I’m not really the best at showing...
affection or whatever you want to call it, but I do love you. You’re my best friend, and I -
just, thanks. For being here. On my side.”

He smiled at her like it was easy. “Well, obviously.”

She couldn’t restrain her own smile at that. Tears pricked her eyes, and she tried to hide it but
was sure Draco noticed. “Promise me you won’t tell anyone about this? I don’t want anyone
to think I’m bothered by it. I don’t want to make a fuss.”

“I won’t,” Draco said, with a faint smile. “Promise.”

They were halfway to a hug when the door opened again and Pansy came waltzing out in
frilly pink dress robes. “Draco, how do I look?”

Aurora gave him a significant look. “You look gorgeous,” he said stiffly, and she had to look
away to hide her laughter.

Pansy seemed pleased though. She came over and cooed over Draco, telling him and Aurora
how utterly excited she was for the day ahead. It didn’t escape Aurora how she placed herself
between them, which was entirely ridiculous and infuriating. There was nothing about Aurora
that Draco didn’t see in Pansy, but as much as she loved her friend, Aurora wished she wasn’t
there. She’d wanted to sit with Draco a little while longer; she didn’t think she could talk to
anyone else about this.

The other girls came out shortly after, and all of them looked stunning. Millicent blushed
when Aurora told her so. “You really think I look alright?” she asked, tucking hair behind her
ear. “Lucille said it didn’t look right anymore.”

“Lucille doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” Aurora said firmly, taking Millicent’s hand.
“I think you look absolutely gorgeous.”

Millicent went bright red, but looked very pleased as they went down the stairs together.



There were an awful lot of people for her to meet and talk to, and all of them spoke about
nonsense that Aurora only half understood. She mainly stuck to Draco, Pansy and Millicent.
The Malfoys were good about introducing her to people, with the firm look in their eyes that
said they were in no way to equate her to her recently escaped murderer of a father. She
appreciated that about them all, even Lucius.

When the time came for the meal, Aurora wound up sitting with Millicent’s family at one of
the tables far away from the Parkinsons, who dined with multiple people Aurora recognised
as being from the Ministry - Orcus Selwyn, Savar MacNair, Dolores Umbridge - as well as
the Malfoys and the Greengrasses. Millicent’s parents and sister were pleasant enough, but
Aurora couldn’t help feeling envious seeing Pansy seated next to Narcissa and across from
Draco, laughing with them like she was the family rather than Aurora. It was a foolish thing
to envy. Aurora knew where she stood. Or at least, she had. Now her father had broken out
and reminded the world of the stains on the Black name... She was on uneven ground.

And she realised as she ate, that the restoration of the Black family name relied on her now. It
was something that had semi-occurred to her before but never truly hit her in the way that it
did now. She was the last of the true Blacks, for all intents and purposes. She disowned her
father as all those before her had done.

She made polite conversation with the Bulstrodes, and the Flints, who also sat at their table.
She learned that Julius Flint was Marcus Flint’s uncle, and that he had several close contacts
within the Quidditch League and the Ministry Department of Sports and Games, as a
personal friend of Ludo Bagman. That set everyone off in a very excited conversation about
the upcoming Quidditch World Cup.

“Of course, we’ll all be cheering for England,” Millicent’s mother, Andrea, said, looking
around the table as though to catch someone out for not fully backing their team.

Aurora nodded earnestly. “Oh, of course. Still, I wouldn’t mind terribly if Wales or Scotland
won, but we all know how likely that is.” Everyone around the table laughed, and she smiled.
“So long as America aren’t the winners.”

That got an even larger laugh, particularly from Julius Flint, who went red in the face and had
to gulp down more wine, though Aurora thought water would have done the trick and the
wine was likely half the problem. She wasn’t much a fan of the weak white wine that she and
Millicent had been served, though she suspected the appreciation for it would come with age
and maturity.

After they had finished all seven courses and the plates were vanished to the kitchens, they
were free to mingle as they saw fit. Millicent and Aurora slipped away from the adults,
making a beeline for Daphne, Lucille, and Astoria, who were loitering by the edge of the
garden walls, where pale blue and purple fairy lights had been strung up with real fairies
dancing inside.

“Ah, there you two are,” Lucille said by way of greeting. “We thought Millicent might have
gotten lost in the puddings.”



Millicent shifted uncomfortably and Aurora stepped forward. “No, we were just chatting to
the Flints - Marcus’ cousins. It was rather fun. More fun than the conversation at your table
looked at any rate.”

Lucille’s face turned stony at the sly insult, and Aurora grinned over at Daphne, who
appeared amused. “Now you’re here,” Daphne said, slipping her arm through Aurora’s, “I
wanted to dance.”

“Oh, and are you asking me?” Aurora said, feigning embarrassment. “Why, I’m all a flutter,
Daphne.”

But they’d barely reached the patio where people were dancing when Draco arrived,
beaming. “My mother wants to introduce you to some people,” he told Aurora happily,
“while father’s speaking to some Ministry people.”

Aurora looked back at Daphne, who had put her hand over her chest in a mockery of
heartbreak. “Another time, Greengrass, another time.”

Millicent, Daphne and Lucille all laughed, but Astoria seemed too overcome at the sight of
Draco to do so. Smiling, Aurora took his arm and headed out into the crowd of people.

“Well,” he said, “how were the Bulstrodes and the Flints? I told Father we should put our foot
down and tell the Parkinsons you were to sit with us as family, but he said it was tricky to
navigate.” He rolled his eyes. “He’s negotiating something or other with Pansy’s father, I
don’t know what, but Mother isn’t too happy about it.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” Aurora told Draco.

“Yeah. Probably.” He shook his head as they approached Narcissa, who was in conversation
with a tall, stern-looking, grey-haired witch who reminded Aurora a little of Professor
McGonagall. “Mother, here she is.”

“Ah, Aurora.” Narcissa broke into a stunning smile and moved to kiss her cheek. “Marie, this
is my cousin, Aurora Black. She’s in Draco and Pansy’s year at Hogwarts. Aurora, this is
Marie Jasper. I believe you may have heard of her.”

A thrill of excitement went through Aurora that she tried to hide. Marie Jasper was a well
renowned Artihmancer - her book about sacred numbers had been one of the most
informative Aurora had read on the field. “How do you do, Ms Jasper?” she said, slightly
breathlessly, putting on a bright smile as she dipped her head. “I’m a massive fan of your
writing.”

Marie, who had at first appeared slightly alarmed by Aurora’s introduction, broke into a
smile. “Is that so? Do you study Arithmancy at Hogwarts?”

“Oh, not yet - I’m just about to start third year, we start our first Arithmancy classes this
September - but I’ve always had an interest in it, it’s so fascinating what numbers can
reveal.”



“Indeed.” Marie Jasper’s eyes glimmered and Draco gave Aurora a knowing, slightly teasing
look. Narcissa looked rather pleased with herself as Aurora started up a friendly - and
possibly a little rambly - conversation about Arithmancy.

The evening was a whirl of people and names, and Aurora tried her hardest not to trip over
her words. Often, when she was introduced to someone, they would do a double take, or else
eye her warily. This happened most often when she met someone from the Ministry. One
Dolores Umbridge - allegedly a relative of Orcus Selwyn, who did not once deign to confirm
this - looked at her like she was positive vermin until Lucius arrived and pointedly included
Aurora in his greeting to his ‘family’. At that point, Umbridge turned horribly sweet and
swept Lucius and Narcissa into a political discussion while Aurora and Draco slipped off to
where their friends were dancing. The girls had been joined by Theodore and Blaise, but
Pansy squealed when she saw Draco and swept him into a dance immediately, leaving Aurora
stranded.

She looked around for a moment, wondering if there was anyone else she knew who might
dance, when there was a warm hand in hers. She turned sharply, about to wrench it away,
only to see Theodore Nott grinning at her. “Draco said you dance?”

“Oh.” Not used to having someone’s hand in hers, Aurora’s nod was unusually clumsy. “I did
ballet when I was younger, not so much now. The Hogwarts dorms don’t exactly leave much
room for a grande allegro.”

He chuckled, and there was a faint blush ove r his cheeks. Aurora didn’t know quite what to
do with that realisation. “Well, I’m not asking for a grande allegro, but... Do you want to
dance? With me?”

She tried not to laugh at his nerves. “Yes, I suppose so, just please don’t tread on my toes.”

“Noted,” said Theodore, and pulled her into their little knot of people - Draco dancing with
Pansy, Daphne with Blaise, Millicent with Gregory, and Lucille with a Flint boy from the
year above theirs - as the music picked up.

The familiar movements of dance - turning, rising, arms tracing through the air - felt so
natural and so soothing that Aurora wondered why she’d ever stopped dancing. And having a
partner felt even nicer. She felt light, but more than that, this all felt familiar. Even with
Theodore, she felt herself falling into patterns: pointed feet, delicate fingers, curved arms,
relaxed shoulders, tilted chin, hips turned out. And it felt nice, that structured familiarity.

Theodore spun her, grinning, and then she was released to be caught between Draco and
Daphne, both grinning. For a few moments that night she could forget about her father, and
fall back into the things she knew and understood. She only wished it could remain that way
forever.



Dementor

When Gwen arrived to stay the night before September the First, Aurora had never been
more glad to see her. They were quick to get the adults talking so that they could run upstairs
to Aurora’s room and she could tell her everything that had been bothering her for the month
since her father escaped from prison.

“So you think he’s after Potter?” Gwen asked when Aurora was done, clasping her hands to
her mouth. “Really?”

“I don’t know. Dora does, and considering he killed his mother and father, he might be.” She
looked down. “Did I ever tell you he’s the reason my mother died?”

Gwen gave her a long and searching look. “No.”

“Yeah. It was only a few months before the end of the war. But he was scared, I guess, and he
wanted to change sides. His brother died - my Uncle Regulus - and the Dark Lord wanted a
Black son to replace him. My father did it, even though the family still hated him, and they
still do.” Her grandmother had hated him until her dying breath. “I guess my mother found
out he was the spy. He led Death Eaters to our house before she could tell anyone, and they
killed her. Made it look like an ambush. They killed her whole family - my whole family, just
for good measure. I don’t know why they never killed me. I suppose my father wanted to
save my life.” She shrugged, not meeting Gwen’s eyes. “I hate him.”

“But he won’t hurt you, will he?” Gwen’s wide eyes darted nervously around the room. “You
don’t think he might... Come looking for you? At Hogwarts? I mean, you’re his daughter.”

“He’s been in Azkaban twelve years, Gwen. That place is meant to drive people insane. He
might not even remember me.”

She wasn’t sure if she would be comforted by the thought that he might. It would provide
even more reason for him to go after her. “But - I mean, you don’t think... If he comes for
you, what will he do if he gets to the dorms?”

Aurora stared at her. “I’m sure it won’t come to that. I’ll be fine.”

“But what about the rest of us?” Gwen looked horrified. “Say he comes after you, but
someone gets in his way? Like me!” She paled considerably and Aurora had no idea what to
say.

“Well... I don’t know! But he won’t get into the castle, I’m sure.” She winced.

“But he supported that man. Voldemort! And he’s meant to hate muggleborns like me. He’s a
murderer!” Her eyes were wide and for the first time since first year, she was giving Aurora
that uncomfortable look, like she was again a threat.

“He won’t hurt you,” Aurora said, not looking at her. “I’m the one who needs to worry.”



“But...” Gwen seemed to be flailing for her words and there was an uncomfortable feeling
that settled in Aurora’s stomach. “He’s a murderer.”

“Yes, I think we established that, Gwendolyn.”

“What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong?” Aurora turned to stare at her. Was she being serious? “Really?”

Gwendolyn winced. “I’m sorry. I know you must be scared.”

“I’m not scared,” Aurora ground out.

“Right. Well... I am.”

“Good for you,” she said coolly.

Silence fell in the room for a moment. Aurora found herself fidgeting with her family ring,
and snatched her fingers away, glaring at the floor. “He um... You said he, that your family all
hate him... Do you want to talk about this?”

“No.”

“Right. I just think that, if he’s out there, then we need to take extra precautions.”

“I’m sure Hogwarts is taking plenty of precautions,” Aurora said stiffly. “The Aurors are
convinced he’s after Potter, and Dumbledore simply loves him.”

“And you?”

“Yeah, Dumbledore loves me.”

“No, but they must think you’re in danger, too.”

“They do.” Aurora couldn’t even look at Gwen. Why did she think she had to talk about this
with her? “Look, I’ve already had a whole conversation with Draco about this. I don’t need to
talk about it with you.”

“But...” Gwen sat down next to Aurora with a confused sort of sigh. “I’m your friend.”

“Yeah. And I understand you’re worried because we share a room and if I’m dancer you are
too, but I’m sure we’ll be protected. I just don’t want to talk about it.”

“You said you spoke to Draco Malfoy, though,” Gwen pointed out.

“I did.” Gwen pursed he rlips. “What?”

“Well, then why can’t you talk to me-”

“Because I don’t want to, Gwen,” she snapped. “I can talk to Draco because he’s basically
my brother and he understands more of this. Pureblood society and-”



“Oh, so this is a blood thing?” Gwen asked, voice colder than normal.

Now it Aurora’s turn to stare at her. “What?”

“I wouldn’t understand,” Gwen said slowly. “Because I’m not a pureblood.”

“No. No, that’s not what I meant, it’s just... Draco is my best friend, and I worded that
badly-”

“It’s fine,” Gwen said shortly, standing up. “I get it. We shouldn’t argue. I should say
goodbye to my mum again before she leaves.”

She hurried down the stairs and Aurora was left to stare at her, immobilised for a moment
before she followed, just in time to see Gwen and her mother hug and exchange a sweet
goodbye. A strange pang went through her and she glanced away, grinning falsely at Dora,
who eyed her with confusion. Aurora just shook her head and folded her arms, waiting.

When they got back upstairs for bed, Gwen changed the subject determinedly to school
gossip, asking about the gala and giggling over stories about the week she’d spent with
Robin, with little need for Aurora’s input. And despite the nerves in her stomach and
confusion in her head - how had that turned into an almost-argument and why couldn’t Gwen
just say what she clearly wanted to say? - she was comforted when she went to sleep by her
roommate’s familiar snoring.

They were prompt as always when they arrived at King’s Cross station in the morning,
hauling trunks onto the train with Ted and Dora’s assistance. “Write us every week,” Ted
reminded Aurora. “And be careful.”

He hugged her tightly, which was unexpected, but Aurora found that she didn’t mind it all
that much. “I will, Ted. Promise.” She grinned at Dora. “Good luck with training.”

“We have stealth this afternoon,” Dora said with a grimace. “I’ll need it.”

They hugged, too, and then Aurora and Gwen went to find a compartment on the train. Robin
was already seated in one on his own, so they ducked inside, Gwen beaming, while Aurora
merely offered him a short wave.

“Morning, Oliphant.”

“Black.” Robin grinned as he hugged Gwen, greeting her. He held his hand up to Aurora,
who after a few seconds of confusion, hit it feebly. He grinned further and sat down.

“Done your homework yet?”

He looked at her darkly, and held up a piece of parchment. “Does it look like it? This is for
McGonagall. She’s going to kill me, I completely forgot.”

Aurora laughed half-heartedly. “Good luck with that, Oliphant.”

“I’m sure we can give you a hand,” Gwen said enthusiastically. “Can’t we, Aurora?”



“I’m not letting him copy,” Aurora said, and pointedly took out Numerology and Grammatica
to read it for the fifth time.

Gwen just rolled her eyes. She worked with Robin on his homework, while Aurora flickered
between her Arithmancy and Ancient Runes notes in an effort to distract from them, trying to
find any similarities that she could use to tie the subjects together. It was important, in her
view, to understand how different branches of magic interacted, in order to get a better idea of
how it worked as a whole.

The other two both seemed confused by her actions, but didn’t press. While both intelligent,
neither were quite as academically ambitious as Aurora herself was, and didn’t see the
purpose in studying before term even started. As proven by Robin’s failure to complete his
Transfiguration homework. The train rattled on and Aurora turned to reading Great
Expectations, one of the books Gwen had given her last year; she watched with silent
approval at the choice.

A few hours in to the journey, the train groaned suddenly and lurched to a stop. The lights
above them flickered and then went out, and Aurora shivered as a sudden draught came
through the compartment. “What’s going on?” Gwen whispered. “Why’ve we stopped, we
can’t be there yet.”

“I don’t know,” Aurora said, the chill creeping over her. There was a cold sound like the wind
rattling through the aisle.

“Looks like everyone else’s lights have gone out too,” Robin said, voice grim. He shuffled
closer to Aurora, and the three of them pressed together, huddling for a bit of warmth.

“I don’t like this,” Aurora said decisively. There was a sliding sound like the train doors
opening. Someone had come on board. Her father? Could Sirius Black have found a way to
board the train? Of course not, she told herself with a sick feeling in her stomach. That would
be ridiculous.

“Can you see anything?” Gwen asked. She was holding Aurora’s arm tightly, and her voice
wobbled with fear.

“No more than you can,” Aurora replied. She got shakily to her feet. “There are people
moving about, I want to know what’s going on.”

She barely made it to the door when Stella hissed loudly and made a run towards her,
scrabbling at the leg. “Ow!” she yelled as she thrust the door open and shook Stella off.
“What’d you do that for, Stels?”

“What’s going on?” yelled a voice from the other side of the train. It sounded very distant.

A cold wind rippled through the corridor and then something dark and hooded came into the
edge of Aurora’s vision. The cold chill that she’d felt earlier increased, gripping her around
the chest. She felt like she was going to pass out, swaying on the spot as her vision dimmed.
Aurora grabbed ahold of the edge of the door. Gwen’s voice was oddly distorted as she asked,
“Aurora? Aurora, what’s happening? Are you okay?”



She knew these things. Dementors. The kind that guarded Azkaban, they were looking for
her father and now they’d found her. There were three of them that she could make out. Two
glided down the corridor but one stopped before her, reaching out a blackened and twisted
sort of hand, and touched her cheek.

She gasped, throat tightening. There was a ringing in her ears and then memories flashed
through her head; her grandmother’s funeral in the dark and grey and rain; holding Arcturus’
hand and trying her very hardest not to cry as he went cold and still; at Lucretia and Ignatius’
funeral, sitting all alone beneath a tree when Death came for her; first year, when she’d
looked over at Potter and been sure that he was going to die and that it was all her fault; and
then the ringing of a woman’s voice, screaming. “Sirius, no! They’ll kill her, Sirius, please!
Please, stop! Stop!”

A flash of green light and she snapped out of it suddenly, trying to focus on the compartment
in front of her, but voices echoed in her head, whispers of the the dead. She was shaking and
she couldn’t stop it. Tears brimmed in her eyes, threatening to fall, and she had to hide her
face so that neither Gwen nor Robin saw. Her whole body felt cold, and she couldn’t get any
of those memories out of her head. So many deaths, all of them too early for her to handle.
And that last one. She couldn’t quite remember that voice but she knew it somewhere within
her soul. Her mother. Dread swelled inside her chest.

Someone else stumbled into their dark compartment, Astoria Greengrass’ voice calling out,
“What’s happening?” and Aurora’s trembling hands reached out to tug her inside.

“Its just Aurora,” she said quickly, as Astoria shrieked.

“Your hands are freezing!” she complained. “Where’s Daphne, I want-”

And then a shadow of something passed in front of the door. A woman screamed somewhere
in Aurora’s distant memory, and terror gripped her. She buried her head on her knees, but it
couldn’t stop her shaking. That woman was dying and it was her mother, and her father had
led her to her death. Even Arcturus’ soft whisper, “Don’t cry,” didn’t soothe her when the
sound of that scream sent such pain and instinctual terror through her.

She barely noticed the silver streak racing past, fending off the darkness, and she still felt
cold and exhausted as the lights came back on and the train rattled. Gwen was saying
something to Astoria, who left quickly, hurrying down the corridor. Gwen put an arm around
Aurora’s shoulders but she shook it off, tensing. “I’m fine,” she muttered, trying to stand up.
Her legs trembled and she felt she was going to be sick as she swayed.

Robin grabbed her right before she could fall and Gwen pushed her to sit down again.
“Merlin, Aurora, you’re white as a sheet!”

“It’s fine,” she said, though she couldn’t shake the feeling of dread and intense terror that told
her nothing, absolutely nothing in the world, was fine. “Just feel a little bit shit.”

Gwen laughed. It felt wrong to her ears.

“At least you can still swear,” Robin said.



She shook her head, putting her head between her knees and trying to breathe deeply so as
not to pass out. She felt ridiculous like this. Gwen and Robin were both pale, and looked
scared, but they didn’t look as wretched as she felt.

“Where did the Dementor go?”

Robin shuddered. “I don’t know. There was this weird silver light that sort of chased it down
the corridor, came from that way. We sent that girl to find a prefect.”

“Right.” She swallowed. “Well, it’s fine. I think I should go and find Draco, see if he’s
alright.”

But she was no sooner standing up and shaking again, when a worried-looking man dressed
in shabby robes. He looked vaguely familiar, but Aurora didn’t know where from. “Who’s
this?” she asked Astoria, who looked frightened.

“This is Professor Lupin,” Astoria told her quickly, looking along the corridor, like she was
trying to spot her sister.

“Go find Daphne,” Aurora said, avoiding Lupin’s gaze; he was looking at her like she was a
curiosity in a museum, and it set her on edge. “She’ll be worried about you.”

Astoria didn’t need another second before she scurried off and the professor stepped inside.

“Aurora Black, is it?” he asked. She nodded. “You’re very pale.” He reached into his pocket
and brought out a bar of chocolate, breaking off a piece. “Here. You’ll feel better for some
chocolate.”

She went red as she took the bit of chocolate. “Thanks,” she mumbled. She immediately felt
better when she ate, and warmth settled in her chest. There was a question on the tip of her
tongue, but she daren’t ask. Instead, because everyone was looking at her, she asked, “Are
you the new Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher then?”

He looked surprised by her choice of question, but nodded. “Indeed I am. I suspect I’ll be
seeing you all in my class soon.”

“Do you know what those things were then?” Gwen asked him curiously.

Lupin looked awkward, but Aurora answered for him. “Those were Dementors, Gwen. I told
you.” She looked down and swallowed tightly. Her cheeks were burning.

“Yeah, but what-”

“They guard Azkaban, remember?”

“Oh,” Gwen said softly. “They’re horrible. They have those there all the time?”

“Yeah.” Aurora took another bite of chocolate so as to avoid saying anything. Gwen was
looking at her with a frightened sort of pity that made Aurora want to scream in frustration.



She didn’t want her pity. She didn’t want anyone’s pity. “I think I’ll be alright now,
Professor,” she said, glancing up. “Thank you.”

He smiled like he was thinking about something. Aurora was sure she recognised him from
somewhere. “You’re very welcome, Miss Black. I have to speak to the driver up front.
Excuse me.”

Lupin dipped his head and left, closing the door behind him.

“You’re still shaking, Aurora.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I will be, anyway. Those things really were ghastly, I don’t know why
they were on the train.” She had an idea of why though. Why they’d gone for her. But she
hadn’t done anything - none of this was her fault.

Her mind went back to the voice she’d heard. Screaming for Sirius - for Aurora’s father - to
stop, because they, someone, was going to kill Aurora. And she didn’t know, but she had a
feeling that it was her mother’s voice, and from the sound of an explosion, and the terror in
her voice, Aurora was sure that had been how she died. Her eyes burned with tears, and her
cheeks burned with embarrassment that she might cry in front of Gwen and Robin.

“Yes, but... I thought you were going to faint, Aurora. Those things were horrible, but - you
seemed to really take badly to them.”

“That’s fantastic,” she snapped. “How come you’re okay?”

“I don’t know,” Robin said, looking startled. “It felt horrible though. I was so cold, I was
shaking, wasn’t I, Gwen? It felt like I’d never be happy again.”

Aurora sat back, watching the rain against the window as the train rattled on again. “They’re
looking for my father,” she said without looking at either of them. “That’s why they came on
the train.”

“They really think he’d come on here while all the students are together?”

“Seemingly so.” She sighed. “Did either of you two hear anything?”

“Hear anything?” Gwen asked. “Like what?”

“I didn’t think so.”

“Did you hear something?” Robin asked, and she nodded. “What?”

“I’m not sure. Merlin, do either of you feel tired now? I could sleep for a week.”

She didn’t sleep, though. The other two kept up a quiet and gentle chatter as the train kept on
its journey towards Hogsmeade. Eventually, she made her way out the compartment in search
of Draco and the others, unable to bear the stifling atmosphere inside.



She found them swiftly, and Millicent beamed as she came through the door, hurrying to hug
her tightly. “Aurora! I wondered where you were, we were all worried!”

“Oh?”

“The Dementors,” Daphne said with a shudder. “They were horrid, Astoria’s told me all
about them. Are you alright?”

“Oh. Well...”

“Stop hassling her,” Pansy said sharply, tugging Aurora’s hand so she’d sit beside her. “I
thought you were going to be stuck holed up with Tearston and Oliphant forever.”

She laughed tightly and Draco gave her a curious look from the other side of Pansy. “They’re
not so bad,” she said. “But I need a break.” Theodore gave her a sympathetic look over the
top of his book.

When they at last came to a stop at Hogsmeade Station, it was dark outside, and Aurora had
to hold Stella very tightly to stop her from running around and going missing in the darkness.

The skeletal horses that drew the carriages whinnied as Aurora came nearer, one of them
peering at her with haunting amethyst eyes. She stroked its neck gently, as Pansy and Daphne
climbed into the carriage. “Come on,” Pansy said, shivering. “The sooner we get up to
school, the better.”

She nodded, and hurried into the carriage, joined by Millicent and Lucille, while the boys
went on ahead. Theodore ran up to them just as the carriage was about to depart, looking
harassed. “My brother’s just been talking my ear off about how excited he is to go on the
boats and then he almost missed it,” he said in one breath, shaking his head and sitting down
by Aurora just as the carriage started rumbling away. “Idiot.”

“He didn’t have a run-in with the Dementors, did he?” Daphne asked. “Only Astoria said a
few of the first years got in their way - wherever it was they were headed.”

“No, he’s alright. He was a bit spooked hearing about it but he wasn’t anywhere close by and
he knows how to deal with them, of course.” His face fell into a grim frown and he looked
away. Aurora was reminded again that she was not in a wholly unique position. Though he
had never escaped, Theo’s father was in Azkaban too, as a Death Eater, and Theo had been
raised by his mother and grandfather. She didn’t know if he’d ever met his father, and all of a
sudden she felt terrible that it had never occurred to her to ask.

“Longbottom said Potter fainted,” Pansy said, laughing, and Aurora blinked, distracted out of
her thoughts. “Actually fainted!”

Aurora looked away uncomfortably and laughed mockingly, though she didn’t think it was
too convincing. The carriage started to rattle on, the horses taking them at a gentle pace as
they glided through the night. Aurora held Stella closer to her chest, grateful for the extra
warmth. Even though it was only September, it could have been Winter from the cold of the



air. The cold seemed to press in around them. She wouldn’t have been surprised if there were
Dementors nearby that she just couldn’t make out because of the darkness.

The carriage ride was unusually awkward, mainly because Aurora didn’t know what to say to
anyone and Theodore kept giving her curious glances from behind a book. She was
altogether rather relieved when they got out of the carriages after the school gates, even
though the Dementors’ chill still seeped through her. Draco was only a few carriages along,
and Aurora and Pansy were about to join him and the others when she heard him calling
Potter’s name. Ordinarily she would have joined in, but given recent events she would rather
just ignore Potter’s existence altogether this year, and made to go around them with Theo.

“Is Longbottom telling the truth?” Draco was yelling at Potter. “You actually fainted?”

“Shove off, Malfoy,” Weasley said tightly. He already looked wound up. Aurora wouldn’t
like to get on his bad side any more than she already had.

“Did you faint too, Weasley? Did the scary big Dementor frighten you too?” Draco taunted as
Aurora and the others caught up to him. He smirked in her direction as though she ought to
be impressed.

“Leave them, Draco,” she murmured, and then said louder, “I’m starving.”

She saw Professor Lupin watching her carefully as she tugged Draco away, forming their
little group of Slytherins again. Theodore slipped to the back, talking lowly to Millicent,
while Aurora and Draco led the way for the others. “Will you at least try and stop taunting
Potter so much?” she whispered to Draco.

“Oh, but it’s so fun, Aurora.”

She rolled her eyes. “I know that, but I just don’t want to draw his attention this year. It’s bad
enough with my father having broken out.”

“You’re not going to make Potter like you by ignoring him,” Draco told her.

“I don’t want him to like me, I just don’t want to get into a fight. If he knows what my father
did, who knows what he’ll do if I give him the excuse to go after me.”

“You’re not scared of Potter?” Draco laughed loudly. “Stop feeling all guilty, Aurora. If he
does come after you, you know you’re a better dueller. You proved that last year, didn’t put?”

“I suppose,” she said. Aurora didn’t want to admit that she did feel guilty, because she knew
herself that it was foolish. And besides, she doubted sincerely that Potter would feel guilty
for anything that had happened to her or her family. “Did you lot actually see the Dementors
then?”

“Oh, yes.” Draco did seem to have paled a little. “It was really rather horrid.” He glanced
sideways at Aurora. “Don’t tell anyone, but I felt a little sick, too.”

She smiled wanly. “Yeah. I didn’t like them one bit. That Professor was good - the new one,
Lupin. He came and gave us chocolate, and it did actually help to make us feel better.”



“So we’ve finally got a competent teacher,” Draco said with a sniff.

“Perhaps,” Aurora said. “But I wouldn’t speak too soon, we still haven’t had a class with him
yet.”

Aurora couldn’t wait to get into the Great Hall and watch the Sorting Ceremony. In addition
to Daphne’s sister Astoria, Wilfred Nott - Theodore’s little brother - and Lucia Selwyn were
due to join the first year ranks this year, and she wanted to see them getting Sorted into
Slytherin. But she’d barely gotten to the doors when Professor McGonagall was calling her
name over the crowd of students.

“Yes, you, Miss Black, over here, I haven’t got all day.”

Aurora scowled as she made her goodbyes to her friends and hurried over to McGonagall.
“Good evening, Professor. Is everything alright?”

“Professor Lupin alerted me to the incident on the train, and as your own Head of House
appears to have preoccupied himself-” her lips twisted in irritation “-as Deputy Headmistress,
I ought to deal with the situation. Ah, Potter, Granger! The two of you over here, too!”

Her plan to ignore Potter was going swimmingly, then. Neither of the Gryffindors looked
pleased that they were being made to join Aurora. Granger looked a little nervous - not
helped, Aurora was sure, by her determined scowl - while Potter was outright glaring at
Aurora. “What?” she snapped as they followed McGonagall upstairs. “Stop looking at me
like that, Potter, if you have something to say then I’d rather you just said it.”

“Miss Black,” McGonagall said tiredly. “Please leave the squabbling for another day. Madam
Pomfrey will be here soon.”

Madam Pomfrey? Oh, surely this couldn’t get any more embarrassing. McGonagall had
really gotten the school nurse to check on Aurora, and in front of Potter and Granger, no less.
She was sure her cheeks were bright red when she entered the small office, though she tried
her best to appear dignified. She’d never been in Professor McGonagall’s office before, but it
was rather sparse. At least Snape’s had some interesting looking potions. “Professor Lupin
sent an owl on ahead to say that the two of you had taken ill on the train.”

Potter went red but looked at Aurora curiously. She tossed her hair over her shoulder and
said, “I’m quite alright, Professor. I assure you I don’t require any medical assistance.”

McGonagall’s thin mouth seemed like it might just twitch up into a smile. “Be that as it may I
would much prefer to be certain.”

A second later, the door behind them opened and Madam Pomfrey came inside. “Oh, it’s you
is it?” she said to Potter. “Been up to something dangerous again, I suppose!”

“No, I-”

“It was a Dementor, Poppy,” McGonagall said, cutting over Potter.



Madam Pomfrey made a disapproving sound. “Setting Dementors around a school!” She
fussed furiously over Potter and pushed his hair back from his forehead, while Aurora
watched, smirking as his face went entirely red. “He won’t be the last to collapse. And
Black?” Aurora couldn’t stop her from fussing over her too, feeling her forehead and pulling
her hair over her shoulders. “Ah, you are a little clammy dear, and you’re very pale. Terrible
things, those Dementors, and the effects they have on those who are already delicate.”

“Excuse me?”

“Not you, dear. Potter, do have some chocolate, I can’t have students fainting again, I’ll have
to tell Dumbledore to keep them at bay.”

“I’m not delicate!” Potter said crossly. Aurora smirked at him when Pomfrey turned her back
to take Potter’s pulse.

“Of course you’re not, dear.”

“What do they need?” McGonagall asked. “Bed rest? Should they spent the night in the
Hospital Wing?”

“I’m fine!” Potter insisted, jumping up. Aurora snickered.

“I’ll be alright, Madam Pomfrey. I think being with my friends and enjoying the feast might
help to take my mind off of it. Happiness is the best thing to combat the effects of Dementors,
isn’t it?”

Madam Pomfrey’s eyes softened a little. “Of course, dear. You two ought to have some
chocolate.”

“Professor Lupin already gave me some,” Potter said.

“And me,” Aurora added.

“Did he now?” Madam Pomfrey looked pleasantly surprised. “Well, it seems we finally have
a Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher who knows his remedies.”

“Are you both quite sure you feel alright?” McGonagall asked in a crisp voice. She looked
especially concerned by Aurora, who put on her most warm and confident smile.

“Of course, Professor. There’s no need to worry, Potter and I will both be quite fine. But
thank you for your concern.”

Politeness never failed to win her professors over, and though McGonagall still appeared
worried, she nodded. “Very well. The both of you can wait outside while I speak to Miss
Granger.”

Potter looked curiously at his friend, but Aurora didn’t care. She swept out of the room and
leaned against the wall with a freeing scowl as Potter shut the door behind them. Neither of
them spoke. Aurora looked determinedly away from him, arms folded and ankles crossed.
“Does your little pal Malfoy know you fainted then?”



Aurora didn’t looked at him, just sneered. “And why is that any of your business, Potter?”

“I’ll take that as a no. What, are you embarrassed?”

“Why are you talking to me?” She glanced sideways along at Potter, who looked extremely
satisfied that he’d gotten on her nerves. Great. She pursed her lips.

“Well, you are the only other person in the corridor. I’m a bit out of options.”

“Piss off, Potter.”

“Original, Black.”

“You’re already doing my head in and we’ve not even gotten to the Sorting yet.”

“And what are you going to do about it?”

She seethed, but she couldn’t very well threaten him right now, especially outside
McGonagall’s office. “You’re getting awfully cocky, Potter,” she told him in a low voice.
“You might want to check your attitude.”

“Or what?” He glared at her. “Going to get your dad to do me in, are you?”

She didn’t even feel herself move, but she felt the sting of her hand and the sound of her
slapping his cheek. Potter gasped, stumbling back, and she seethed, fury running through her.
She was meant to try and be civil, but if he didn’t have the decency or the basic common
sense to keep his tongue in his head, then maybe she’d just have to cut it out. Aurora took a
step closer to him, glaring down her nose. “Don’t you ever,” she said in a low and threatening
voice, “talk about my father, Potter. He is nothing to me, but if you start getting ideas, or start
spreading any rumours about me, I am more than capable of doing you in myself. Don’t you
think?”

“You don’t scare me, Black,” he said, clutching his cheek with swimming eyes. “You’re
pathetic.”

She laughed. “I’m surprised you think I actually care about your opinion, Potter. Now shut
your mouth before I shut it for you.”

The moment she stepped away, McGonagall came out of the office with a beaming Granger.
It was just in time - things could very well have gone further with Potter, and Aurora knew it.
“All settled here?” McGonagall asked crisply, and Aurora nodded.

“Yes, Professor, just hungry for the feast. I really ought to have gotten more from the trolley
on the train.”

Professor McGonagall smiled a little at her, while Potter seethed behind her shoulder.
Granger realised something was up immediately, of course, looking between Potter and
Aurora like she thought the answers to her questions would simply float down the air to her.
“Well, I think it is time we all headed down then.”



Potter was silent on their way downstairs but the second he and Granger were reunited with
Weasley, they started whispering, sending furtive looks over at Aurora. She ignored them as
best she could and held her head high as she went to the Slytherin table. Maybe she had
overstepped, but what did Potter think he was playing at, bringing up her father like she had
any connection left with him? What had he expected?

“What did McGonagall want with you?” Draco asked as she sat down between him and
Pansy. Gwen was avoiding her eye from a few places down the table.

“Oh, she just wanted to talk about my Transfiguration homework,” Aurora replied. The lie
came easily. “I wrote her over the holidays, I was uncertain on the section about human to
animal Transfiguration and wanted to learn more so I could fill the essay better.”

Pansy rolled her eyes. “You’re so boring, Aurora.”

She smirked, filling her plate with dinner. “As boring as they come. How did Astoria do?”

“Slytherin, of course,” Daphne said from next to Pansy. “So is Lucia Selwyn - see, down
there, just next to her - and Wilfred was a hatstall but he made it here anyway.”

A small, pale boy stuck his head out from around the side of Theo. “Hello,” he said
cheerfully. “I’m Wilf. You’re Aurora, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” she said smoothly. “How do you do, Wilf?”

He grinned. “Quite well. Theo’s going to show me all around the castle first thing in the
morning.”

Theo grimaced and Aurora pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. “I see. Well,
enjoy.”

He snickered and then sat back, obscures from view from Theo, who gave a long-suffering
sigh. Aurora smiled as she tucked into dinner, feeling like possibly, this year wouldn’t be so
terrible - as long as Potter stayed out of her way.

When she and Gwen got back to their dormitory, they didn’t speak. Aurora didn’t know how
to fix that or even what had truly caused it, and Gwen didn’t seem at all forthcoming. So she
tucked herself into bed in silence, and closed her eyes, listening to the sounds of the castle
moving about her.



Hippogriffs and Histories

When she woke up in the morning, Aurora somehow felt even more tired than she had the
night before, and when she glanced over at Gwen she slightly wanted to bury her face in her
pillow again, but she was determined to make the most to the start of this - admittedly
unorthodox - new school year. She had three new classes starting this year - Arithmancy,
Ancient Runes and Care of Magical Creatures - as well as a new Defense Against the Dark
Arts teacher. Professor Lupin, though his familiarity unnerved her, had already proven
himself smarter than Lockhart had been, and she hoped he’d make a good teacher.

“Why do you have to wake so early?” Gwen groaned as Aurora flicked her wand and turned
the lamps around the walls on.

“Come on, Gwen,” she said briskly, standing up without looking at her, “rise and shine, that’s
what the Muggles say, isn’t it?”

Gwen didn’t reply, just groaned, and then there was a sound like she’d flopped back onto her
bed, though Aurora didn’t take care to look. She put her books into her bag before hurrying to
the bathroom to get ready. When she came out, Gwen was tiredly getting herself organised,
and Aurora gave her a stiff nod before heading to breakfast.

Draco was, thankfully, already heading through the common room with Blaise and Theodore,
with Vincent and Greg hanging a little ways back, and she latched onto them with a forced
smile. “Happy new year,” she said cheerfully, and Blaise’s face fell into one of horror.

“Are you okay?”

“Why on earth wouldn’t I be, Zabini?”

“You’re smiling at me. It’s unnerving.”

She replied with an even sharper smirk and linked her arm through Draco’s. “Why, whatever
do you mean?”

Blaise looked rather confused, and so Aurora and Draco led the way to the Great Hall. “Is it
Potter?” Draco whispered, as they spied him coming down the staircase towards them.

“No. Him I can handle quite fine.”

“Tearston, then?” She pursed her lips. “She’s not worth your time anyway, Aurora.” She tried
to smile.

When they got into the Great Hall, Snape handed them their timetables with a sneer. “Comb
your hair, Black,” he hissed. “You look like a mess.”

The comment was entirely uncalled for, Aurora thought with a scowl, and she snatched her
timetable from Snape’s hand. He glared at her and went on down the length of the table,



seeming more hateful every time he had to interact with a student.

“Arithmancy first,” Aurora told the boys happily.

“Good for you,” Theodore said, looking down at his bacon like he was about to fall asleep in
it.

“I expect Divination will be positively wretched. You have it with Gryffindor.”

Theo scoffed. “Check your own timetable, Aurora: you’re sharing Arithmancy with
Gryffindor too.”

Draco groaned. “He’s right. Merlin, and Care of Magical Creatures, and Ancient Runes. Is
there no end!”

When Aurora checked her timetable again, she realised Theo was right. “Oh, no,” she
groaned. “This is going to be a rough year.”

When Gwendolyn did eventually arrive to breakfast, she gave Aurora a rather awkward wave
and was dragged away by Robin, who merely looked curious. Aurora ignored them and when
the time came, headed to class with Draco, Blaise and Pansy. The Arithmancy classroom
wasn’t very far, and they found it easily. She knew the Divination class was at the top of
North Tower, and so Aurora was very glad she hadn’t chosen that subject.

Professor Septima Vector welcomed them into her class the exact moment that the bell rang,
and they filtered inside. “I have organised a seating plan based on your houses,” she said.
“We want to encourage integration, as four is a very divisive number.” Four actually had very
few factors, so Aurora wasn’t sure what Vector meant, though she couldn’t wait to find out.
“Please refer to the blackboard.” She tapped it with her wand and a seating plan appeared.
There were only a dozen or so students in the class - most opting for the more easy-going
Divination - and far more Slytherins than there were Gryffindors.

But as luck would have it, the seating plan placed her right next to Hermione Granger -
sharing a desk, no less. Aurora withheld a groan as she made her way over to the row by the
window, claiming the seat next to the airy window. Granger came in a moment later and her
face fell and paled when she saw the chart drawn up on the blackboard, but nevertheless she
didn’t complain when she went over to sit by Aurora.

“Granger,” Aurora said as pleasantly as she could manage, taking out her textbook.

“Black,” Granger replied stiffly, as she did the same.

They didn’t speak again, which suited Aurora just fine. Once they had all claimed their seats
- Pansy had miraculously wound up next to Draco on the complete other side of the room,
because of course she had all the luck - Vector cleared the blackboard and began writing with
her wand.

“Arithmancy,” she read aloud. “How many of you have studied at Muggle primary schools?”
Granger and two other Gryffindors put their hands up. “How many of you had Mathematics



tutors as children?” Now a few more of them put their hands up, Aurora included. “Very
good. I hope you all have a grasp of the four fundamentals - addition, subtraction,
multiplication and division. You will need them. Going forward, we will study further
Mathematical theorems as well as Arithmantic theories, in order to integrate the magical
study with the physical and give a rounded education that will not only serve your spellwork
and understanding of the magical world, but should serve as a basic for numerical interaction
and transactions in the future.

“Who can tell me the name of the founding father of Arithmancy?”

Aurora’s hand went into the air, but Granger got there first. “Yes. Hermione Granger, is it?”

Granger nodded. “Yes, Professor.”

“Yes, Professor McGonagall told me all about you.” Granger glowed with pride and Aurora
mimed throwing up to Blaise, who sat behind her. He grinned, stifling a laugh. “Your
answer?”

“Arithmancy builds off of the constructs of Ancient Greek isopsephy and Hebrew gematria,
but the construction of Arithmancy as a form of magic was founded upon the work of
Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, who simplified these concepts and adapted them to the Latin
alphabet.”

“Thank you, Miss Granger. That should be familiar to you all, if you have done your required
reading, as it is near word for word the passage in your textbooks.” Granger went rather pink
and Aurora turned to hide her smirk from Professor Vector. “Nevertheless, you are correct.

“Throughout this term,” Vector went on, “I plan to introduce you not only to the concepts of
Arithmancy and Numerology, but their history and their use throughout the Magical world.
While Arithmancy is a highly precise field of work, this curriculum will also invite you to
form your own ideas and concepts built on a solid foundation of knowledge. Arithmancy has
a relevance not only in spellwork but in the workings of time and the future. Despite the oft
detached nature of Numerology, Arithmancy can often tell us much about our selves, lives,
souls, and fates.” She smiled, and it instantly made the room warmer. “On that note, we will
start by a simple exercise founded upon the work of Agrippa.” Vector smiled in Granger’s
direction.

“In chapter two of your textbooks, you will find an Agrippan number chart, where each letter
of the Latin alphabet is assigned a number. Using your full names, please calculate your life
numbers, character numbers, and heart numbers according to the instructions in your
textbook.”

Granger flipped frantically to chapter two, and Aurora watched her in amusement. She
herself had done these calculations numerous times before. Her heart was three, her life was
one, and her character was a four. Though she opened her textbook and double-checked the
calculation just for something to do, she wasn’t frowning like Granger was. “Why aren’t you
working?” she hissed at her.

“Sorry?” Aurora asked.



“Professor Vector told us to do these calculations”.

“I’ve already done them,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “Three, one and four.”

Granger looked furious that Aurora had gotten ahead of her, though really it was only
because she was interested in this subject in particular. She smirked, and took to re-reading
her textbook, going over the history of Agrippan method. After five minutes, Vector called
time up, and came around to check everyone’s calculations and tell them what they meant.
“Your calculation is interesting,” she told Aurora. “Three, one and four. It is a circular
number, emphasising change... Your heart and life numbers are both very strong... Your
character number is a four. Signifying an honest soul. Does this sound right?” Vector was
examining her closely. “Your number is like that of a phoenix. It is rare, and yet it doesn’t
seem to quite add up.” She frowned. “Aurora Black, is it?” She nodded. “Middle name?”

“I haven’t got one.”

Professor Vector didn’t appear satisfied. “Mother’s maiden name?”

Aurora swallowed. “I don’t know, Professor.”

Vector’s mouth thinned into a tight line. “Mother’s forename?”

“I don’t know that either, Professor.”

“Hm.” She narrowed her eyes. “I sense a change is indeed afoot, Aurora, but your numbers
do not quite add up. Three names make for the most stable of calculations. Miss Granger,
how about you?”

Granger gave a superior look, but Aurora hardly noticed it, too engrossed in her own
thoughts. She knew her calculations were correct - she was more than capable of basic
numeracy - and yet Vector didn’t seem satisfied by them. Granger was told her soul was
genuine and then Vector went on to speak to Davis and Drought, leaving the pair alone.

“So much for having already done the calculation,” Granger said in a smug voice, and Aurora
glared venomously at her. “Still, I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it.”

“Don’t patronise me, Granger. I’m more than capable of figuring out what my numbers mean
for myself, thank you very much. Still, I’m sure you’re very proud of your genuine soul. How
positively Gryffindor.” She sneered and turned back to her parchment, though she was
fuming. It wasn’t her fault she didn’t know her mother’s name, after all. Even then, it
wouldn’t be a supplement for a middle name, which she didn’t even know if she had.

Or maybe she could just have an honest soul and be happy with it. Who was to say that
wasn’t at her core, that that was the person she’d become? Honest, and perhaps kind with it.
Not a scheming Slytherin. But getting away with lying and bluffing with so fun. Honesty
would be boring.

Still, she would figure it out. Numbers could be manipulated and interpreted in many ways,
and this wasn’t the be all and end all of Arithmancy or her personality. She simply had to



broaden her understanding of the subject a little bit more.

The rest of the class was more like a history lecture, as Professor Vector went over the basic
foundations of Arithmancy and its relationship to other forms of magic - primarily
Divination, Transfiguration, Alchemy, and Potions. At the mention of Alchemy, Aurora sat
up straight and scribbled furious notes on everything the professor said; Granger looked
surprised at her, though she could only be distracted from her own diligent note-taking for a
handful of seconds.

With the promise that they would be taking a deeper dive into the properties of Arithmancy
and its practical applications in the next lesson, Vector let them go. “That was rather alright,
wasn’t it?” Pansy said as she met Aurora at the door. She sneered at Granger as she passed.
“Pity you had to sit with her.” She lowered her voice to a rather giddy whisper. “Draco and I
have the same heart number, can you believe it? Do you think it means anything?”

Aurora laughed. “Not romantically, if that’s what you’re thinking.” From the blush on
Pansy’s cheeks, it seemed that was what she had been thinking. “No, your heart number has
more to do with your magical abilities, power and core, like Professor Vector said.”

Pansy bit her lip. “Do you think it might mean something, though? Do you think he thinks it
might?”

“Ask him yourself,” Aurora told her quietly, with a smile even though it was strange to think
of her two oldest friends having any sort of romantic relationship.

“Oh, I can’t do that! Won’t you find out for me, Aurora?”

“I can’t ask him! It’s your life!”

“Oh, but Aurora, it would be so dreadfully embarrassing if he said no!”

Shaking her head, Aurora led Pansy upstairs towards their Charms class. “You’ll just have to
work it out yourself then.”

“But you will tell me if he says anything about me?”

“Pansy, he’s always talking about you. How am I to know why?”

Pansy sighed. “Please?”

Aurora rolled her eyes fondly though she had no idea what sort of thing she was even
supposed to report back on. “Sure. I’ll keep an ear out.”

Pansy beamed. “This is why you’re my best friend,” she said, hugging her tightly, and it
made Aurora blush so much she was still boiling when she slipped into a seat between
Theodore and Daphne - on the opposite side of the classroom to Gwen - five minutes later.

“How was Divination?” she asked. “I bet it wasn’t as good as Arithmancy.”

“It was alright,” Theodore said with a shrug. “Not my cup of tea, but Daphne enjoyed it.



“Trelawney predicted Potter’s death.”

“Lovely,” Aurora said with a tense smile as she got out her notes. “That gives me something
to look forward to.”

“I told you she’d say that,” Daphne said quietly, and Theodore glared as he handed her a
sickle.

Aurora rolled her eyes and said primly, “You shouldn’t gamble.”

“Oh, but you’re so fun to predict. And besides, now I have an Inner Eye.” He screwed up his
face comically. “I predict... Aurora will become bored of Arithmancy, which sounds like the
worst subject ever invented, and instead see clearly and turn to Divination to explore her
soul.”

“You need Inner Glasses, Theodore. Do be quiet.”

Charms passed without much of an event, but over lunch everyone was excited about their
first afternoon lesson - Care of Magical Creatures. “I have to say, I’m not pleased they’ve got
that oaf Hagrid teaching classes,” Draco said with a sniff.

“You never know,” Aurora said placidly, skimming her copy of Fantastic Beasts and Where
to Find them - she was loathe to touch the Monster Book of Monsters - “he might be alright.
He certainly knows a lot from being gamekeeper.”

Draco didn’t seem convinced, and confessed to Aurora that he was worried they’d have to go
into the Forbidden Forest again, like they had in first year. “He won’t take a whole class in,”
she said confidently, though she did wonder if he might. “It was a punishment. Besides, it’s
the day time and there’s nothing murdering unicorns now as far as I know. Plus, we’ll
probably start small - bowtruckles and pixies and things like.”

Aurora walked to Care of Magical Creatures with Pansy, Millicent, Lucille, Theo and Blaise.
This was mainly because Draco, Vincent and Greg were having a good old time making fun
of Potter for fainting, and Aurora didn’t want her facial expressions to betray the fact that
she’d fainted too. It was horribly embarrassing, and would only be made worse if Draco
realised he’d upset her by taunting Potter.

“You don’t think he’ll really take us into the forest, do you?” Lucille asked, though she
seemed more interested than scared.

“Hard to know,” Aurora said. “I doubt he’ll take us far in, but it could be interesting to see
some creatures in their natural habitats.”

“There are unicorns in the forest, aren’t there?” Millicent asked. Aurora nodded and she
grinned. “Oh, I hope we get to see one!”

“I doubt they’ll show unicorns to third years, Millie,” Pansy said patronisingly, and Millicent
went pink. “Honestly! They’re incredibly rare and they don’t like most humans. They value



elegance.” She smiled smugly. “Seeing as we have this class with Gryffindors, elegance will
be in rather short supply.”

When they arrived at Hagrid’s hut, there was no further clues as to what they could expect.
“‘Lo, Aurora,” Hagrid said cheerfully to her, and she waved back.

“Afternoon, Professor. Did you have a nice Summer?”

“Couldn’t have been better.” He beamed proudly. “Excited for your new classes then?
Who’re these friends you have with you?”

Pansy and Lucille were both eyeing Hagrid with apparent distaste, but Millicent was
surprisingly quick to introduce herself, as were Theo and Blaise. The rest of the class arrived
quickly and Hagrid’s attention was diverted by Potter, Weasley and Granger, leaving Aurora
to the questions of her friends. “How does Professor Hagrid know you?” Lucille asked,
wrinkling her nose.

“I made a point to get to know all the staff,” Aurora said airily. “It comes in useful, and I
suspect will be especially handy now he’s a professor. It does pay to be nice to people
sometimes, Lucille.”

“Right,” Hagrid said loudly before Lucille could snipe back. “Off we go then, if everybody’s
here. Got a real treat for yeh today! With me.”

For a moment, Aurora really thought Hagrid was going to lead them into the forest, but it
turned out he was leading them around its edge instead, to a large - and empty - paddock.
Aurora peered in curiously.

“First thing yeh’ll want to do,” Hagrid was saying, “is ter open the books!”

“And how exactly do we do that?” Draco asked coldly, taking the question right out of
Aurora’s mouth.

Hagrid looked around blankly. “Has - has no one figure it out?” Aurora felt incredibly
annoyed to have to admit that she hadn’t. “Yeh have ter stroke ‘em.”

“Stroke them?” Lucille said shrilly to the girls. “I’m not touching one! I don’t even have it
with me, it’s a beastly thing.”

Aurora took her own book out of her bag. It snapped around the belt, but then she ran a finger
down the spine as Hagrid had demonstrated and smiled as it relaxed. “It’s not too hard,” she
told the others, who - with the exception of Lucille - were quick to follow her example.

“I thought they were funny,” Hagrid said uncertainly, and Draco and Pansy both snorted.

“Oh yes. Really witty, that. Giving us books that try and rip our hands off!”

“Well,” Aurora said quietly, “I suppose it gets us used to dealing with wild, dangerous
things.”



“Yes,” Blaise said haughtily, “except books aren’t meant to be either of those things.”

“I think it is a little funny,” Millicent admitted, but only so Aurora could hear.

Hagrid went off flustered and returned a couple of minutes later with a herd of horse-like,
feathered animals that Aurora quickly identified as Hippogriffs. They were gorgeous, though
she was hesitant to go near them at first. Potter was the first to introduce himself to a
Hippogriff named Buckbeak, bowing lowly to it, and eventually got to ride it. Aurora was
incredibly jealous, and when Potter landed beaming, she wished dearly that she had been the
first to ride a Hippogriff.

They all got a chance, though. Draco got to introduce himself to Buckbeak while Aurora
spoke to a dark-feathered, almost raven-like Hippogriff named Softail. “Hello, my lovely,”
she said, sinking into a low bow. “You’re gorgeous.”

Softail regarded her curiously, and made a low sort of whinnying sound. Aurora took a step
backwards as Hagrid had warned, never breaking that gentle eye contact. Softail whinnied
again, tossing his head, and she stepped further back. She was about to hurry out of the
paddock towards Hagrid and Potter when Draco let out a cry and she turned around, just in
time to see Buckbeak slash his arm with his claws. Time seemed to stop as blood bloomed
suddenly from the gash and she felt suddenly sick with sharp terror.

“Draco!” she shrieked, rushing towards him with her heart in her mouth. “What’s it done to
him?”

“Out of the way,” Hagrid said fretfully, running over to wrestle Buckbeak back. “Out the
way, I’ve got you!”

“I’m dying!” Draco cried, and though he was being dramatic, Aurora felt panic rise in her
throat as she clutched him, trying to move him out of harm’s way. “I’m dying, look what it’s
done, it tried to kill me!”

“Professor!” Aurora cried. “Professor Hagrid, do something, Draco’s hurt!”

In a moment, Hagrid had run over and was scooping Draco up in his arms, both of them quite
white. “I gotta get him to the Hospital Wing,” he muttered, and Pansy rushed over, grabbing
Aurora’s hand.

“What’s happening? Will he be okay?”

“I gotta go,” Hagrid said. “Class dismissed!”

And he ran back up to the castle with Draco in his arms. Aurora and Pansy wasted no time in
grabbing their bags and books and hurrying after him, along with the rest of the class. When
they got back at the castle, there was no sign of Hagrid, but they took the stairs two at a time,
rushing to the Hospital Wing.

“Draco!” Pansy cried as they burst in, much to Madam Pomfrey’s annoyance. Draco was
being laid onto a bed, moaning as he clutched his arm. “Oh, Draco!”



“Miss Parkinson, do calm down,” Pomfrey snapped.

“Are you okay?” Aurora asked quickly, trying to keep calm, looking to Draco. “It looks
horrible, Draco, what happened?”

“He’ll be quite alright, Miss Black,” Madam Pomfrey said, ushering them back towards the
door. “Now, I will have to ask please let me attend to my patient. You can speak to him later,
when I have fixed his arm.”

“But-“

“No buts, Miss Parkinson, I know what I’m doing.” She ushered them out and Aurora got
only one fretful glance towards her friend before the door swung shut.

“Ugh!” Pansy let out a cry of frustration, whipping around. “Who does she think she is, not
letting us see Draco? What if he’s badly injured?”

“He’ll be alright,” Aurora said uncertainly, looping Pansy’s arm through hers. “I suppose she
does know what she’s doing. But that thing was absolutely beastly, don’t you think? I can’t
believe Professor Hagrid brought those out in our first ever lesson! They were interesting but
we barely knew how to handle them, it’s a wonder no one else got hurt!”

And they debated that all the way down to the common room, still fuming.

-*

Aurora didn’t have her first Ancient Runes class until Tuesday. It didn’t interest her quite as
much as Arithmancy did, but she was still looking forward to it, despite her worry over
Draco’s condition. She’d gone to see him the night before and he was alright, but clearly
shaken, and his arm looked rather a mess. He assured her that he’d be alright for Quidditch,
though, which satisfied her and the rest of the Slytherin team who she reported back to upon
her return to the common room.

She went along with a still disconcertingly reserved Gwendolyn and Robin, Leah MacMillan,
and Theodore Nott after lunch, as they were the only Slytherins studying Runes this year.
MacMillan eyed Aurora warily, but as the others were at ease, she didn’t say anything.

Aurora was annoyed but not entirely surprised to see that Hermione Granger was also in her
Ancient Runes class, along with her fellow Gryffindors Eloise Midgeon and Frida Selwyn,
the former of whom glared at Aurora and the latter of whom merely raised her eyebrows
coolly and whispered to her friends. Leah split to sit by her brother Ernie, who came in with
Hannah Abbott and Susan Bones. The rest of the class was formed by Ravenclaws, who
whispered excitedly as they entered.

Aurora sat between Theo and a rather quiet but civil Gwen, taking out her textbooks and the
notes she’d made over the holidays in preparation for the class. Their Professor, Bathsheda
Babbling, came in a few minutes late, and smiled around at her small collection of students.
“Good turnout this year,” she said cheerfully, though Aurora didn’t think it was. “Lovely. I
am Professor Bathsheda Babbling, and I do hope you are all in the right place because I



would hate to lose anybody.” Aurora and Theodore shot each other quietly confused looks
and Gwen whispered something to Robin on her right. Granger, who sat predictably in the
front on her own, looked up curiously at the teacher. “You’re all meant to be here?
Wonderful. You won’t mind if I take a quick register then? I do think it’s vitally important to
learn everybody’s names - your names can reveal an awful lot. Abbott!”

Hannah Abbot, a round faced, red-haired Hufflepuff, sat up straight and stared at Professor
Babbling. “Yes, Professor?”

“Are you here?”

Abbott blinked. “Yes, Professor?”

“Jolly good, say here, then.”

“Here?”

Babbling smiled. “Lovely. Allan?”

Caroline Allan, a pale, mousy-haired Ravenclaw girl, looked very startled, but said, “Here.”

Babbling continued on down the list cheerfully. There were barely two dozen students in their
class, which considering it involved students from all four houses, was a very small
proportion. Aurora thought perhaps it was a good thing. It meant they’d get more attention.

“There are over ten thousand understood Runes,” Babbling said as she finished the register
with Gwendolyn. “And even more that are known but not understood. Much of our
knowledge of Runes is from a Western, and often Scandinavian, Celtic and Germanic focus,
but Runes do not merely encompass those languages that belong to a Muggle sense of
linguistic identity, but those that refer to magical symbols and understandings of the world.
Over the course of this year we will cover a variety of Magical and Muggle focused Runes,
all of which you will understand to play a role in the way we view the magical world, history,
and magic itself.

“For now, consider alphabets. The word itself comes from Greek; an alphabet which begins
with what two letters, Miss Selwyn?”

Frida Selwyn jumped. “Alpha and beta, Professor.”

“One point to Gryffindor. Mr Oliphant, what Latin letters do Alpha and Beta correspond to?”

“A and B, Professor.”

“A point to Slytherin. Miss Bones, how many letters in the common Greek alphabet?”

Susan Bones looked rather flustered. “Er, twenty one, Professor?”

“Twenty four, Miss Bones. Mr Corner, how many letters in the English alphabet?”

“Twenty six, Professor.”



Babbling spread her arms. “And herein lies our problem. Runes rarely not align well with our
modern understanding of language. Similarly, many magical and symbolic Runes do not
correspond well to modern magic. Runes must be understood in their own contexts and
historical languages as well as their role in that universal, temporal language that is magic.
Creating an English or modern equivalent can be helpful but cannot be relied upon. Miss
Granger, do you have any idea how many characters form the Chinese Mandarin language?”

Granger looked surprised. “I’m not sure, Professor. Twenty thousand?”

“Over fifty thousand - most dictionaries would list around twenty thousand, however, while
the average Chinese speaker is estimated to know around eight thousand.” She cleared her
throat. “We think of Runes as something from the past, symbols of a forgotten era, however if
we take the definition of Runes to mean a symbol denoting a word or letter, how can they be?
Not every symbol has magical potential just as not every spoken word does; it is the history
of magic and power behind a word or symbol that makes it significant to our practice.
Ancient Runes therefore remain extremely relevant in our modern magical era.

“Now, I hardly expect you all to know every Rune off the top of your heads. No one knows
every English word after all, so they? But I do expect that by the time you reach the end of
your fifth year, you will have a grasp on the key Runic alphabets and scriptures as well as
understand magical Runes and their significance in a wider context.” She smiled. “Now, I
have some slate here. How about you all try writing your names in Runes?”

But just as with Arithmancy, Aurora grew stumped. Getting a grasp on the first set of Anglo-
Saxon runes was simple enough, and the guide was well explained, but when she only had
two names written down she couldn’t help but feel like there was something missing.
Theodore had three middle names - Arthur Charles Phillip - and even Gwen, Robin and Leah
all had one each. Aurora was sure she must have one, but it had been lost. Maybe Andromeda
would know, or Narcissa, though both were long shots.

Professor Babbling made no comment on their names themselves, only their quillwork when
writing them, but by the end of the day it was already stewing in Aurora’s mind. There was
only one living person who would know for certain her middle name but she had no
intentions of going anywhere near him. And it pained her to think that she didn’t even know
the name of her other parent. Her own mother.

Yet no one else around her seemed to realise or care. Why would they? No one else had lost
so much of where they came from, their entire family, as she had. They all knew who they
were. She liked to think she did too, but everything she had come from was gone and it
wasn’t coming back.

And therein lay the problem. That the one person who could tell her the truth - her name, her
mother - was the one who had destroyed her family in the first place.



The Boggart

Aurora couldn’t take the staring. Everywhere she went, people pointed and whispered, and
the instant she returned their gazes they ducked away, frightened. It wasn’t even funny. She
wished Draco could at least be around to lighten the mood, but he was still injured - and
Madam Pomfrey wouldn’t let Aurora even visit him - while Pansy preferred to try and
distract Aurora by gossiping about the romantic ventures of the upper years, and Gwendolyn
seemed both frosty and entirely unwilling to explain why. Aurora thought that meant it was
her fault for whatever she’d done to upset her, but if that was the case why couldn’t
Gwendolyn just come out and say what bothered her so much. It wasn’t as if her father was
an escaped mass murderer responsible for the deaths of her mother, godparents, and once-
close family friend. Frankly, she thought that if their argument was the greatest issue in
Gwendolyn’s life then she had very little to be worried about.

So Aurora stuck by Theodore and Daphne mainly. The former preferred to chat about books,
one thing Aurora was still confident in, while Daphne had a great manner of commenting on
everyone around them. “I don’t know why Finnigan has taken to whispering so much,” she
said as they passed in the Entrance Hall, throwing the Gryffindor a contemptuous look
“normally he’s content to run his mouth off about everything and anything. Perhaps he’s
trying not to be so explosive.”

“I prefer the Gryffindors when they’re quiet,” Theodore agreed, glancing over the top of his
upside-down Divination textbook, “but I’m not sure there are any.”

One of the first year Hufflepuffs saw Aurora coming and jumped out of her way with a
squeak. “Say, what’s the difference between a badger and a mouse?” Daphne asked, gaze
cutting the little girl.

“Colouring.”

“Badgers are more likely to engage in cannibalism.”

“Is that true, Theodore?”

“It could be. I don’t know.”

The only non-Slytherin willing to talk to Aurora was Neville, though he did wear a certain
expression of nerves when she approached him and their usual desk at the start of Potions.
“I’m not going to murder you,” she told him flatly, eyes flicking to Granger, who had set up
just behind them. “If I wanted to I would have done so before now. I’d never get away with it
when there’s this much security.”

“That - that isn’t really comforting, Aurora.”

She grinned. “Sorry, Neville. You know I don’t mean it.”

“My gran says to be careful around you.”



“Why?” It came out harsher than she’d intended it to and Neville winced. She tried not to let
her frustration at that show. “Look, Neville, just because my useless father has somehow
managed to break out of prison does not mean I’m going to decide to follow in his footsteps.
Or anyone else’s for that matter,” she added, gut twisting at the reminder of exactly why
Neville may be warned against members of her family. Her father hadn’t been the only one in
Azkaban.

“I - I know,” Neville stammered out. “I know you’re alright, Aurora.”

“Good,” she said, with a faint smile. “But seriously, I’d appreciate if everyone stopped
looking at me like I was about to jump them with a killing curse.”

Draco didn’t return to class until halfway through the lesson, with a determinedly brave
expression. Aurora breathed a sigh of relief when she saw him, although his arm was heavily
bandaged. Neville looked up curiously and then straight away again.

Potter and Weasley looked furious that Draco came into class late without any punishment,
but Aurora didn’t know what they’d expected. And besides, he was injured. As class wore on,
Potter and Weasley seemed to be deliberately antagonising Draco, mutilating his gurdyroots
and very poorly skinning his Shrivelfigs. Aurora sniffed haughtily at them and rolled her
eyes, returning her attention to Neville. “Only one rat spleen,” she reminded him as he
reached for another, and he jumped to attention. “Neville, please relax. Just keep an eye on
the board and your instructions, like I told you to. Your potion will be fine so long as you’re
careful.”

Neville nodded, but went pale as Snape came over to them, having sufficiently annoyed
Potter for the day. “Miss Black, I do hope you aren’t helping Longbottom cheat.”

“Not at all, Professor,” she replied smoothly. “I was merely checking if he could pass over
the bottle of leech juice.”

Snape sneered at her. “You won’t get away with this forever, Black.”

She was honestly confused by that. “With what, Professor?”

“Longbottom!” Snape barked, and poor Neville startled out of his skin, dropping far too
much leech juice into his potion. A surge of anger towards Snape rushed through Aurora.
“You idiot boy!” Snape snapped. “A dash of leech juice! A dash! What do I have to do to get
this through your thick head?”

Aurora quickly snatched the leech juice from Neville so he wouldn’t spill any more. He was
trembling a little. “Professor, an excess of leech juice can be remedied, can’t it?”

“Please, Professor,” Granger piped up before Snape could answer Aurora - which was just as
well, because he looked furious - “I can help Neville fix it, sir.”

“I don’t remember telling you to show off, Miss Granger,” Snape snarled. “Longbottom, at
the end of the lesson we will feed a few drops of this potion to your toad. I do hope you don’t
mess it up and poison him.”



He swept away and Neville looked down in horror at his potion, having gone pink. “Don’t
cry,” Aurora told him sharply, and slid a silk handkerchief over to him anyway. “I’ll help you
fix it, just keep your act together until the end of class. It’s a simple enough fix - and you
almost did it right, if Snape hadn’t startled you.” She smiled at him, a gesture which he
returned weakly. “Come on, let’s see to this. If we stir anti-clockwise now, it should
counteract the leech juice a little. Can you think of any plant ingredients that might diffuse
the effects?” She knew the answer was right in front of them, but thought it might make
Neville feel better if he figured it out himself.

“The g-gurdyroots, right?” She nodded and Neville sniffled. “What if it hurts Trevor?”

“I promise it won’t,” she said, holding his shoulder gently. “You slice the roots, I’ll stir and
attend to my potion - it’s almost done.”

She gave Neville’s potion two anti-clockwise stirs while he cut two more of his roots. She
was tuned in absently to a conversation the next row over - Seamus Finnigan claimed
Aurora’s father had been spotted in Dufftown, not far from Hogwarts. She kept her head
down, not wanting to be involved in a conversation about it, but the idea of him being so
close scared her. She focused on her work, trying not to think about it. Once Neville had cut
up his roots, they added them in together, and Neville had just stirred them enough to juice
when Snape said, “You should have finished adding your ingredients now. This potion needs
to stew before it can be drunk; clear away while it simmers and then we can test
Longbottom’s.”

Neville went white again, so Aurora tidied up the knives and other potentially dangerous
objects just to be on the safe side. She caught a snippet of Potter and Weasley’s conversation
by the water basins - “Why would I go after Black? He hadn’t done anything to me - yet.” -
and hurried away again, feeling nervous. It was good that Potter didn’t know, but she worried
what he might do when he did inevitably find out. He didn’t scare her, she reminded herself,
or at least no more than her father did. But he was still a Gryffindor, and most of them were a
bit mad.

As the lesson drew to a close, Snape gathered them all around Neville’s cauldron. Aurora
gave him an encouraging smile, and Snape glared at her. That was nothing new, though.

“Now I will be demonstrating Longbottom’s Shrinking Solution. If he has brewed it correctly,
then his toad here-“ he held up Trevor, who looked frightened as a toad could be “-should
shrink to a tadpole. If not, then I suspect he shall be poisoned.”

Neville shook, and Aurora grabbed his hand underneath the table. It would be fine, she
thought to herself, and breathed a sigh of relief as Snape ladled the potion and it turned out
green. With a grimace, he ladled a couple of drops into Trevor’s mouth; a second later there
was a loud POP and he shrank into a tadpole.

Aurora breathed a sigh of relief and let go of Neville’s hand to clap politely. With an
extremely sour look, Snape put another couple of drops of a different potion into Trevor the
toad’s mouth, causing him to return to his regular size.



“Five points from Gryffindor,” Snape said, to a mass of groans. “Miss Granger, I thought I
told you not to assist Longbottom.”

Granger went pink. “I didn’t, sir.”

“I don’t appreciate liars in my classroom, Miss Granger. Another five points.”

Aurora felt bad at the expressions on the Gryffindors’ faces, though mostly Neville’s. He
looked as though he expected her to come clean, so she sighed and compromised. “Neville
brewed it himself, Professor. I watched him.” She smiled at Neville. It was true, she’d only
suggested he add gurdyroots. The vast majority of the work, he had done by himself.

Snape looked at her with intense dislike. “Detention for speaking out of turn, Black. And for
cheating and lying.” A nasty smile curved his lips. “Make that three detentions, then, one for
each crime.”

She looked sourly at him, but didn’t say anything more. He ordered them to clear out of the
classroom and Aurora did so happily. She meant to speak to Draco, but he got swept along
with Pansy and Neville caught her arm inside. “Thank you, Aurora,” he told her breathlessly.
“You didn’t have to stand up for Hermione.”

She smiled awkwardly. It really hadn’t been Granger she was looking out for. “You did do
most of everything yourself, Neville. You have the ability and the knowledge, it’s only a
matter of having the confidence to apply it.”

This seemed to bring a smile to Neville’s face at any rate, though he soon dropped back into
step with the other Gryffindors, leaving Aurora to hurry up and find a seat at the Slytherin
Table next to Draco. Thankfully, he’d left one open for her, and she hugged him carefully
around the shoulders before sitting down.

“Does it still hurt awfully?” she asked.

He winced dramatically. “Only when I move it.”

“But it isn’t broken or anything, is it? It is going to be alright?”

“Hopefully not,” Draco said. “It hurts like anything, though. That thing could have taken the
whole thing off - I could have lost my arm if it hadn’t been for Madam Pomfrey.”

“Oh, that brute,” Pansy said with a shudder. “He ought to get banned from teaching, don’t
you think, Aurora?”

“He should certainly be restrained more,” Aurora said. “We hardly got a fair assessment of
his teaching, but starting us off with Hippogriffs was foolish and irresponsible. I don’t know
what he was thinking.”

“I’d thought we’d see unicorns and things,” Daphne put in. “Not those! Unicorns wouldn’t
try to rip Draco’s arm off, would they?”



Everyone made a great fuss over Draco at lunch, but then it was time to go to their first
Defense Against the Dark Arts class. Aurora hoped Lupin was as good as the upper years had
said he was.

She, Draco and Pansy arrived and sat down promptly, and most of their fellow Slytherins
were excited about the class. “Shame old Snape couldn’t take the post,” Draco said. “This
Lupin seems rather shabby to me.”

“I’m sure he’s better than Lockhart at any rate,” said Aurora diplomatically, as the
Gryffindors came in. No one could disagree with that; Lockhart really had been useless.
Professor Lupin seemed to take his time to join them; Potter spent most of that time glaring at
Aurora and Draco, which they of course reciprocated. She wanted to sneer that she’d really
done Gryffindor a favour earlier by telling Snape that Granger hadn’t helped Neville, but it
was unlike Potter to give a damn what she had to say anyway.

“Oh, if we have another Cornish pixies incident, I think I might cry,” said Pansy, who hadn’t
forgotten how they had ruined her hair this time last year.

Aurora snickered. “Maybe Draco will need me to save him again.”

“Shut up, Aurora,” he muttered, going scarlet. “My arm’s injured anyway.”

“Poor dear,” she teased, But was careful not to get to close in case she accidentally bashed it.
“Has your father replied to you yet?”

“No,” he said grumpily. “But I’m sure once he does I’ll get a wonderful letter telling me I
won’t have to take that beastly class again.”

“Oh, I wish I could drop it,” Pansy said. She was fluttering her eyelashes at Draco, though
Aurora thought this was very much not the time. “When I think of what that brute let happen
to you - I couldn’t bare seeing you hurt, Draco.”

Aurora was about to reply with how she had been the first to respond to Draco, not Pansy, but
Professor Lupin chose that moment to enter the classroom, setting a battered looking suitcase
down on the desk. He smiled somewhat tiredly, sweeping back his patched up robes. Draco
sneered, but Aurora leaned forward interestedly. Maybe she could figure out where she
recognised him from; it had been nagging at her all week.

“Good afternoon,” he said pleasantly. His voice was relatively quiet and gentle, but he had
that great quality of being able to pull in a room’s attention regardless. “Would you all please
put your books, parchment and quills back into your bags. For today’s lesson you will need
only your wands.”

“Please not pixies,” Draco said, eyes turned upwards like he was praying, and Aurora smiled.

“At least he isn’t making us do a quiz all about him,” she said, stowing her things away in her
bag and taking out her wand with a feeling of great excitement.

“Right then,” Lupin said as they got up. “Follow me then, please.”



Aurora watched Lupin carefully as they all left the classroom together. She didn’t know him
by his stature or his walk, but something still nagged at her. “I don’t suppose any of you
know him?” she whispered to a handful of the other Slytherins, all of whom gave her blank
looks.

“Not a clue,” said Millicent.

“As if I’d know someone who dresses like that,” Pansy said, scoffing. “Why? You don’t
know him, so you?”

“I don’t know. He looks familiar.”

“It’s probably just one of those things,” Daphne said. “He must have a generic face.
Common, you know?”

It seemed Professor Lupin was leading them towards the staff room; unfortunately for him,
Peeves was loitering around the door. He looked up and a brilliant light came into his eyes as
he cackled, “Loony, loopy Lupin. Loony loopy Lupin! Loony loopy Lupin!”

Draco laughed, but Aurora was just staring at Peeves. Rarely did he outright make fun of a
teacher, but it seemed Lupin was taking it in his stride. He just smiled as though he were
amused. Aurora thought it couldn’t have been long since he had been a student; despite his
tired eyes, his face was still young and he seemed to be around the same age as Snape. “I’d
take that gum out of the keyhole if I were you, Peeves. Mr Filch won’t be able to get into his
brooms.”

Peeves didn’t care, as Peeves rarely cared about anything. He blew a giant wet raspberry at
Lupin, and Robin snickered. Lupin sighed, taking out his wand. “This is a useful spell,” he
told the class over his shoulder. “Waddiwasi!”

The chewing gum that had been stuck in the keyhole flew out of it and zoomed up Peeves’
nostril. He went soaring away and the whole class burst into laughter, Aurora included.
“Cool, sir!” said Dean Thomas, one of the Gryffindors.

“Thank you, Dean,” Lupin said, and Aurora raised her eyebrows. It was impressive how he
knew some students’ names already - or maybe he had met him on the train, too. “Shall we
proceed?”

They continued on towards the staff room, where Lupin led them inside. A large wardrobe
stood there, and Snape glanced up coolly as they entered. “Leave it open, Lupin,” he said as
Professor Lupin made to close the door. “I would rather not bear witness to this.” His robes
whirled around his ankles as he stood up and stride over to the door, shooting Aurora a nasty
look as he did so. She reciprocated with a cold glare. “Perhaps no one warned you, Lupin, but
Neville Longbottom is in this class. I would advise you not to trust him with anything
difficult, unless Aurora Black is assisting him in cheating.” She tightened her jaw, glaring. “I
must warn you, you have quite the sneak on your hands here.”

Lupin raised his eyebrows, looking between them both. “As a matter of fact, I was rather
hoping that Neville here could assist me with a demonstration. I am sure he will perform



most admirably.”

Snape just sneered and left, giving Aurora a nasty look as he did so. “Arsehole,” she muttered
under her breath. He’d completely ruined her chance to make a good first impression on her
new teacher, and she was sure he was glad of it. Although, she could have sworn Lupin
smiled at her.

“Now, then,” Lupin said, leading them over to a rattling wardrobe. Neville was looking rather
red, and so Aurora gave him an encouraging smile.

The wardrobe gave a shudder, causing many people to leap back in alarm. Potter trod on
Aurora’s foot and she hissed at him. “Watch it, clumsy.”

“Not my fault you were standing so close, Black!”

“Not my fault you’re so woefully unaware of your own surroundings, Potter!”

“Quiet, please,” Lupin said, and Aurora shut up, going red. He glanced between her and
Potter curiously. “There’s no need to be alarmed. What we have in this wardrobe is a
Boggart.”

Aurora remembered reading about them in her textbook: they took the form of whatever their
victim feared most, which was why although not particularly dangerous, they were widely
feared, and could cause serious distress and hysteria, which in turn caused their victims to
endanger themselves. “Boggarts like closed, dark spaces,” Lupin went on. “Wardrobes, under
beds, cupboards underneath kitchen sinks. I even met one that had lodged itself inside a
grandfather clock. This Boggart moved in yesterday, and I asked the Headmaster if the staff
might leave it so you students could have a bit of a practical lesson.” He grinned, and Aurora
found herself smiling back. He knew better than Lockhart and Quirrel at any rate, and from
the way he’d spoken to Neville she could tell he was at least a nicer teacher than Snape. “So,
the first question we must ask ourselves, what is a Boggart?”

Aurora raised her hand. Granger’s, predictably, flew into the air like a balloon. But Lupin’s
eyes fell on her instead, almost seeming interested. “Aurora?”

“Boggarts are shape-shifters,” she told him. “They take the form of their victim’s greatest
fear, in order to cause distress, hysteria and panic. They aren’t necessarily dangerous in a
predatory sense, like a lot of other Dark creatures, but their mental effects can cause people to
endanger themselves, as well as seriously strain people.”

“A very sound definition,” Lupin said with something of a smile. “Five points to... Slytherin,
is it?”

She smirked at Granger, who seemed extremely put out. “Thank you, Professor.”

“So,” he continued. “The Boggart in here has not yet taken on a form. It does not yet know
what may frighten the person on the other side of the door. Nobody knows what a Boggart
looks like alone, but when I open this door he will become whatever each of us fears.”
Neville made a little terrified sound. Aurora wasn’t sure it was a good idea to use him as a



demonstration, but she kept telling him to believe in himself and if this went well, it would
hopefully boost his confidence. “This means we have a huge advantage over the Boggart.
Has anyone spotted it? Harry?” Of course he would ask Potter.

“Er...” He seemed stumped for a moment. “Because there are so many of us, the Boggart
won’t know what form to take?”

“Precisely.” He smiled warmly at Potter. Aurora didn’t fail to notice it was a warmer smile
than the one he had given her, even though Potter’s answer had been nowhere near as detailed
and thought out as hers had. It was more or less a guess. She would bet money Lupin had
been a Gryffindor. “That’ll be five points for Gryffindor, Harry. Now, it’s always best to have
company when dealing with a Boggart. This confuses him, as he received different signals
from different people and therefore finds it harder to take a single form that will frighten
everyone. He might become caught between the choice of a headless corpse or a flesh-eating
slug. I once saw a Boggart try that very combination - in an attempt to frighten two people at
once - and instead became simply half a slug. Rather amusing, actually.

“The charm that repels a Boggart is a simple one, though it does require force. You see, a
Boggart is banished by laughter, the very opposite of fear. You must force it to take a form
that you find amusing. We will practice the incantation without wands first. After me...
Riddikulus!”

Despite feeling rather foolish, Aurora repeated, “Riddikulus!” along with the rest of her class.

“This class is ridiculous,” Draco muttered, though Aurora thought he was mostly jealous he
didn’t get to take part, due to his injury.

“Very good, though I’m afraid that was the easy part. Saying the word alone is not enough.
This is where you come in, Neville.”

Neville looked white as a sheet. He looked around him nervously, eyes settling on Aurora.
“You’ll be fine,” she told him quietly. “Go on.”

Shaking a little, he stepped forward. Aurora wasn’t surprised when he revealed his worst fear
to be Professor Snape, though it did disturb her. What right did Snape have to make Neville
fear him so much? He was his teacher! It made her blood boil. She was greatly looking
forward to Lupin’s promise of making the Boggart Snape wear Neville’s grandmother’s
clothes - a tall hat with a vulture on top, a long green dress, a faux-fur scarf and a large red
handbag. The class was told to think of their worst fear, though Aurora was sure she didn’t
have any, or at least none that sprang to mind. Failure, perhaps. She hated failing at anything,
but she didn’t know if that could manifest, or indeed what it could possibly manifest as. She
was scared to lose people, too, but she wasn’t sure there was any way for her to make that
funny. There were a lot of small things she was scared of - rats freaked her out because they
were disgusting, and she hated anything with holes in it, and maybe she’d admit to being
scared of Snape just a little bit, too, or Voldemort. That thought hit her. She couldn’t think of
a single way to make the Dark Lord appear humorous, either.

Maybe she’d stick a blonde wig on him and call it a day. That thought didn’t cheer her up, but
then another lurched into her mind. Her father. She glanced at the wardrobe. She really, really



didn’t want that Boggart to turn into him because how could she ever explain how utterly
terrifying everything he symbolised was to her, and how could she ever find humour in the
ways he’d destroyed her family?

“Everyone ready?” Everyone leaned forwards eagerly as Lupin opened the wardrobe and a
shape lunged out, twisting sharply into the form of Professor Snape. It was clear it wasn’t
Snape - he did not insult Neville, nor did he glare at Aurora or Potter like he always did - but
his figure was still just as imposing.

Neville trembled, but Aurora felt immensely proud as he stuttered out, “Riddikulus!” And
with a crack, the Boggart took on the clothing of Augusta Longbottom. Snape’s figure was
very confused, and baffled by the class that had suddenly burst into laughter at the sight of
him. Even Draco and Pansy were beside themselves at the sight.

“Wonderful!” Lupin beamed.

Aurora rolled up her sleeves as her classmates started to form a line before the Boggart. It
turned to a rattlesnake, a mummy, a headless corpse, a giant spider, a bloody eyeball, a
severed hand, and then Gwen’s became a Rottweiler that turned into a chihuahua, and then
Aurora found herself at the front. There was a loud crack as the Boggart shifted, and she felt
her stomach lurch. A second later, her father was staring down at her.

A few people screamed. She stood still, frozen in shock at the sight of him. He looked as
unkempt as in his wanted posters, but there was something familiar about his face, the
sharpness of his eyes, the turn on his nose, that reminded Aurora of her own reflection. He
seemed more like her than he did in pictures, even the curve of his eyes the same. Her breath
caught in her throat. The family resemblance made her want to throw up. She didn’t want to
be like him, look like him, she didn’t want him to be here, she didn’t want anything to do
with her. The idea of them bearing similarity... That was terrifying especially after what
everyone said about her.

Murderer’s daughter. And here was the murderer himself, standing before her, sharp and
dangerous but looking at her. Looking at her like he cared. Bile rose in her throat.

Lupin was ushering the class back, looking quite white. All eyes were on her, and though she
was shaking - and hated herself for it too - Aurora tried to imagine him in a curly blonde wig
and bright pink dress, something completely the opposite of herself “Riddikulus!” she cried,
and with a crack, he took on that appearance. She managed a shaky laugh before hurrying
away so that Pansy could take her place.

“Was that-“ Gwen started.

“Yes,” Aurora said quickly.

“Oh. I’m sorry-“

“Don’t be,” she said shakily, avoiding Gwen’s pitying gaze. She didn’t want anybody’s pity,
nor did she need it.. She tossed her hair back with a breezy smile. “It’s quite funny, I’ve
always wanted to see what my father would look like blonde. Maybe I should considering



dyeing my hair the same colour.” She was sure if she ever saw herself as a blonde, now, she
would simply die.

“I’m sorry,” Gwen whispered, “by the way, that we argued, I know you must be scared.”

That made the anger tick over in her chest. “Sure,” she ground out. Gwen looked at her
uneasily and Aurora moved back, standing by Draco.

“I didn’t realise it’d turn into him,” he whispered, eyes wide and shining with worry. “Are
you alright?”

“Course I am,” she said briskly, forcing a neutral smile. “It’s only a Boggart, after all.”

Professor Lupin made a start towards Aurora, but at that moment Potter was pushed to the
front and his attention was diverted. He lunged in front of Potter, and the Boggart shifted
again, becoming a strange silvery orb that hung in front of them. He shouted, “Riddikulus!”
and it turned into a shiny, glittery Christmas bauble like the ones Arcturus had used to hang
on the trees. “Forward, Neville, and finish him off!”

The Boggart changed back to Snape in Neville’s grandmother clothes and exploded as
everyone but Aurora laughed in uproar.

Aurora breathed a sigh of relief when it was gone. She hadn’t expected the Boggart to have
turned into her father, but now she wasn’t fully surprised. The thought of having to see him
again, having anything to do with him - the failure of the family, the traitor who had caused
the death of her mother and so many others - was one that haunted her even more so since his
escape from Azkaban.

“I think that’s all for today,” Professor Lupin said briskly. “Everyone who handled the
Boggart, take five points for your houses. Neville, take ten points, because you managed it
twice.” He smiled. “Homework for next lesson is to read the chapter on Boggarts and kindly
summarise it for me. That will be all. Aurora, could I have a word before your next class,
please?”

Gwen sent her a sympathetic look which she hated; Draco, Daphne and Pansy raised their
eyebrows; Theodore bit his lip in concern and Potter, predictably, glared at her. As if she’d
done it on purpose.

She hung around the staff room as the others departed, holding her bag strap tightly. This was
intensely awkward. She hoped Lupin didn’t think she’d made the Boggart take her father’s
form on purpose to scare anybody, and yet she also felt embarrassed by the idea that he might
realise she’d been genuinely scared.

“What is it, Professor?” she asked as evenly as she could, once the final prying Gryffindor
had left the room.

Lupin smiled tightly. “I have to say, I was rather concerned by the form your Boggart took.”



“I didn’t mean it to!” Aurora found herself saying, before she could stop the words from
spilling out. She looked down, abashed. “I’m sorry, I know I must have scared everyone.”

“That isn’t my main concern,” Lupin told her. His voice was surprisingly kind. “I understand
this year must be... Difficult for you.”

She bit back a scathing comment about how difficult was an understatement. “I’m sure I can
manage, Professor. I don’t intend to let this situation interfere with my schoolwork.”

The look on his face seemed caught between concern and amusement. “It is... A terrible
thing, for a daughter to have to fear her father.”

She looked up at him, surprised by his heavy tone. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, he is a mass
murderer and had spent twelve years in a prison designed to drive him more insane than he
already was, so I don’t exactly think he’s going to have a soft spot for me just because I’m his
daughter.”

Lupin looked rather taken aback by her frankness, and she wondered if in the heat of her
shock she had overstepped. But then he smiled wanly at her. “I understand this is a difficult
time for you, Aurora. I’m sorry you had to do that today.”

“Everyone else did it,” she said with a shrug.

“Even so.” He looked troubled as he picked up his briefcase. “Anything you need, Aurora.
I’d like you to know that you can trust me, not only to help, but to refrain from judgement.”

She stared at him. “Thank you?” It came out as more of a question. Why did he care? “I
mean, that’s very kind of you, Professor. But I’m alright, really.”

The look in his eye told her that Lupin didn’t think she was handling things alright at all. “I
couldn’t help but notice your... Attitude with Mr Potter.”

That took her quite by surprise and she laughed shakily. “Well, he is a Gryffindor, Professor.
I’m a Slytherin. We’ve never gotten along. Trust me, it is not a recent development.”

Somehow, this seemed to trouble Lupin even further and a deep crease formed between his
brow. “Enjoy your evening, Aurora. And remember that homework. I expect a wonderful
essay from you.”

She smiled confusedly at him as she left. “Thank you, Professor. I’ll see you in class.”



Dark Shadows

It was the next evening before Aurora finally realised why Professor Lupin had seemed
familiar to her. She was in the common room, reading on the sofa with Theodore while
Draco, Pansy and Daphne squabbled over a card game. It was when she landed on the
passage in her History of Magic textbook about the unique fusion of Victorian muggle and
magical technologies in London, and the author wrote that ‘photographs, believed by some
extreme Muggles to have Satanist and magical properties such as the ability to steal one’s
soul, emerged in the Magical sphere as a phenomenon, that rare piece of Muggle genius that
had fascinated wizards for centuries, the ability to capture a single moment’ that it hit her,
entirely out of the blue.

She slipped off the sofa, causing alarm from Theodore. “Are you quite alright?” he asked.
“You’ve got that look in your eye like you’re confused... But you don’t think you should be.
And you don’t know why.”

She stared at him. “What?”

“Longbottom looks like that a lot. Maybe it’s contagious.”

“Do shut up, Nott.” He grinned but her heart was pounding. “I think I just need to check
something. I’ll be back in a moment.”

Aurora hurried through to her room - thankfully, Gwen was holed up in the library with
Robin Oliphant and Tracey Davis - and scrambled around in her bag of belongings taken
from Grimmauld Place which she’d marked out to keep years ago.

There. He had aged a lot, as had the photo, but when she turned it over with shakings hands,
Aurora saw the name Remus. Remus Lupin. She sank back onto her bed, staring. There
couldn’t be many people called Remus, and he would be around the correct age. He’d looked
at her father like he knew him. Oh, Merlin.

He had been his friend. He’d been a friend to James and Lily Potter too, then - a friend to
Peter Pettigrew, to Frank and Alice Longbottom, presumably to Aurora’s own mother.
Sudden guilt swept over her, needless and irrational but consuming nonetheless. She had,
even unintentionally, conjured into this man’s classroom the image of a man who had killed
his friends. She might not have cared so terribly about Potter’s reaction but all of a sudden,
she didn’t know what to think about anything.

No wonder Lupin had been worried.

She flipped through photos, searching for his face over and over again until her stomach
turned. Stella crept up onto the bed beside her, titling her head curiously. Aurora scratched
her head absently. “Merlin,” she whispered, lying back on the bed and staring at the ceiling.
The protective serpent necklace she’d taken to wearing always around her neck fell across
onto the bed and the small pendant of Julius woke up to hiss at her. “Why is everything all
such a mess?”



Stella of course didn’t say anything, but she did rest her head in the crook of Aurora’s elbow
as if to say, I don’t know, but it’s okay.

Her eyes went to her drawers where she kept the family relics. She’d never wanted to keep
these photos with them; they weren’t that same family and if she was honest she wasn’t sure
why she even wanted to hold onto them. There was a lump in her throat but she swallowed it.
Her friends would wonder where she was soon and she didn’t want anyone to walk in on her
looking fragile. This was not a big deal, she told herself, not a big deal at all. It didn’t mean
Lupin was at all relevant to her, nor she to him. It was just... Strange. And horrible. And she
wished she was a little girl again, safe and happy with her family, her real family -
Grandmother and Arcturus and Lucretia and Ignatius - instead of here and terrified that the
father who had never loved her was going to kill her.

She picked herself up and forced herself to sit up straight. “I’m quite alright,” she said, the
words stilted. The photos seemed to have burned themselves into her mind. What if Lupin
knew her mother? Even a name would be something. But she told herself she shouldn’t care
about her mother. She was a mudblood, the family hated her, she was nothing to do with the
Black family at all. And then neither was her father but everyone thought he was because
he’d turned murderer.

She needed something to distract herself, she decided, standing up and bracing herself.
Enough of this moping and worrying and getting upset when she had no rational reason to be.
She’d find something to occupy herself. Ballet, perhaps, though she was out of practice; there
was a certain rigidity, a routine technique to it, which she liked.

The sugar plum fairy music ran through her mind. Originally, she knew the Nutcracker had
been a Muggle ballet, but Uncle Arcturus had found something charming about their idea of
magic, as had many wizards; he’d taken her to a magical performance of it, once, where real
fairy lights had lined the curtains, and the backdrop was enchanted to move of its own
accord, and the ballet dancers truly seemed to fly in their shoes. It had been beautiful. She
was nothing like a sugar plum fairy dancer, but thefact she could still recall the familiar
music brought a strange comfort to her, and it was with that resolve that she managed to fold
the photos away into their bag, hide them under her bed and stroll back to the common room
as if nothing had happened.

Theodore merely looked up, amused. “Find what you were looking for?” he asked, and she
nodded.

“Oh, yes. It all makes so much more sense now. I’ve got a much better grasp of the
photography. It’s a shame none of us took Muggle Studies.”

Theodore laughed. “Eh, we have all we need.”

At the table in front of them, Draco laughed loudly as one of Pansy’s cards burst into flame
and she pouted. Aurora grinned feebly at the sight, But was still all too aware of Theodore
looking at her. “What?”

“Something’s wrong,” he said plainly, “isn’t it?”



“What makes you say that.”

“I’m good at observing people.” He sighed, leaning back contemplatively. “And it would
make sense.”

“I’m fine. Really. There’s an awful lot going on in my life, but I’m perfectly on top of it all
and my studies keep me more than occupied.” He laughed. “What?”

“Nothing. Nothing.” Daphne shrieked as an exploding card jumped up to slap her in the face,
momentarily distracting them both. “You just talk like that when you’re lying. It’s quite
amusing, to tell how everyone lies. Draco’s voice always gets a bit higher, Pansy has this sort
of breathiness in hers, Daphne laughs a little, Blaise never looks you in the eye, Lucille
hunches her shoulders and Millicent can’t lie at all.”

Aurora stared at him in shock, wondering at what he thought he was talking about. It sounded
like utter nonsense to her - even if, yes, Millicent was an awful liar and Draco’s voice always
rose when he was trying to hide something.

“I don’t talk like anything when I’m lying, thank you very much. And I am perfectly alright.”

“Okay.” Theodore looked back down at his book. “Don’t talk to me about it if you don’t want
to. I understand it, partially... But I know Draco and Pansy are both worried about you and
you ought to be more honest with them.”

At that, Aurora was taken aback. How dare he tell her what to do? “Who do you think you
are?” she asked. “I’m perfectly fine, and perfectly honest with myself and with my friends. If
you don’t mind, I’d like to finish this homework.”

Theodore blinked, and drew back, looking away. He shifted further to the edge of the sofa,
curled up, and didn’t look Aurora’s way again. She didn’t know what to do with that, and
hated that she felt guilty when he was the one accusing her of hiding things. So what if she
didn’t want to talk about what was going on right now? Who would?

She sighed but then couldn’t focus on her work. Her mind kept drifting back to the
photographs, to her father, to Lupin, and then to the drawer where the family relics were
confined, the serpent necklaces and the puzzle box among them. Yet she couldn’t bring
herself to return to them. Instead she slipped off the sofa, knelt down between Draco and
Pansy, and invited herself into their little game quite pleasantly, pretending she didn’t see the
now too obvious looks her friends were throwing her way.

-*

On Saturday morning, before her first Quidditch practice of the new season, Aurora woke
early, though the Slytherin dormitories were rarely bright. Gwen was still sleeping, but by the
time Aurora had had her morning shower she seemed to have woken her up and the other girl
was perched at the end of her bed.

“Can I help you?” Aurora asked as politely as she could manage through a stifled yawn.



Gwen nodded. “Er, I just wanted to say good luck with Quidditch practice. And I... Well, I
hope everything’s alright?”

Aurora raised her eyebrows pointedly. “Alright?”

“Yes. I’m sorry for... Well, Robin says I was insensitive and should’ve tried to understand,
and I don’t understand, but there you go.”

“Oh.” She blinked, oddly heartened by the apology. “Well, thank you.”

She went to her trunk, searching for her Quidditch robes, and did a check over her broom to
make sure it was still in pristine condition. When she turned around, Gwen was looking at her
expectantly and Aurora stared at her for a moment, wondering what she’d missed and trying
to decipher the pointed look in her eyes.

“Oh!” She grabbed her broom, laughing half-heartedly. “Yes, sorry to you too. I don’t like
arguing with you, and I am sorry that it I upset you.” She grinned. “I have to go or Marcus’ll
make me do extra bench warmup for tardiness, and I have to start this year off right if I want
to make the main team next year. See you at lunch, though!”

She didn’t quite appreciate the resulting look on Gwendolyn’s face.

On her way to the common room to meet Draco, she pondered if that had been enough. She
didn’t think she’d really been the one at fault, so reciprocation should have been appropriate,
but Gwen might not see it that way. But Aurora didn’t know how these things worked.
Especially when she had no idea of the stance Gwendolyn was coming from.

“What are you worried about now?” Draco asked drily as she joined him by the door. “Don’t
tell me it’s the Potions homework.”

“No, no, it’s not. It’s just Gwendolyn.”

“What’s she done now.”

“Apologised.” She winced. “And I don’t know how I’m meant to respond! So I apologised
too, but I’m not entirely sure what for.”

Draco did a rather odd one-armed shrug. “Least you apologised. Broom on form?”

“As always.”

He grinned. “Shall we, then?”

There was truly nothing in the world like the Quidditch Pitch. Seeing the grass away in the
breeze, the towers of the stands reaching into the cloudy morning sky, and her teammates
assembled in emerald green together, clutching their brooms.

“Hurry up, you two,” Marcus Flint barked, as they were still both finishing off slices of toast
on their way down. “And what’s with the arm, Malfoy?”



“Care of Magical Creatures,” he muttered, waving his good hand in the air. “That stupid oaf
Hagrid.”

“I heard about the hippogriff,” Cassius Warrington said, grinning. “Looks like a sore one.”

“Are you going to be able to play?” Flint demanded.

“Probably.” Draco sighed dramatically. “If Madam Pomfrey thinks so. But it could go either
way.”

Flint gave him a dubious look. “It was really savage,” Aurora told him. “That hippogriff has
anger issues!”

“But can Malfoy play?”

Draco shrugged and then hissed in pain. Flint sighed, and Aurora glared at Miles Bletchley,
who was laughing. “Not right now?”

With a groan of frustration, Flint turned to Aurora. “So now we have to use her?”

“I have a name.”

“Oh,” said Graham Montague, “we know.”

She tried to hide her scowl. “Well, I’m sure Draco will be fine to play. But I’d love to
practice.”

Flint rolled his eyes and gave Draco a disdainful one-over which had Aurora’s skin crawling.
She stepped slightly in front of Draco and said, “Is that all, or is there anything else we need
to go over?”

“Don’t get cheeky with me, Black,” Flint warned, frowning.

She pursed her lips, catching Cassius’ eye behind Flint’s back. He seemed amused, but all the
other boys were glaring at her. “Sorry,” she said softly, “that wasn’t what I meant to do,
Flint.”

“Fantastic. Well, now that we’re all here, let’s get down to business. Huddle up.”

Aurora and Draco hurried over, slipping into the tight circle. Aurora wrinkled her nose - she
had not missed the smell of teenage Quidditch players.

“This year, we have to maintain our streak. Now, last year was a write off through no fault of
our own, but it’s Bletchley and I’s final year and we will not lose to Gryffindor, or anyone
else for that matter.”

“Here’s to that,” said Bletchley, grinning. The other boys muttered agreement.

“We’re going to train every Saturday and Sunday morning, and every Wednesday evening.
You had all better be punctual, on form, preferably not maimed, and most definitely not



hungover.”

At this, he glared at Lucian Bole, who scowled in return. “It was one time and we didn’t even
do anything.”

“We can save the alcohol for when we pulverise Gryffindor in our first match.” At this,
Aurora grinned. “Which I think we can all agree, will be glorious. Chasers and Miles, we’ll
go over this year’s new strategy. Bole, Derrick, you both like you need an arm workout, get
started on practice. Malfoy... You can’t fly, can you?” Draco shook his head miserably and
glared at the ground. “Sit on the bench and see if you can spot the sun coming up, it looks a
bit like a Snitch. Black, fly laps or something and don’t let me regret having you as an
alternate.”

Aye, aye, captain she thought derisively, and when they broke away, exchanged an
exasperated look with Draco as he trudged back to the bench.

“Sorry,” she said, “I’m sure you’ll be fine in no time. They probably won’t ever play me.”
She tried to keep that bitter not out of her voice, knowing exactly how little Marcus wanted to
use her in their match.

“Obviously,” Draco muttered. “But I’m supposed to beat Potter this year. And with this...” He
held up his injured arm with a scowl. “And I can’t train!”

“You’ll train soon,” Aurora was quick to assure him. “And you’ve been training all your life,
you can do this.”

“Potter beat me last year.”

She struggled to reply. “Yes. But... He got lucky.”

Draco let out a derisive snort. “I’m not losing to him again.”

“You won’t.” She clapped him on the shoulder. “But you’re also not going to win by
moping.”

“Black!” Flint bellowed across the pitch. “Get in the air!”

“Yes, Marcus!” Aurora shook her head and straightened up, grabbing her broom. “Your
arm’ll be fine soon, I’m sure. Keep an eye on my form, will you? I can’t help but feel a little
rusty.”

Then she jogged back out onto the pitch, where Cassius grinned over at her, and mounted her
broom, taking to the sky. It was as freeing to be up here as it had always been, and the
familiar sear of cold wind against her cheeks, its hands tangling her hair, was refreshing. It
just felt right being up here, though the family ring on her finger seemed to burn, its silver
aflame in the sunlight. She flew lap after lap, beaming at the feeling of freedom for once, but
as she came into her dismount at Flint’s call, she caught sight of a dark shadow at the edge of
the pitch.



Aurora pulled up, heart pounding. She hovered in the air. It had looked like a dog. Just like
the one she’d seen at the Tonkses’. A cold terror ran through her, irrational but gripping.

There was no connection. She was paranoid of late, anyway. And she was tired. The wind
and exhaustion was making her eyes play tricks on her. Aurora blinked, looking up at the
clouds above her. When she looked down, the dog-shaped shadow was gone, and she steeled
herself. She was just being silly now.

So she flew back down to the ground among the boys and put on a disaffected, cheerful
smile. Still, even as they kept up practice drills and continued their flight, she couldn’t shake
the feeling that something - whether the dog, a person, or something else entirely - was
watching her.



The Unexpected

She turned her father’s old pictures over on the bedside table and read the names off the back.
Perhaps she’d hoped one of them might leap out at her or the ink would light up emerald and
cause her to have a stunning revelation.

But none did. Because it would be completely ridiculous. And Aurora knew it was ridiculous
anyway, to be so obsessed with looking for her mother’s name. She could be anyone. All she
knew was that she had been a Muggleborn, her father had allegedly been in love with her, the
family hated her... And she was murdered by the man who’d torn apart his own family for
her.

It was fruitless and she knew that. She shouldn’t care. She just didn’t understand and she
hated not understanding. No one else had understood it. She had been just old enough to
remember her grandmother saying she didn’t know what had driven her useless eldest son to
the murder of his own wife, that he was in far too deep with Muggle lovers and blood traitors
to do it, and if he had really decided to redeem himself he would have come back to the
family triumphant to become the heir he was meant to be, not vanished into obscurity with
what was now the Black family’s last hope at a decent child to carry their name.

Aurora sighed at the memories. She wondered what her grandmother would say now. She
would probably tell her not to bother her head about her wastrel father, and she would be
right. She would also tell Aurora to stop asking questions and that she didn’t need to know
about her mother, because none of them cared.

Arcturus would have told her to find out what she could, she thought, knowing she would
never be satisfied with anything she learned. And when she had come back to him, upset
because of what she had or hadn’t discovered, he would have told her not to cry and gotten a
house elf to bring her hot chocolate and cake.

She swallowed thickly, and folded the pictures away again, slipping them into the very depths
of her bag. Breakfast was soon and she needed to prepare herself. She opened her bedside
drawer and slipped two of her snake necklaces around her neck for protection, as she had
taken to doing any time she left her bedroom, and she gathered her books and quill and
parchment into her bag, ready to go. The two pendants with Cygnus and Julius hissed as she
made her way out of the dormitory, and only stilled when she met Draco and Blaise at the
door of the common room. She rarely walked to breakfast alone anymore.

There was a space for them at the Slytherin Table between Pansy and Millicent, who was
arguing with Gregory about something. When they sat down, Aurora couldn’t help but notice
each set of eyes in the hall that had turned to look at her. It felt like more and more every day,
even if she knew she was likely being paranoid about it. Potter was always glaring at her,
which wasn’t exactly unusual, only more noticeable, and definitely disconcerting.

Clenching her jaw, she did her best to ignore them all, choosing instead to think about their
first class of the day, which was Potions. The class wasn’t great by any means, but the



content of her recent essay was at least somewhat fun to turn over in her head until it was
time to go.

Potions was becoming a drag, recently, more so than usual. Perhaps it was the heat of the
room, or Professor Snape’s ever-present glare, or Neville’s increasing reliance on her to fix
his problems. Or maybe she was just in a generally terrible mood.

The class seemed to go on forever, especially since they were going to be graded on their
combined work with their partner, a decision Aurora was sure Snape had made just to spite
her. As a result, she was more anxious about her work than she would ever normally be, and
by extension, Neville was all over the place, sensing both Snape’s usual hatred and Aurora’s
heightened frustration.

“Don’t add the porcupine quills,” she told Neville sharply partway through, slapping his hand
away from his cauldron. “You’ll ruin the whole thing.”

He gaped, staring between her and the cauldron with confused eyes. “But I thought-”

“You haven’t taken it off the heat for a start, and they go in after the fluxweed.” She sighed
and wrestled control of the cauldron from him. Today they were going to be marked on their
performance in pairs and she knew Neville was going to drag them both down if he didn’t
manage to screw his head on straight soon. “Look, I’ll do it. You crush the beetles.”

His lip wobbled and he looked away. “You’re being mean today.”

“Oh, dear.” She couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “I am so sorry.”

“You don’t have to be like this.”

“I just don’t want us to fail, Neville. Beetles.”

Sullenly, he went to crush the beetles. He eyed his results almost mournfully. “You’re mean
to the others,” he said quietly.

“Sorry?” Aurora asked, stirring in fluxweed.

“Harry... Hermione... Ron... Everyone, really. You’re only really nice to me and your
Slytherin friends.”

She huffed. “And? Do you want me to not be nice to you.”

“Well... No. I just don’t really understand why you can’t just be nice to everyone.”

“And is everyone nice to me?” she asked breezily, though her blood was beginning to boil.
She urged herself to stay calm, concentrating on the soothing simmering of her cauldron.

“Well... They’re not... Not nice...”

“Not in front of you, perhaps. But, Neville, it really isn’t your business.”



“But it is my business! You’re my friend and so are they!”

“Are they? I don’t see any of them helping you pass Potions. Crush that beetle more, you
need to get more juice out.”

“You’re doing it again.”

“Neville, I am just tired. I’m trying to scrape us a pass here.” She had to close her eyes for a
minute to calm herself down. When she opened them, she glanced across the classroom to
where Draco and Pansy were cheerfully stirring their cauldron, and then caught Theodore’s
eye. He merely raised his eyebrows, but she knew what he meant. Why was she even still
bothering with this?

“I just want you to get along...”

“We’re not going to get along, Neville. I don’t know where you get your ideas from but I’ve
no intentions of trying to be chummy with Gryffindors just because you want me to. I’m
doing you a favour so you can help me out in Herbology and nothing more.”

“But...” He seemed to have given up on the beetles entirely. Aurora, pulse racing in
frustration, snatched them and the knife from him and crushed one under the blade. It was
somewhat concerning how satisfying it felt. “I thought... You’re my friend.”

“Oh, piss off, I don’t have the time for this.”

“Language, Black,” said Snape’s silky voice. She jumped; he was right behind them.
“Detention tonight.”

She winced. “Sir,” Draco called, “we have Quidditch practice tonight.”

Snape pursed his lips. “Very well. Tomorrow night, Black, three hours instead of two.”

Grudgingly, she said, “Thank you, sir.”

“And that will be five points from Gryffindor, too.”

“What?” Potter shouted at the same time as Weasley. “But that’s ridiculous! Black isn’t even
a Gryffindor!”

“Five points from Longbottom,” Snape said, “for continuous pestering conversation in class.”
Aurora stared at him. He was actually doing something helpful to her. “And another five
from you both, Potter, Weasley, for disrupting class.”

Across the room, Draco snickered and Aurora made a vindictive smile before she noticed the
look on Neville’s face.

“That wasn’t fair,” he muttered once Snape had moved away. “Harry—”

“Spoke out of turn and is an all around prat. Are you going to let me get on with this or not?”



He kept tight lipped for the rest of the lesson but Aurora felt worse by the end. She didn’t
want to get Neville in trouble, especially not from Snape, but it did feel great to have Potter -
and Gryffindor - lose out. Neville rushed from the room as soon as he could, followed by an
urgent-looking Hermione Granger who threw a scathing look over her shoulder at Aurora,
who merely sneered in return.

“Think you’re all that, do you?” Weasley snapped at her as she walked past.

She didn’t give him the time of day, breezing past without a word in order to catch up to
Draco and Pansy. But her heart was pounding still. She didn’t have time or the energy to deal
with these idiots today but that didn’t mean they didn’t get right under her skin.

“What d’you get out of it?” Potter asked her. “Making people miserable.”

“Do stop talking, Potter.”

“You think you can pick on Neville and get us in trouble for it just because you’re a
Slytherin?”

“I think you get yourself into trouble perfectly well, Potter. As for Neville, I’m helping him.”

“That didn’t look like helping.”

She bit her tongue, not knowing what to say to that. If Neville had a bit of a thicker skin...
But he didn’t. And it was frustrating, but she didn’t want to upset him anyway. “Why don’t
you worry about yourself instead, Potter, hm?”

His face paled and she was momentarily satisfied before she found another Weasley blocking
her vision. “Miss Black,” said the Head Boy, “I’m afraid we do not tolerate threats.”

Her mouth fell open. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Ten points from Slytherin.”

“My apologies...” She struggled to remember his name. Peter, perhaps? “Weasley. I think
there’s been a misunderstanding. I was referring to Quidditch.” He raised his eyebrows. He
didn’t believe her and why would he? She was a Slytherin and her father was an escaped
murderer. Naturally, she was threatening Potter with death. If she was going to do that, she
thought bitterly, she would have at least been a little more intimidating, and not done it in
front of dozens of other students. “Do you mind? I believe lunch is meant to be rather good
today.”

Without another word - but with a glare at both Potter and Ron Weasley - she flounced away.
Footsteps followed her down the hall but it was only Theodore, and gradually she calmed
herself down enough to let him speak.

“Are you alright?”

“No. I’m rather hungry, actually.”



He rolled his eyes and smiled almost fondly. It was aggravating. “You know, it’s not your
fault Longbottom’s a wet blanket, or that Potter and Weasley are the world’s stupidest
baboons in Gryffindor robes.” She laughed despite herself, feeling anger dissipate just
slightly.

“I know. They just get under my skin. Everyone-“ She rethought. “No, most people do.”

“I get that. If anyone interrupts my reading I just want to hit them with the heaviest book I
can hold.” Aurora laughed and paused in her step, leaning against a wall. “Why do you
bother with Longbottom anyway?” Theodore asked. “It’s not like he’s much fun to be around.
And that’s coming from me.” He shook his head. “I don’t get it. There are far better people
you could keep company with in Potions. Any Slytherins, for a start.”

“I know,” Aurora told him with a sigh. “I really do. But I suppose... I feel guilty.”

Theodore looked her up and down assessingly. “Well, that’s rather stupid.”

“Maybe. It’s just... His parents and my family. I mean, not really my family, I didn’t know
them... But still... I don’t know. I felt bad for him. And it’s not like he has any other friends.”

“Not surprising. But you don’t feel guilty about Potter. You don’t seem to feel bad for him.”

“I did. Originally, when I first met him and realised who he was. But he’s an arsehole.”

“So’s Longbottom.”

She cracked a smile. “Yes but he's... Potter’s an in your face sort of arsehole. Neville’s more...
Sad.”

“Is sad really the main feature you look for in a friend?”

“No. It’s bloody annoying half the time, especially now. But I can’t afford to have any more
people hate me this year. And I don’t want Neville to hate me.”

“The Gryffindors are going to hate you regardless.”

“Shut up.”

“They are, though.”

“Theodore, stop. I don’t want to think about all this.” She turned on her heel, making her way
towards the common room. “I just wish it would go away.”

“That’s fair, I suppose. But you know you don't have to feel guilty about any of it.”

“I know.”

“It’s not your fault, anything your father or your cousin or your uncle did.”



“I know. And the thing is that I love my family, the family that I know. Not Sirius or Bellatrix
or Regulus. But I know everyone hates me, hates all of us, for them.” She shook her head,
staring pointedly ahead. “And I hate it.”

-*

While Arithmancy quickly became Aurora’s favourite class, she soon decided that Professor
Lupin was one of her favourite teachers. He was actually fun, unlike most of them, while also
being competent, unlike Professor Hagrid, who had been so spooked by his failure in the first
lesson that he now only taught them about flobberworms, creatures so boring Aurora wasn’t
even sure they could be counted as magical.

After Boggarts they studied Red Caps - which Robin and Gwen tried unsuccessfully to find
in the disused dungeons - and Grindylows, which Pansy and Daphne both swore they’d seen
floating past the window in the Slytherin common room. Aurora kept an eye out, but
Millicent said they were probably shy now, since Pansy had scared it off. Nothing that
Professor Lupin has said indicated they might be shy creatures, though, so Aurora wasn’t
sure.

With Draco’s arm still hurt, Aurora got called in for a couple of Seeker practices. Though she
did feel bad for her friend, there were few things better than the thrill of soaring through the
air with the wind on her face and in her hair. Their opening match against Gryffindor was
approaching fast, and Flint told her that if Draco couldn’t play, he was considering playing
her instead. She did try to hide her excitement, but there was still nothing she wanted more
than to play for her team - and to thrash Harry Potter in the process.

By the end of the month, while Aurora felt somewhat like she was flailing, she had one thing
to look forward to: her fourteenth birthday. It was one bright spot in what was looking like a
very bleak year, and so a few nights before - having conferred with Gwendolyn - she took to
writing some very unnecessarily extravagant invitations on elegant, pale green writing paper
addressed to Draco, Pansy, Daphne, Millicent, Blaise, Theodore, Gregory, Vincent, and
Lucille.

You are cordially invited, she had written in her best and most elaborate calligraphy, with
deep silver ink, to Aurora Black’s fourteenth birthday party this Monday evening, the twenty-
seventh of September, at a quarter to midnight, in the girl’s’ rooms.

Yours, Aurora Black

She handed them all out early in the morning. Gwendolyn, who had been considerably
quieter recently, had insisted upon Robin joining them, seeing as Aurora couldn’t very well
not invite Gwen to join a party in her own room, and so Aurora invited him informally at the
end of Care of Magical Creatures.

She was excited, but the Monday morning of her birthday, at breakfast, among the flurry of
conversation and receiving presents and cards from her friends, an owl came soaring through
the hall towards her. This wasn’t unexpected, since Dora had told her to keep an eye out for
the Tonks’ present, which was distinctively wrapped in sparkly silver paper, but it was the
owl which followed that surprised Aurora.



Curiously, she deliberated in which to open first. First Dora, Andromeda, and Ted, there was
a bound collection of historical stories about the Hogwarts’ founders, along with a copy of
the Chronicles of Merlin, a pair of emerald Quidditch gloves and - from Andromeda - a new
pair of ballet shoes, with the suggestion that she ought to get practicing again. They were
wonderful gifts, but she was all too aware of the other small box sitting beside it, which had
just been deposited by a strange, harried looking owl. Everyone was staring at it like it was a
bomb about to go off. Aurora didn’t want to touch it.

She wrapped up the last of her gifts from her friends - mainly an assortment of chocolate,
sweets, and books - into her bag and stood up shakily. “I, er...” She paused, still staring at the
box. “I need to get my Potions textbook.”

“I’ll come with you,” Draco said immediately, taking the box along with the package from
the Tonks’. “We’ll see you all in Arithmancy.”

They hurried out the hall together, Aurora feeling rather faint. “I can’t look at it,” she said in
a rush.

“You think it’s from... Him?”

“I don’t know. I just have a very bad feeling.”

Draco eyed the box suspiciously. “Yeah, me too.”

The common room was mostly deserted when they returned, since most of the students were
at breakfast. The two of them slipped to the corner of the room, and Aurora sank into a chair.
Her hands trembled slightly as she took the box from Draco. Her stomach swam.

“It sounds like there’s something in it,” he said, like he was trying to be helpful.

“Yes, I got that,” Aurora said faintly.

“Do you want to open it?”

“No.” She shook her head, staring at the brown-wrapped box. “Not really.”

Draco pursed his lips. For quite some time, neither of them did anything. Then, wanting to
get it over with and be able to throw the box out as soon as she could, Aurora tore the paper
off to reveal a small black wooden box. It was cold to the touch, and brought a lump to her
throat.

“What’s in it?”

“Draco, I don’t know, if haven’t opened it.”

He scowled and drew out his wand to point it at the box. “If it’s something dangerous, I’ll
blow it up.”

“Not while I’m holding it, I hope.”



“No. You can throw it on the floor. No one’ll notice if the rug gets singed, it’s ugly anyway.”

Aurora smiled faintly. “I’m going to open it,” she whispered. “I have to know what’s in it.
Otherwise it could be cursed to strangle me in my sleep.”

Before she could talk herself out of it, she propped up the lid of the box to reveal a very
delicate silver chain necklace with a small crescent moon pendant. It was placed on top of a
folded piece of parchment, and when Aurora, feeling like she was going to be sick, unfolded
it, she had to hold onto Draco’s arm for support.

This belonged to your mother.

That was all, but it was enough to make Aurora feel faint. He was taunting her, she thought
immediately, and snapped the box shut violently. “It’s a threat,” she said, standing up. “It’s a
threat. He killed my mother, he’s saying - he’s going to kill me.”

“He won’t,” Draco said, but he didn’t look like he believed himself. “He can’t.”

Aurora almost threw the box into the fire, but stopped herself. She dug her gloves out of her
bag and gingerly picked up the necklace.

“You should tell Professor Snape,” Draco told her. “If you think it’s dangerous.”

“Of course it’s dangerous,” she snapped. “He sent it to me! But Snape won’t help! He hates
me!”

“Well... Yes.” He frowned. “But he’s still a teacher.”

“Do you think I should tell Dumbledore?”

Draco scoffed. “Dumbledore? What’s he going to do?”

“I don’t know... He probably knows how to deal with these things. And he can tell the
Ministry, too, he’s working with Fudge.” She stared at the necklace. “Do you think it really
was my mother’s?”

“Dunno.” Draco shrugged. “I doubt he would have kept it all these years, would he?” He
sighed. “He’s just trying to scare you.”

She nodded, staring at the flickering of the fire. “I know. I know.” She shook her head,
feeling a burning in her chest. “What do I do with it?”

The bell rang and they ignored it. “I don’t know,” Draco admitted. “Don’t keep it near you.
Get rid of it.”

“Yes.” She didn’t move. She kept staring at the necklace. If it was her mother’s, why had her
father kept it? He was even sicker and messed up than she’d thought - if that were possible -
keeping the possessions of his victim as souvenirs to one day taunt their daughter with. “I’ll
get rid of it.”



Draco squeezed her shoulder gently. “He’s not going to hurt you. I won’t let him.”

She laughed humourlessly. “He’s not going to stop for your sake, Draco. You’re really not the
most intimidating wizard in the world.”

“I can cast a decent Stupefy.”

“Sure you can.” Aurora sniffed and dropped the necklace back into its box, which she
snapped shut. “I need to take this to Professor Dumbledore, don’t I?” Draco pulled a face.
“Or Professor Lupin... No.”

She shook her head. “I can’t tell him.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t.”

Draco frowned. “Well, you shouldn’t touch it.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Definitely not.”

They both stared at the necklace box, in some silent stalemate. Aurora said, “It’s going in the
trunk until I can decide what to do with it. There are protective enchantments on that thing.”
She had to be practical about these things, she thought. She ought to keep it, somewhere,
until she understood what her father was trying to achieve. And who knew - it might even
lead her to him. And with this taunt, this insult, there was an even stronger part of her that
wanted to find him and wring his neck for all that he had done to her family.

It took only a minute for her to wrap the box carefully and bury it in the depths of her trunk,
before slamming the lid shut. Draco was waiting outside and it was with great relief that she
took her cousin’s arm. He was some comfort, at least.

“Just try to focus on your birthday,” was his advice as hey headed to their first class of the
day. “This is what he wants. For you to be upset.”

“I’m not upset,” she said shortly.

Draco raised his eyebrows. “You could’ve fooled me.”



Break In

With tension ramping up, Aurora had two releases. Quidditch, and ballet. When Gwen was
out of the room, she would take the opportunity to work through an exercise or two and just
breathe. There was a beautiful structure to the style that she couldn’t get from anything else,
and it kept her going.

On a Sunday afternoon, with the lake darkening outside the window, she finished a fondue
exercise and sank down onto her bed. She was by no means good. Maybe if the wizarding
world - or Hogwarts, for that matter - had any decent infrastructure for dance education she
could have been better, but the movements came back to her nonetheless, and the feeling of
being in that headspace, not worrying about anything else, was freeing.

Working through a cooldown, Aurora’s eyes drifted to her trunk where the necklace her
father had sent had been buried. She hadn’t dared touch it. There was a great part of her that
wanted to throw it into a fire. But as far as she could tell there was no curse or anything
dangerous on it, and that frustrated her. There had to be something. Unless all her father
wanted was to scare her, in which case he was succeeding.

Until she could work out what was wrong with it and what exactly her father was playing at,
she had to keep it. It was meant for her, he was coming for her, and for that reason, she had to
be the one to stop him. She had to be the one to kill him - if it came to that.

Most of her time was consumed by that and studying. It was easier to drown herself in
Ancient Runes and Arithmancy and Transfiguration than it was to contemplate the reality of
the world outside the walls of Hogwarts. Everyone kept telling her she needed to get out
more. That only annoyed her.

Neville was still sitting by her in Potions, which was actually more of an annoyance than
anything, but if she told him to bugger off now it would make everything worse and, frankly,
she didn’t have the time to deal with him or the reaction it would surely gain from Potter and
his little fan club. Relief came in the form of Quidditch practice. It was a time to be free, and
with the first match against Gryffindor coming closer and closer, it offered plenty of an outlet
for her ever-present anger. She savoured her imagination and the look on Potter’s face if
either she or Draco managed to steal the Snitch from him. She kept telling herself that if
Slytherin won the match, all would be right with the world. It was a lie of course - but it was
comforting.

Before that, though, came Halloween. She finished her homework on the Friday so that she
could enjoy the whole weekend; on Saturday she would have her first Hogsmeade trip, then
the Halloween feast, and then the Slytherin House initiation. Last year it had been suitably
subdued after the Petrification of Mrs Norris, but that only meant that everyone was even
more excited for this year.

She, Pansy, and Daphne had created an itinerary of all of the shops they wanted to visit.
There was Gladrags Wizardwear, Dervish and Banges, Schrivenshaft Quill Shop,



Honeydukes Sweetshop, Gadolfo’s Beloved Bookshop (that was Aurora’s idea mainly),
Floribert’s Jeweller’s Shop, and Bavo’s Boutique. The three of them set off together with
promises that they would meet Draco, Lucille, Blaise and Millicent at the Three Broomsticks
in the afternoon.

All of them obsessed over the pretty sets of silk and lace robes in Gladrags, the lovely
scarves, shawls, and a whole manner of assorted clothes in Bavo’s, and the pretty jewellery in
the windows of Floribert’s. “This would match my eyes,” Daphne said, pointing to a sapphire
necklace. “Don’t you think?”

“The stones would,” Aurora said assessingly. “But they’re rather large; you’d suit something
smaller and more delicate, I think.”

“I like this ring,” Pansy said, gesturing to a golden band with a diamond. “It’s lovely.”

“And far too expensive and fancy for you,” Daphne said.

“It is not,” Pansy said primly, but Aurora privately agreed with Daphne. “Do you think Draco
would like it?”

“Who cares what Draco thinks?” Daphne said airily. “He has no fashion sense, Pansy.”

They spent simply forever in the jewellery shop, to the extent that Aurora felt very rushed in
the bookshop and couldn’t adequately browse the Arithmancy section as she wanted to.
Pansy, whose interest in the subject had been quickly dwindling, got lost in a section on
fashion of the witch trials - which had gotten a lot of witches into a lot of trouble - and
Daphne was left unamused in the doorway, hauling them back to the other side of the village
where the Three Broomsticks was.

They were nearly there when Aurora heard a loud bark and nearly jumped out of her skin,
turning around. She blinked in surprise. A thin, ragged black dog was standing at the corner
of the street, staring at her. It looked just like the dog that had been in the Tonkses’ garden,
and the resemblance startled her. “What is it?” Pansy asked, stopping just ahead of her.

“This dog,” she said, and Daphne gasped when she realised what she was looking at.

“Aurora, that’s the Grim! You have to get away from it!”

“It’s not the Grim,” Aurora told her, though nerves crept through her. “It’s just a dog.”

“They’re omens of death!”

“Its eyes are creepy,” Pansy said with a shudder. “It looks like a stray. Aurora, don’t go near
it.” But she couldn’t stop herself from taking a few steps forward. “It’ll have fleas!”

“Aurora,” Daphne said urgently, “Don’t you know what a Grim is? This is an awful omen,
you ought to get away from it.”

“If its an omen then it won’t make much of a difference how close I am,” Aurora said, but
she still kept her distance. Something about the eyes...



“Arcturus always said omens are a lot of nonsense and I agree. Divination isn’t real magic, it
was just made up by Muggles who wanted to feel more important than they actually are and
so decided certain symbols have certain power so they can try and rationalise magic and
pretend they have a part in it. Arithmancy is much more reliable.” She frowned at the dog
nevertheless. It was a bit creepy, not only because of its resemblance to the dog she’d seen at
the Tonkses’. And the fact that she’d seen an eerily similar shadow at Quidditch practice. She
shivered remembering it.

“I’m freezing,” Pansy said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t want a theory lecture. Let’s go inside
already.”

The Three Broomsticks was cozy inside, and smelled slightly sweet. They spied Draco,
Blaise and Theodore already in a corner booth together and so hurried over. The boys glanced
up as the girls approached; they’d already gotten them butterbeers. Aurora smiled gratefully
at Draco as she took a seat beside him. “Have fun?” she asked lightly.

“As much fun as you can have when Crabbe and Goyle are trying to steal your chocolate,”
Draco told her grumpily, and she laughed at the pouty look on his face. “No sign of Potter,
then?”

“Looks like he’s kept to the rules,” she said and Draco scowled; he’d hoped to see him in
trouble. “For once.” It had been rather amusing to witness Potter’s attempts to persuade Filch
and McGonagall to allow him to Hogsmeade without a permission slip. She wouldn’t be
surprised if he turned up at some point, though. “You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had, those
two kept me in the jewellery shop forever!”

“Like you weren’t looking, too,” Pansy retorted. “We saw some really lovely pieces, Draco.”

Draco looked like he couldn’t care less. “I found this rather funny Sneakoscope in Dervish
and Banges. Instead of whistling, it makes a trumpet sound.”

“Well, I suppose that is an easier way of getting someone’s attention.”

“Yeah. We were in Zonko’s too - look, purple powder. Anyone you put it on, all they see’s
purple. Could be useful against Gryffindor.”

He had seemed even more determined to prove himself since Flint mentioned Aurora could
take his place. “I suppose, but it would be rather obvious you’d tampered with the game.”

“I bet there’s nothing in the rules about it, though. They wouldn’t think to create a rule for
something so specific.”

“No, they’d have to ensure you couldn't tamper with the Seeker’s sight. Or any players, it
could get dangerous.”

Draco pouted. “Well, I thought it could be a fun idea.”

“We can always look up the rulebook,” Aurora told him, grinning, and he brightened a little.
“Provided you can play?”



He looked sullenly at his arm. “I want to be my best against Potter. I should have beaten him
last year and I didn’t, and I need to beat him this time!” There was a bitter determination in
his voice, of the sort Aurora hadn’t heard before.

As Millicent and Lucille arrived and got their own drinks, the conversation turned towards
the initiation that would be happening tonight. They kept their voices low and hushed so any
passing rival students couldn’t hear - this was strictly Slytherin business. “Martin Whitman
told me they’ve to bring something back from Dumbledore’s study,” Lucille said hushedly.

“That’s too far,” Blaise put in. “If they got caught, then they would be given the ultimate
punishment, no one would do it.”

“That’s exactly why it would be a challenge,” Aurora reasoned. “How much trouble would
one of us have gotten in for all the things we did on our initiation? They have to learn how to
take risks and minimise their chances of being caught.”

“Apparently they’re going to have to recreate a relic of Morgana,” Pansy added. “That’s what
Thea told me.”

“Does anyone have reliable sources?” Theodore asked with a long-suffering sort of sigh, and
Pansy glared at him.

“Thea Rookwood is a perfectly reliable source, thank you very much, Theodore.”

“Isn’t she the one who started that rumour about Snape being a Holyhead Harpy?”

“I think that was a joke.”

“Well,” Millicent said, “I overheard Loraine Howell - the seventh year prefect - telling
Jacqueline Abbott that they’re going to make them work together. All of them.”

“Together?” Aurora raised her eyebrows. “That’s a new one.”

“Teamwork has always been important,” Daphne mused. “But what are they going to?”

“Steal the sword of Gryffindor from Dumbledore’s study.” Millicent sat back, looking very
pleased with herself. “It fits with what Lucille just told us. I think it’s true.”

But they did not get to find out that night what the upper years had in store for the first years.
For they had barely gotten back to their room and into their night clothes when the alarm was
raised, the prefects came running, and Professor Snape coul he heard barking from the
common room that they were all to go to the Great Hall immediately.

“What’s going on?” Draco wondered aloud as Aurora and Gwen joined the rest, having run
from their room. He’d gone rather pale. “What’s happened this time?”

“I bet it’s something involving Potter,” Aurora said bitterly. First the troll, then Mrs Norris.
Definitely something to do with Potter. Then a worrying thought hit her. What if it was
something to do with her father and Potter? What if her father...



“Come on,” she said tensely, and held Draco’s hand tight. He looked at her in surprise,
glancing at their hands in question. “They wouldn’t get us out of the dorms unless something
really major had happened. We need to stick together.”

No one outright said it, or at least not in front of her, but Aurora could tell the other students
all thought it was something to do with Sirius Black, too. Had he been sighted nearby? Had
he gotten into the castle? Had he gotten to Potter? Was he coming for her next?

The Gryffindors were already in the Great Hall when the Slytherins arrived, all of them
looking nervous. Colin Creevey jumped out of the way when Aurora passed him and she
clenched her fist. Draco noticed the tension and sent Creevey a glare that had him scurrying
all the way over to Ginny Weasley, whispering in her ear. “Don’t scare the Gryffindors,” she
whispered. “That’s all I need, one of them to go running scared to Dumbledore.”

“He was scared anyway,” Draco said, and he was right. Aurora tried to make sure she didn’t
look scared as she and her friends sat down in a corner of the hall, whispering to each other.

“Does anyone know what’s happening?” Gwen whispered frantically.

“If we did, we would have said so,” Pansy said, but she looked even paler than Gwen did.
“Oh, this is going to disrupt the initiation again, isn’t it? I can’t believe it!”

“Shush,” Aurora said, for one of their prefects - Loraine Howell - was headed in their
direction, and she wanted to see if they knew anything.

“What’s going on?” Draco demanded to know. “Why have we been dragged out of the
dungeons.”

“Apparently,” Howell said in a low voice, “Sirius Black tried to get into Gryffindor Tower
while we were all at the feast. He’s destroyed the portrait they use to get in and out.”

Aurora felt numb and nauseous. That was her father. He’d snuck into the school under
everyone’s noses and gotten as far as the entrance to Gryffindor Tower. He’d gone after
Potter, that much was clear, and it must have been purely out of luck that he hadn’t gotten in
and that he hadn’t hurt anyone. The one night they’d all be downstairs at the feast. If he’d
come across anyone, who knew what he might have done to get his hands on that password?
To get his hands on Potter? What if he’d tried to get into the Slytherin common room first,
what if he’d tried to attack her? What if he’d waited until they should be asleep, what if he’d
done it when their first years were running about the castle, what if he’d killed someone?

“Aurora,” Draco said, nudging her knee. His eyes were wide with worry. “Aurora.”

She came to her senses quickly, though it felt like she’d just been hit over the head. “What?
How - how did he get in?”

Howell sighed. “We don’t know. Professor Dumbledore would like to speak with you,
though.”



This was what she was afraid of. Her heart tumbled into her stomach and she felt like she
might throw up everything she’d eaten at the feast. “Now?”

“He says it will only take a moment.” Howell looked assessingly at her. “Go on, Black.”

She got rather clumsily to her feet, and went to the other end of the hall, where Dumbledore
appeared deep in conversation with Professor McGonagall. She could feel all the others
students’ eyes on her as she passed; some scared, others accusatory. It was rare for Aurora to
want to hide, but right now she truly did.

“Professor,” she greeted mildly. “Headmaster. I was told you wanted to speak with me?”

McGonagall looked very worried, but Dumbledore smiled calmly. “Ah, yes, Aurora. As you
may have heard by now, your father has broken into the castle.”

“Dumbledore,” McGonagall cut in. “I am not sure this is the time... The children...”

“Loraine Howell told me,” Aurora said, tightening her jaw. “She said he went to Gryffindor
Tower.”

“I thought it prudent to ask, if you had any idea about this?”

She stared at him, almost flinching. “No, sir,” she said coldly. “I didn’t have any idea that my
father, who I have not seen or had any contact with in twelve years, was going to break into
Hogwarts castle, nor did I help him, if that’s what you think.”

“I did not accuse you of anything, Aurora,” Dumbledore said pleasantly.

“You as good as did.”

McGonagall looked disapproving of Aurora’s tone, but didn’t tell her off. “You are quite sure,
you haven’t heard anything or seen anything to suggest how your father may have intruded?”

“No,” she said sharply, folding her arms. “Why would I have? Far as I know, he could very
well have been trying to kill me too. I’ve been in Hogsmeade all day, and I think if he was
hanging around there someone else might have seen him, so I don’t know why you’re only
asking me.”

“I only asked to make sure, Aurora.” Dumbledore smiled grimly. “If you have any ideas, I
urge you to tell me. If your father is nearby, he may attempt to contact you-“

“Or kill me.”

“Please, Miss Black,” McGonagall said crisply, in a warning tone. “Dumbledore, I think we
can leave this for now. Let us begin our search.”

Aurora gave McGonagall a grateful look, but when she turned to return to her friends, even
more of the students were staring at her, and those just before her had gone rather quiet, like
they had been straining to eavesdrop. She tried not to glare, because that wouldn’t help her
case at all, but she felt bitter as she made her way back to the others.



“What did old Dumbledore have to say?” Draco asked.

“Oh, he only wanted to accuse me of harbouring a mass murderer,” she said with fake
lightness. Her bitter look betrayed her. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Dumbledore’s an idiot,” Pansy said primly. “I’ve been saying he’s losing his marbles for
ages now.”

She cracked a grin. “Yeah. Thanks.”

But as she looked around the settling hall, she could tell Dumbledore was not the only one
who thought she might have something to do with it. She shouldn’t be surprised, but she did
find herself oddly hurt by the venomous and accusatory glares of her fellow students. They
didn’t matter, she reminded herself, glancing at the small group gathered around her. She had
her friends, and they knew her better than anyone else. Draco gave her a warm and
comforting smile. “They’ll catch him,” he promised, intertwining their pinkie fingers. “Don’t
worry.”

“I can’t not worry,” Aurora sighed in response, leaning her head on her cousin’s shoulder.
“He could still be here.”

“We’ll protect you,” Millicent said with conviction.

“Exactly,” Pansy said haughtily. “That blood traitor isn’t getting anywhere near our Aurora.”



Rumour and Revelation

The next few days were about as close to hell as Aurora could get. Everywhere she went,
people were sharing rumours and conspiracy theories about her father, and about her. Some
theories she didn’t mind, because they were too absurd to pay heed to, such as the idea
proposed by a Hufflepuff that Aurora’s father could turn into a flowering shrub to hide
himself, but others cut too close to home. If she heard another person say that she helped him
into the castle, she was going to hex them, regardless of what that might do for her case.

“They’re all idiots,” Pansy declared, scowling across the Defence Against the Dark Arts
classroom at Potter, who had for his part refused to even look at Aurora over the last few
days. She didn’t particularly care, because he had never been someone she wanted to talk to,
but she hated that everyone really thought so badly of her. Maybe she’d given them reason to.
She knew she’d never been the kindest person, but everyone assumed the worst of her the
moment her name was read out at the Sorting and she was placed in Slytherin, so she had had
precious few reasons to prove them wrong. The list of people whose opinions she really cared
about was short: Draco, Pansy (who had never had the opportunity to judge her on her
father’s crimes), Gwen, the Tonkses, and perhaps Robin, and Professor Lupin. Anyone else,
no matter how they whispered about her, didn’t really matter. She still hated the
misinformation.

They were hell enough, with everyone eyes, it seemed, constantly fixed on Aurora. Everyone
seemed to whisper behind her back, to afraid to say anything to her face. But it was Tuesday
morning that truly turned Aurora’s stomach.

She hadn’t quite anticipated the speed with which the news of her father’s break in would
reach the general public and the Daily Prophet; nor had she anticipated the reaction to her.

Not only, read the article, written by one Rita Skeeter, does Sirius Black pose a brutal threat
to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, but it has recently come to the Prophet’s
attention that Black’s own daughter is in fact a student and resident at the school, in the very
same year as the famous Boy-Who-Lived, Harry Potter. In light of recent events and both
Black and Potter’s ties to the Wizarding War and the demise of Lord Voldemort, readers and
parents must surely be asking themselves if their children are safe in such an environment. Is
it right of Albus Dumbledore to allow such a child to be resident in a school with many
young and vulnerable children? Our sources rumour that the younger Black and Harry Potter
are rivals at the school, both in academics and on the Quidditch Pitch, both areas in which
Potter excels. Therefore, we must ask if Aurora Black has any role in her father’s break in,
and if so, how can Headmaster Dumbledore justify her presence at Hogwarts at this most
dangerous time?

She had gone entirely cold while reading, as had her tea. Aurora’s eyes glazed over, and the
chatter of the hall became overwhelmingly loud. She was sure everyone was talking about
her. And when she looked up, it seemed half the Slytherin table, if not half the whole of the
Great Hall, were staring at her, watching for a reaction.



Aurora crumpled the newspaper in her fist.

“Aurora...” Draco’s voice said softly from her side. Her breathing came ragged and her chest
burned bitterly. Across the hall, she could see the look on Potter’s face, on Neville’s face, on
Granger’s face, all reflecting the same expressions on everyone looking at her right now.
Either contempt or fear. She wasn’t sure which one she hated more.

“I’m fine,” she growled, glaring at the table. “Rita Skeeter clearly is not a good journalist.”

“Are you sure you’re okay? You’re not—”

“I’m entirely okay.” Her voice almost squeaked at the end and she winced. “But I would like
to work on my Arithmancy homework before class.”

She stood up, rattling the table inadvertently, and even more faces swivelled to look at her.
But Aurora felt completely numb. She refused to look at anyone as she left the hall, and
didn’t pay any heed to the footsteps behind her or Daphne and Lucille calling her name as
they passed in the opposite direction.

She didn’t make it to the library. She paused by the deserted Defense Against the Dark Arts
corridor, feeling blessed that she was alone at last. Tears of frustration did prick her eyes but
she refused to let them fall. “Don’t bloody cry,” she muttered to herself, shaking her head.

“Aurora?”

At the sound of Professor Lupin’s voice, Aurora started, and stared at him when she turned.
Perhaps she had expected to see judgement there, or hatred, but instead in his eyes she only
saw concern. “Would you come inside for a moment?”

She didn’t want to. She didn’t want to talk to anyone, but her legs moved almost
mechanically towards the classroom, and she slipped inside with Lupin. It was strange to be
in there alone in the quiet. Lesson plans and unmarked essays were stacked neatly on a desk
in the corner of the classroom.

“Would you bring some of those over here for me?” he asked pleasantly, and again she did as
she was told, strangely removed from what she was actually doing. Aurora placed a stack of
essays on Lupin’s desk. “I’m not handing out the marks until tomorrow, but you got an E on
your last essay. I rather enjoyed it.”

She smiled numbly. “Thank you, Professor.”

There was a pause of quiet and then he said, “I read the Daily Prophet this morning.”

“Most people did.”

He sighed and leaned against his desk. “I don’t quite know what I can say that will help you.
But what I can say, is that people will judge others for any reason they can find. That doesn’t
mean you are what they think you are, nor does it mean you should become it.”

“I’m not,” Aurora ground out. “Professor.”



His answering smile was feeble. Indeed, he did appear rather wan, as though he hadn’t gotten
enough sleep the past few nights. Though, Aurora imagined, most people had. She certainly
hadn’t felt rested since Saturday.

“This will pass,” Lupin told her eventually. “Your father will be found and brought to justice.
You won’t have to be scared of him.”

“I know,” she whispered. “But that doesn’t mean he won’t... Follow me. Him being in
Azkaban won’t make people forget that I’m his daughter, after all.” Another question was on
the tip of her tongue, one which she didn’t dare to ask.

Lupin made a move towards her, as though he thought to try and comfort her, but seemed to
think better of it. He frowned and closed his eyes. “Professor,” she said quietly, “I know you
knew him.”

His eyes snapped open and his face seemed to pale fifty shades. “How do you—”

“I saw you in a picture. I didn’t realise at first, but I recognised you.” She turned sheepishly
towards the ground, cheeks aflame. It had been a foolish thing to mention and yet some part
of her just wanted someone to know. And there were things she wanted to know, too. “Did
you know my mother?”

At that, Lupin paled even further. He seemed to fumble to keep a grasp on the desk. “I...” His
voice came out hoarse. “I did, indeed, Aurora.”

“Was she...” She didn’t even know what she wanted to ask. What could she ask? She
imagined her grandmother’s voice telling her not to ask questions, that her mother was
irrelevant. But looking up at Professor Lupin, perhaps one of the last people alive and sane
who truly knew her mother, she just wanted assurance that at least one of her parents was
worth being related to. “What was her name?”

At that, he looked like he was going to faint. “I’m sorry?”

“My mother.” She didn’t dare meet his eyes. “I, um, I never knew her name. My family
didn’t talk about her.”

“Oh. Oh, Aurora, I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t want you to pity me,” she said sharply. If Lupin was bothered, he didn’t care to say
so. “I just want to know. It’s relevant to my Arithmancy class, you see.”

There was a moment in which she thought Lupin wouldn’t tell her, or else that he would
order her to get out of his classroom. But then the name fell from his lips.

“Marlene.”

She didn’t know what she had expected. Some sense of recognition, some innate
understanding of herself? Instead all that Aurora felt was a little plummet in her stomach.
“Oh.”



“Marlene McKinnon. She was a Gryffindor.”

“I’d thought so.”

“She was a wonderful woman.”

“I’m sure she was.”

She didn’t know what else to say. Lupin kept looking at her with awful, pitying eyes. “Do
you think... I mean, do you have any pictures of her?”

Lupin raised his eyebrows. “I’m afraid I don’t carry pictures from my school days,” he said,
and Aurora nodded, stomach sinking slightly. “But I can tell you what she looked like.” A
small smile. “She was tall, outgrew all us boys. Her eyes were brown, just like yours, and
they were both the kindest and most mischievous eyes I’d ever seen.” Aurora felt her cheeks
flush. “Her hair was red and ridiculously curly. And she always wore this leather jacket.” He
smiled fondly and Aurora shifted with unease. “She was quite marvellous, your mother.”

“Right,” she said stiffly, unable to look him in the eye. “Thanks.”

She didn’t know what else to do, so she hoisted in her bag like she was preparing to leave.
Lupin stopped her. “She would be proud of you,” he said just before she made, though
Aurora couldn’t help thinking it was just a kind lie. It was the sort of thing everyone would
say to someone who had lost a parent. But Aurora had no idea what her mother would be
proud of, and she certainly had no wish to make her father proud.

The thought was oddly freeing.

“Thank you, Professor,” she said quietly, with a small smile, and with a nod between them,
she left.

-*

There was one reprieve, shortly after Halloween. As the weather worsened in the days
leading up to Slytherin’s opening game - against Gryffindor - Draco moaned spectacularly
about it and his arm injury. Flint had Aurora doing drills with them in practice, while Draco
grumped on the benches. “We’re going to have to make a decision,” Flint told them at the end
of practice. “The weather’s shit, Malfoy’s arm’s shit, and we want to beat Gryffindor. We can
forgo the match, based on an injured Seeker.”

Aurora stared between him and Draco, who gave her a small nod. They had discussed this
eventuality already.

“I can play,” she said quickly, looking back at Flint.

“That’s a tricky decision to make though, Black. We don’t know if you’re good enough.”

“Well, you won’t know until you let me play.” She stepped up, hoping her boldness might
pay off. “Will you? There’s no point having a reserve if you don’t use me, and if you don’t
play me then the other teams will take that as a sign of weakness and a lack of faith in your



squad and training.” Flint gave her an assessing look and she added before she could back
down, “Plus, the whole school’s terrified of me, including Potter. Intimidation tactics always
come in useful.”

For a second, Flint looked sour, but then broke into an uncharacteristic grin. “I like your
thinking, Black. How’s about we put it to a vote: who says Black should play against
Gryffindor?”

Draco raised his hand, settling Aurora a little - no matter how much she wanted to play, she
was glad Draco wasn’t hurt by it - as did Flint, then Miles Bletchley, then Cassius
Warrington. Peregrine Derick slowly raised his own hand, and she broke into a grin. Graham
Montague pulled a face, but she didn’t care. Flint turned to her with an expression between a
grimace and a smile. “Then it’s decided. I’ll let Snape and Hooch know. Black, take a
shower, and make sure you put in some extra training before the game. I don’t want you
getting sloppy - and this is only for one match. If you lose...”

“I won’t,” she said confidently, clenching her fists. “Potter isn’t going to know what hit him.”

As always in the leadup to the Slytherin-Gryffindor match, tensions were high between the
two houses. This was only heightened by the fact that both captains would be leaving at the
end of the year and were desperate to beat the other, and that Potter had discovered Aurora
was being played as Seeker and had taken to hating her even more than he already had. The
usual sniping between the houses blossomed into something of a turf war. Anywhere Aurora
went, she was looking over her shoulder for approaching Gryffindors who might try to hex
her, and the other team members weren’t much better off.

It took all of her self-control not to turn around and hex Alicia Spinnet when she made a loud
comment about how Aurora was the ‘last resort’ and wasn’t a threat anyway, but she had to
keep her cool. She wouldn’t put it past the Gryffindors to get her banned if she tried anything,
especially given the current situation with her father.

All she wanted to do was win. She trained by herself every evening, forcing herself to go
faster and higher, training her eyes to catch any small movements. A few days before the
match, she was beginning to grow more and more confident. Potter was good, but she had a
better broom, and her team was brilliant, too. The win against Gryffindor wasn’t in the bag,
and it would be silly to believe so, but she thought she had a pretty good chance. The sun was
almost set by the time she finished her training, touching down on the pitch and gulping
down a bottle of water. She was sweaty and tired, but it felt good.

She had just gathered her cloak and gone to put the practice Snitch back in the store cupboard
when something caught her eye. That big black dog was staring at her again, with those
horrid and unnerving eyes. It seemed a lot creepier in the darkness, and Aurora kept a tight
grip not only on her broom but on her wand as she approached. “Have you been following
me?” she asked in a quiet voice.

The dog let out a low but soft growl, and raised a paw to rest on her foot. She glanced down,
but couldn’t gather why it was acting this way. “You’re a strange thing, aren’t you?” Aurora
whispered, scratching the dog’s ears. “Don’t you have a name?” The dog only barked, and
withdrew its paw. “I don’t understand that.”



She didn’t get any clarification; instead, the dog turned and bounced away into the darkness
and the treeline. Aurora sighed, and watched it until it disappeared, before heading back into
the castle, suddenly cold.

With all the Quidditch drama going on, Aurora was looking forward to only a handful of her
classes: Ancient Runes, Transfiguration and of course Defence Against the Dark Arts. Care
of Magical Creatures was exceptionally boring now all they were doing was feeding lettuce
to flobberworms, Potions was awful with Snape, and the others were just mediocre. She
wanted to like Arithmancy, since she had always been interested in it, but Professor Vector
insisted that her Agrippa calculations were incorrect, and Aurora didn’t know what she was
meant to do about it. Granger looked awfully smug about the matter, and her constant
presence made that class even worse.

She was relieved on Thursday that she had Defence Against the Dark Arts. Professor Lupin’s
classes usually cheered her up, but when she entered the classroom, she realised that their
usual teacher was not here. Instead, Snape stood at the front of the class, writing the title
WEREWOLVES on the blackboard in capital letters. Aurora hid her groan. There was no
teacher she hated more than Snape, and she had a feeling this class would be especially
wretched given how much she hated her, Potter, Neville, and Lupin himself.

The class settled in near silence, and Draco looked inquisitively around. Gone was the warm
feeling Aurora usually associated with Lupin’s classroom. Snape appeared batlike and cold,
and could as easily have been a vampire as taught them how to fight one. When he was
satisfied at the class’ quiet - despite the fact that Potter had yet to arrive - he began to discuss
the notes on their class that Lupin had left, which concerned their behaviour and skill rather
than the material covered.

“I never had Black down as an essayist,” he sneered, and she prickled. He was deliberately
trying to rile her up, and she was determined not to give him the satisfaction of her temper.
“Apparently Longbottom is adept at dealing with Boggarts.” His lip curled cruelly. “You
have found a talent at last.” Neville flushed red. “Now, I would think Lupin would have done
me the courtesy of leaving a record of your-“

The door burst open and Potter stride in. “Sorry I’m late Professor Lu-“ He broke off, face
going bright red when he realised who was glaring at him from the desk.

“You are ten minutes late, Potter,” Snape said coldly. “So I think I’ll make that ten points
from Gryffindor.” Aurora hid her smile. “Sit down.”

Potter looked outraged. “Where’s Professor Lupin?”

“He is feeling too ill to teach today,” Snape sneered. He looked rather pleased by this. “I
believe I told you to sit down.”

“But what’s wrong with him?”

“Nothing life-threatening.” Aurora thought Snape looked like he had hoped it was. “Ten more
points from Gryffindor. If I have to ask you again, Potter, it will be fifty.”



Though he looked extremely reluctant, Potter took his seat with Granger and Weasley, glaring
at Snape. “Now, as I was saying before Potter interrupted, Professor Lupin has not left any
record on the topics you have covered-“

“Please sir,” Granger interrupted. Pansy pulled a mocking face. “We’ve done Boggarts, Red
Caps, Kappas, and Hinkypunks, and we’re meant to be starting-“

“Be quiet,” Snape snapped. “I did not ask for information, I merely commented on Lupin’s
lack of organisation.” Aurora ground her teeth. She bet Lupin had left notes, and Snape was
neglecting to look at them just so he could have a go. As if he could ever be a better teacher
than Lupin.

“He’s the best Defence Against the Dark Arts teacher we’ve ever had,” Dean Thomas said,
and Aurora smirked. He was, and Aurora was glad he’d said it before she’d had to.

“You are easily satisfied,” Snape replied in a cool tone. “He is hardly overtaxing you. I would
expect first years to be able to handle Red Caps and Grindylows.” Aurora felt the urge to
remind him that their first year professor had been utterly incompetent and also possessed by
the Dark Lord, but she didn’t think it would be a good idea to draw attention to herself.
“Today we shall discuss...” He smirked as he flipped to the end of their textbook.
“Werewolves.”

“But, sir,” Granger interrupted, “we’re not meant to do werewolves yet, we’re supposed to be
working on Hinkypunks.”

“Miss Granger. I was under the impression that I was teaching this lesson, not you. Turn to
page three hundred and ninety four.” Draco and Pansy both obliged, but Aurora did not
move. She was glaring silently at Snape. Why was he so awfully bitter? “All of you, now!”

She reluctantly did so, glaring down at the page. “Which of you can distinguish between the
werewolf and the true wolf?”

Aurora knew this answer easily. Arcturus had taught her all about werewolves; beastly,
brutish things that would stop at nothing to satiate their appetites. She knew of one during the
war, Fenrir Greyback, who had sank to his knees before the Dark Lord so he might have
some twisted justification for his targeting of Muggle children. He was a horrid brute, and all
werewolves were the same.

Aurora raised her hand, and Snape’s eyes glittered in her direction. “Black. You know the
answer?”

“Yes,” she said tightly. There was no other reason why she would have put her hand up, after
all.

“Let’s see if you know, or if you are merely attempting to show off.” He nodded sharply and
she took that as her cue.

“They differ in a number of small ways. Werewolves typically have longer snouts than the
true wolf, they have less of a tendency to move in packs, and often make use of their hind



legs alone, which gives them slightly more of a humanoid resemblance.”

Snape sneered. “Only three differences, Miss Black? Dear, dear.”

“It’s more than anyone else gave you,” she retorted coldly.

“Indeed.” Only Granger’s hand was still waving in the air. “Though I do not appreciate your
showing off, Miss Black, as I have told you on multiple occasions. Your impertinence has
earned you a detention.” She scowled. “Can nobody else give me any differences?”

“We haven’t even studied werewolves yet,” Parvati Patil snapped, and Snape glared at her.
“You can’t expect us to know everything when we haven’t even been taught!”

Aurora wished Patil had kept her mouth shut. “At your age? I must make a point to tell
Professor Dumbledore how very behind you all are.”

“Please, sir,” Granger said desperately, like she couldn’t bear not to answer. And Snape called
Aurora a show off? “Like Black said, the werewolf differs from the true wolf in many small
ways. Their eyes are often more humanoid in colour, shape, and expression, and they tend to
have sharper-“

“Have I not just told Black my opinions on show offs?” Snape shook his head with a glare.
“That is the second time you have spoken out of turn. Another ten points from Gryffindor, for
being an insufferable know-it-all.” It wasn’t untrue, but Aurora thought that was rather far for
a teacher to go.

“You asked a question and she gave you an answer!” Weasley cried out indignantly. “Why
ask if you don’t want to be told.”

Snape sneered again coldly. “Another five points, Weasley. And I believe you can join Black
in detention. I’m sure that will be a joy for both of you.” Aurora looked at her desk to avoid
glaring at anybody. “And if I ever hear you criticise the way I teach a class again, you will be
very sorry indeed.”

After that, no one dared to speak again, though in Aurora’s case, keeping quiet was very
difficult. Whatever it was about Snape, he just infuriated her and brought out every angry
thought she would otherwise never dare to voice. She had to remind herself of her friends
around her to keep calm. If she blew up here, he might stop her from playing on Saturday,
and she couldn’t risk losing that chance. Flint would kill her if she did.

So even as Snape insulted every one of her essays - called them incorrect and exaggerated
and unnecessary - she kept her steadfast silence. He held them back at the end of class. “You
will each write an essay, to be handed in to me, on the ways you recognise and kill
werewolves. I want two rolls of parchment on the subject, and I want them by Monday. It is
time somebody took this class in hand.” Aurora glared bitterly. “Black, Weasley, stay behind.
We need to arrange your detentions.”

With a scowl, Aurora gathered up her bag and stalked over to Snape’s desk. Weasley looked
no more pleased about this than she did, and shot her a venomous glare which she



immediately returned. “There you both are,” Snape said silkily. “You will both spend the
night scrubbing bedpans in the Hospital Wing, with no magic.” Aurora screwed up her nose
in disgust at the thought. “Too good for that, Black?”

“No, sir,” she muttered, crossing her arms.

“Weasley? Do not let me hear you criticising my teaching again. As for Black...” He sneered.
“Difficult as it may be to restrain your arrogance, do attempt to stop being such a horrid show
off. If I remember correctly, your father was the same, and we all know the fate that leads to.”

For a second, she was lost for words. How dare he speak to her like that? “Forgive me,
Professor, but as I have reminded you on multiple occasions, I am not my father.” She
scowled fiercely. “So I’d appreciate if you stop trying to compare us just because you’ve
taken object to me.”

Snape’s eyes glittered menacingly. “Get out of my classroom, Black, before you earn yourself
another detention.”

She sneered back at him. “This isn’t your classroom, Professor,” she said, before sweeping
out, not waiting to hear what he said and certainly not waiting for Weasley. The door swung
shut and hit him firmly in the face, and she only winced before strutting to Arithmancy.

“Sorry I’m late, Professor,” she said tightly, trying to hide her scowl. “I had to speak to
Professor Snape.”

Vector waved her on and she took her usual seat by Granger, who raised her eyebrows coolly.
“What?” Aurora snapped, pulling her book out and thunking it down on the desk. “Stop
looking at me, Granger.”

Granger simply made a superior sort of huffing sound and turned around, leaving Aurora to
fume.



Stormy Skies

The morning of the match, Aurora awoke to the sound of the lake pummelling the shore, and
nervous eyes in the common room. “I can’t believe the weather,” Flint said briskly at
breakfast. Aurora couldn’t bring herself to eat. This was one of the biggest moments of her
life as far as she was concerned. Her first proper Quidditch match. “Black, you had better win
us this match. We can’t play in this for nothing.”

“I won’t let you down,” she said, feeling queasy.

“I’m just glad I’m not playing,” Draco said happily, and Aurora flicked his uninjured arm.
“What?”

“Stop bragging,” she muttered, embarrassed by how squeaky her voice came out. “I think I’m
going to be sick.”

“You won’t,” Daphne assured her. “You’ll be perfectly fine, Aurora.” She frowned. “Just
don’t get blown off your broom.”

“Eat some bacon,” Draco suggested, but it tasted like cardboard in her mouth.

When the team headed out together, it was to loud cheers from the Slytherins and boos from
everyone else, but Aurora determinedly held her head up high. She might be the smallest on
the team, and the only girl, but she was not going to show any signs of weakness, even in the
face of the storm outside.

“We know what we have to do,” Flint grunted in the changing room. Aurora clutched her
broom tightly. “Play fast, play hard, play sneaky. You all better know your rulebooks, because
this is important and we don’t want to give away any penalties. Black, let us do our work,
don’t get in the way, and catch the snitch as fast as you can. The longer we spend in this
storm, the harder the game’ll get.” She nodded. “Beaters, aim for Potter. You saw the way the
team always tried to protect him - exploit that. And go for Angelina Johnson too, she’s their
best chaser and if we can put her off her game we have a better chance.” He smirked. “That
said, I’m sure we can easily destroy them. Hands in.”

They all huddled together, Draco putting in his uninjured arm with a pout. “To greatness!”
Flint bellowed.

“To greatness!”

“To reclaiming the cup!”

“To reclaiming the cup!”

“To making Gryffindor cower like cubs!”



Aurora bit back a giddy laugh as she joined in the chant, “To making Gryffindor cower like
cubs!”

They split, cheered, and ran out onto the pitch. This was it, Aurora thought, nerves gathering
again. She was going to play against Potter, and she was damned if she was going to let him
win. “I want a nice, clean game,” Madam Hooch instructed as Flint shook hands with Wood,
the Gryffindor Captain. Draco shuffled to the side bench to watch, holding an emerald
umbrella over his head. He shot Aurora a thumbs up and a bright grin. She nodded briskly at
him, and tilted her chin to look down her nose at Potter. Had he always looked so small? She
smirked; raindrops were already gathering on his glasses, and it would be difficult for him to
see accurately like that.

“Ready, Potter?” she taunted, and he glared back.

“Ready to beat you, Black.”

She barked out a laugh. “We’ll see about that. Don’t get scared now. I promise I won’t be too
hard on you.”

The hateful look on Potter’s face only gave her more adrenaline. She was going to destroy
him, she was going to prove she belonged on the Slytherin team, and it was going to be made
all the sweeter when she saw the look on Potter’s face as she swept the Quidditch Cup out of
his grasp.

Madam Hooch blew her whistle and Aurora kicked off from the slippery mud, taking to the
air with a grin. No matter the cold and damp, there were few feelings better being in the air
on a broom, flying against the wind. The visibility wasn’t great given the rain, but she knew
Potter must be faring worse. She kept her ears open for Lee Jordan’s - horrifically biased -
commentary and her eyes peeled for any sighting of the golden snitch as she flew breathless
laps of the pitch. It felt so wonderful to be up here, with the crowd below cheering every now
and then. She soaked up that energy, and it made her even more alert, determined to be the
best. To win.

She had to be careful though. More than once, a Weasley twin pelted a Bludger at her which
she had to narrowly dodge. She’d only just caught sight of a glimmer of gold when a Bludger
came straight towards her head, and she had to swerve sharply out of its way. The snitch
disappeared into the grey clouds, and though Aurora gave chase, she couldn’t see it now.
With a grunt of frustration, she turned around, only to see Potter zooming towards her. She
was about to wheel around and see what he’d spotted, but he stopped, face falling. He’d
clearly seen her direction and speed and realised she’d seen the snitch. His eyesight wasn’t
too awful then.

“Sorry, four-eyes,” she taunted, crossing her arms. “No snitch here.”

He pulled a face. “Shut up, Black.”

She smirked, realising she’d gotten under his skin. That could make him lose some of his
focus. “Oh, but it’s so fun, Potter. Your little face goes a lovely shade of red.”



“Still better than your face.”

“Ouch.” Aurora laughed at him and the proud look on his face. “You’re hilarious, Potter!”

And then she swooped off past him, in search of the snitch again. Potter made a noise of
frustration and swept in the other direction, taking his time to do another lap before he caught
up to Aurora.

“What is it now, Potter? You haven’t gotten lost, have you?”

“I’m doing my job.”

She laughed. “Not very well, I have to say. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were following
me!” He flushed and she smirked in response. “Don’t be so embarrassed. I’m delightful
company, really.”

He rolled his eyes. “I beg to differ, Black.”

“What exactly are you trying to get out of this?” She spied a dark Bludger hurtling through
the air towards them and hid a smirk.

“I know you’re up to something. You helped Black get in didn’t you?”

“You really don’t know me, Potter,” she said, and ducked down to dodge the Bludger that
caught Potter’s shoulder. Grinning, she sped off again.

A minute later, Wood had called a time out, and Aurora took the time to check the score. 120-
90 to Gryffindor, which wasn’t ideal, but it wouldn’t matter too much so long as she got the
snitch. “What’s got Potter’s wand in a knot?” Flint said.

“He can’t see,” Aurora said chirpily. “Bit of a problem for a Seeker.”

Flint grinned and the other boys laughed. “Good. You keep it up, Black. Montague, you have
to get your act together, you’re ruining our formations. Bletchley, for Merlin’s sake, keep
your eye on the Quaffle!”

“It’s difficult to keep my eyes on anything in this!” Bletchley complained, and Flint glared.

“Shut it.”

They took to the sky a few minutes later with Potter looking horribly cheerful. Thunder was
starting up, and with it lightning which lit up the sky. Aurora was careful to watch it, and see
if it could illuminate the snitch. She hoped the lightning wouldn’t fry anyone, because this
was downright dangerous now, but she was hardly going to admit that and forfeit her place.

She kept up her flying, eyes peeled for any glimmers of gold. But she kept her eyes on Potter,
too. His glasses had had a charm put on them to stop water obscuring his vision, and it never
hurt to follow the competition, so long as she was alert to feint tactics. But Potter didn’t often
play a tactical game, she had observed. If he streaked off, she was going to follow, and kept



herself at a distance where she could easily catch up but where he wouldn’t quite realise her
tactics.

Every now and then, they passed one another. Aurora would purposefully nod to something
behind his shoulder, or else wink at him, just to throw him off, and it was as she passed him
for the fourth time that she caught sight of a shadow by the edges of the stands. In the
stormlight, it appeared as a dog, stretched out over the grass. She couldn’t see the eyes but
still felt disconcertingly as though it was watching her. And there was another shadow,
hanging in the clouds. It chilled her right to the bone, that reminder — the spectre of death,
watching her.

She forced herself to wrench her gaze away. Potter had stilled in the air, watching her. He
frowned back over his shoulder and it seemed his gaze caught on the same shadow upon the
grass, before he turned back to stare at her. “What, Potter?” she asked, with the wind
whipping her wet hair against her face.

He didn’t answer, just made a low noise of annoyance and turned around, flying in the other
direction. Aurora stared after him but after a yell from Flint, she soared upwards again in
search of the Snitch.

She and Potter spotted it at the same time. He was closer though, and she knew she’d have to
be tricky to get there first, while pushing her broom faster and faster.

“What, Potter?” she called over the thunder. “Can’t see for the rain? It’s a shame!” She was
gaining on him now, they were almost neck and neck. “You sure that isn’t the sun you’re
trying to fly into, specky?”

“Shove off, Black,” Potter yelled. “Why don’t you fly back down to the ground? Or the
bench? You look a bit peaky up here.”

“Sick at the sight of you!” she called back, adding on more speed as the pair of them climbed
higher and higher into the clouds. She could see the Snitch now, just a few more seconds and
she could push her broom to its limit and catch it, at the back of him. She was gaining on
him.

“What is that?” His voice broke through the low rumble of thunder.

“What, Potter? I can’t hear you over my victory chant!”

And then she felt it. Something cold crawling over her shoulder, as the ran battered icily
against her and the wing howled. She heard the rattle of breath, and heard horrid words
whispered in her ear.

Don’t cry.

“Arcturus,” she murmured, blinking away her tears. She felt heavy, leaden, but she forced
herself to focus and push onwards. The shadow of a great dog flashed somewhere below her,
and she was caught off guard, breath tearing from her chest. She couldn’t be distracted. She



had to keep going. The snitch was so close, and Potter was pulling away, she was going to
win.

Then she heard a yell, and saw Potter slump over, his broom falling from underneath him.
Shock hit her and her mind reeled as the boy seemed to fall in slow motion, slipping past her,
limp.

She reached out her arm and grabbed the Snitch triumphantly from the sky.

The explosion of excitement and adrenaline as she felt its wings against her palm. Warmth
ran through her and she beamed, but it was broken in a second by the flash of lightning, the
cold wind running through her hair, and then — the sound of a woman screaming. Her head
spun.

She had to get back to the ground. She had won. It was over, but her breath was stuck in her
throat and she could feel the warmth draining from her cheeks.

Aurora wheeled around and plummeted into a steep dive downwards through the tearing
wind and the freezing cold. It tore at her robes and at the bristles on the back of her room.

People were gasping and screaming in the crowd. The rain plastered Aurora’s hair to her face
and got in her eyes, but she could see Potter’s forlorn form some way below her. He was
falling fast and she realised he had no control over his broom at all. He had fainted, and was
just barely hanging onto his broom. Panic struck her suddenly, the realisation that she should
have seen what was happening.

For Merlin’s sake, he was going to hit the ground soon. People were screaming, completely
losing it in the crowd, and her sense of triumph faded as suddenly as the warmth in her body.
She knew exactly where the finger was going to be pointed.

“Potter!”

The Dementors pressed at her back, as she forced her broom to fly faster and faster. Don’t
cry, Arcturus’ voice rang in her head again. But she was losing control of her broom too; she
was diving too steeply, and it shuddered beneath her as though it could sense her fear.

That is not who we are. That was her grandmother. You do not cry. You are weak, just like
your father.

There was a scream then. Her mother’s voice.

“Sirius, go, just go! Don’t you dare, they’ll kill her! This is because of you — I told you!”
She could hear the sob in her voice. “Just go! You have to run, you have to tell them — just
take her!”

“Marlene!”

That voice seemed to cut her to the bone. Her father’s voice. Fury coursed through her.

“Marlene — Marls, no, don’t—”



“Go!” The lightning flashed around her, red and blue instead of white. “Sirius, no! They’ll
kill her, Sirius, please! Please, stop! Stop!” The sky lit up green. Aurora’s ears rang and her
cheeks burned against the wind. “Sirius you have to go! Now!”

“Marlene — Marlene, I love you! Marlene — no!” That sound tore through the air.

The lightning seemed to flash scarlet around her, and then green. Phantom pain ran around
her neck. Her head spun and her ears filled with white noise. She wasn’t sure she could
breathe, and was only vaguely aware of the world around her. It felt like something was
trying to pull her back, the Dementors grasping at her even as she fell. She was only
conscious enough to grip her broom and realise that Potter, the stupid git, was about to crash
into the ground from a hundred feet.

Heart racing, she reached out and grabbed Potter from where he was plummeting through the
air. He was heavier than she’d expected, and the weight of him almost blew her from her
broom. She held on tightly, thighs wrapped around the handle and clinging for dear life, but
she was falling too now, and she could feel the cold presence of the Dementors around her.

Don’t cry.

She heard the patter of rain on an umbrella and the sound of crying, and then a woman’s
scream, a man’s yell of fury, and with Potter limp against her side, she stumbled onto the
grass. Her legs gave out and her vision went dark, but her hand was still wrapped firmly
around the Snitch.

-*

She woke in the Hospital Wing in the bed next to Potter’s. The two Quidditch teams had
gathered around their respective Seekers’ beds, along with Weasley and Granger for Potter,
and Pansy, Daphne, and — somewhat surprisingly — Gwendolyn and Theodore for Aurora.

It was Pansy who grabbed Aurora first when she woke up. “You absolute idiot!” she cried.
“What were you thinking, trying to save Potter?”

“We were pretty high up,” she croaked from Pansy’s crushing hug. “I thought the game
would be forfeited if my other Seeker died, and it would be a bit of a waste of the victory.”
Granger glared over at her. “I caught the Snitch, though.” Pansy released her and her head
spun. She felt faint and weak, and she didn’t like that at all. There was also a numb pain in
her legs.

“They wouldn’t have let Potter die,” Flint scoffed. “At least you won for us though.”

She grinned. “For definite? Excellent.”

“Yeah,” Gwendolyn said, “and you absolutely terrified me in the process.”

“We told her she didn’t have to come,” Pansy said, but Aurora was immensely grateful for
Gwendolyn being there.



“How do you feel?” Draco pressed. “You are very pale. We weren’t sure if you’d fainted or
fallen or if it was just Potter’s weight dragging you down.”

“A bit of everything,” Aurora admitted. She tried to get up, though when she did she realised
her ribs were sore, and she couldn’t move her legs without feeling pain. “Ouch.”

“Yeah, Pomfrey said you dislocated your knee,” said Warrington.

Aurora winced. “Shit.”

“You should be able to walk soon enough with a bit of rest,” Flint told her. “I’m sure you’ll
be fine.”

“My rib feels broken.”

“She’s being dramatic,” Flint said, rolling his eyes. Aurora hid her scowl. She was in the
Hospital Wing, for goodness’ sake! She deserved a little bit of sympathy from her captain.
“You played decent though, Black, I’ll admit. Malfoy and Higgs never managed to beat
Potter during a storm. You should watch your back, Malfoy,” Flint said. “The way Aurora
played today, she could wind up taking your spot.”

“What?” Draco’s face was priceless. “But that isn’t fair!”

“Maybe you should have played and beaten Potter then.” Flint chuckled. “Life isn’t fair, get
used to it. Black, take this.” He chucked a chocolate frog towards her and she caught it. “Eat.
Try and make it back for the party tonight, we can’t have a win and not get the Seeker
hammered.” She grinned, though she had no intentions of getting intoxicated beyond tipsy.
People who did were so often inelegant, and rarely had true control of their actions,
something she was not going to give up. “Or else we’ll see you at practice tomorrow
morning. Come on, boys.”

They all traipsed out in a line after their captain, and despite how cold she still felt, and the
pain in her ribs, Aurora was sure she couldn’t have been happier. “I won,” she said giddily
once the team had left. “I actually did it, I actually won! That’s shown Flint all right, they’ll
have to take me seriously now!”

Draco looked sullen, but the others were all beaming for her. “I told you you were brilliant,”
Gwen said, grinning. “You played great, even when you were being attacked by Dementors!”

“I can’t believe you won,” Draco muttered. “I could have beaten Potter today.”

“But you didn’t,” she sang in a reminder. “I did!” She opened her chocolate frog and but the
head off in celebration. “Morgana, lovely.”

Later, she had an awful row with Madam Pomfrey, who insisted Aurora could not go to the
Slytherin celebratory party and certainly should not be drinking anything stronger than
pumpkin juice. “Slytherin hasn’t had a proper party since I was in first year!” Aurora whined.
“It’ll make me feel so much better to get to go and be with my friends!”

“Absolutely not,” Madam Pomfrey snapped. “You might do your knee another injury!”



“But it's fine! It doesn’t even feel sore!”

“That wasn’t what you said earlier, Black. Now sit still and eat your dinner.”

She pulled a face but could tell Madam Pomfrey was not going to relent. Instead she
entertained herself with glaring at Potter, who looked unnerved. “What?”

“Nothing.”

He shook his head. “I can’t believe you, Black.”

“What’ve I done now?”

“That was not a fair catch and you know it.”

She sneered. “I won fair and square, Potter. Stop sulking because you’ve never heard of
losing before.”

He pursed his lips. “You know the Dementors were there.”

That threw her. Aurora stared at Potter for a moment, completely bewildered. “What?”

“You did, didn’t you? I’d bet it was you they were there for.”

The way he said it ignited fury in her chest. “Don’t talk to me, Potter.”

“And you saw that dog, too. I know you did — the Grim.”

“That one was there for you,” she said flippantly, and then cursed herself when she saw the
look on his face. “That wasn’t a threat, Potter, no need to look like that.”

He narrowed his eyes but dropped into blissful silence for a few moments. Aurora thought
that was the last of the awful conversation, but then he decided to add, “Hermione said you
grabbed me onto your broom.”

She glared at him. “And?”

“Why?”

“Well, it’s like I said, Potter, I think letting your opponents break their necks is generally
frowned upon, even in Quidditch. And I’d already won.” She smirked, but Potter was far
from amused.

“What are you up to, Black?”

“Nothing,” she told him, quite honestly. “It’s not me you ought to be worrying about, Potter,
trust me. Just stay off my case, alright?”

“Or what? You don’t scare me, Black.”



“Are you sure? Because you do keep accusing me of being an aspiring murderer, and I can’t
think of any other reason given your complete lack of evidence.” She made a sound of
disgust but avoided his gaze. “At least you’re consistent, Potter, if stupid.”

It was very amusing to watch the redness of his cheeks. “Well,” he said thickly, leaning back
against his pillows. “Suppose we’re even.”

“Even?”

“I let you win, you... Helped me.”

She had to laugh at that. “Let me win? I don’t think so, Potter. No, I saved your neck, at great
personal risk, might I add.”

“I’m not the one who made you faint.”

“I didn’t faint,” she lied through gritted teeth but he saw right through it. “You’re welcome,
anyway, Potter — a thank you wouldn’t go amiss.”

He ground his teeth and muttered a very sarcastic, “Yeah, thanks a lot.”

She smirked as she leaned back. “Though, I would appreciate a little less glaring across
classrooms, all your hatred isn’t good for my ego.”

He snorted. “I don’t think anything could put a dent in your ego, Black.”

“You could be right.” She smiled, tapping her jaw as she tipped her head back and examined
the Hospital Wing ceiling. It occurred to her that she should say something more, but she had
no idea what. “Started that essay for Snape yet?”

“No.”

She smirked. “Finally, something we have in common, Potter.”

She could have sworn he was trying not to grin, or maybe that was wishful thinking. It was
funny watching him struggle. “I bet you loved your detention.”

“Oh, your pal Weasley and I had a right old chat.”

“I still don’t trust you.”

“I don’t know why you said still, Potter. Frankly I don’t care if you don’t trust me or not, and
I’m hardly trying to make you my friend.”

“You saved me though.”

She gave him a piercing glare. “You really want to be something special, don’t you? I would
have saved anyone I thought was going to die crashing into the ground from a hundred feet.
If anything, you’re the last person I would have helped.” She laughed and tidied her hair



around her shoulders, sitting up straight and prim. “Now if you don’t mind, I have a meal to
eat.”

They didn’t speak again.

-*

Much to Aurora’s displeasure, they were both kept in the Hospital wing for the rest of the
weekend. She insisted to Madam Pomfrey that she was perfectly alright, because she did feel
fine except for weird knees, but the nurse insisted that she had to rest and that if she protested
any further then she would be having pepper-up potion for her dinner, so she had to
grudgingly agree. She and Potter didn’t speak again, which suited Aurora just fine. She
worked steadily through her homework, and wrote a letter to Dora telling her all about what
had happened and how, ultimately, she had been the clear winner of the match. Aurora left
out the part about what she had heard. Her mother screaming for her father to run, to take
Aurora because someone was going to kill her. How it was her father’s fault, all her father’s
fault. Every time she thought of it, she felt sick.

And her mind went back to that black dog. She told herself she’d imagined it, in the heat of
the game and her fear of the Dementors, but she’d overheard Potter whispering to his friends
about it. He’d been scared, from the sounds of it, and the fact he wasn’t even trying too hard
to hide it from Aurora was strange to her. On his way out, Weasley had looked over her with
a smirk. “Guess you’re not feeling so big now, are you, Black?”

She snarled back, “I can still hex you sitting down.”

On Sunday evening, Cassius Warrington made his way in to the Hospital Wing, earning
himself a disapproving stare from Madam Pomfrey and a hard glare from Potter. Aurora sat
up straight, frowning. She hadn’t had a proper bath since yesterday and felt very self-
conscious of it.

“Warrington,” she said as brightly as she could. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Flint wanted me to tell you about practice today,” he replied, drawing up one of the chairs
beside her bed. His frame and broad shoulders dwarfed the back of the chair. “And reckoned
Malfoy would get too distracted by your company.” His eyes darted over to Potter, and he
scowled. “I hate eavesdroppers. Suppose they have to compensate for not being able to see
the Snitch.”

Aurora stifled a laugh and reached up to draw the flimsy Hospital Wing curtains around her
bed. Once they were concealed, Warrington reached into the bag he’d brought with him and
revealed two bottles of Butterbeer.

“Since you missed out on the party last night.”

“Thanks,” Aurora replied, finding herself oddly flattered that he’d bothered. Warrington
opened the bottles and handed one to her. She sipped it slowly, grinning. Much better than the
medicines Madam Pomfrey had been serving her. “So. Flint? What did he have to say?”



“Well, Beaters got a right beating. Apparently they didn’t take full advantage of the situation.
Us Chasers couldn’t take orders enough, which is bullshit. None of us could hear over that
wind anyway.” Aurora grinned.

“Well, Flint doesn’t shy away from bullshit.”

“Touché,” Warrington said, and tapped his Butterbeer bottle against hers.

“What did he say about me?”

“To not get too used to being on the team.”

“How nice of him.”

Warrington cracked a grin and leaned forward. “He said your flying technique requires work.
So do your dives. You need to brush up on tactics and feints. Apparently it got repetitive — I
didn’t know, I didn’t pay attention — but you still won. Maybe he didn’t want to criticise you
too much since you were in the hospital.”

“Hm, maybe he does have a heart.”

“Oh, don’t make that mistake.” He grinned. “He just needs to pretend he does for the team.
Still. You did well. Most of his notes were about formations and the Chasers. He still wants to
play Malfoy next game but you should see it anyway.”

She grinned as Warrington slid over the sheafs of parchment upon which Flint had drawn out
diagrams of the Quidditch pitch, complete with notes. Most of it did focus on the Chasers and
keeper, as Warrington had said, but there was a good few inches of notes about feints on the
back of one diagrams. “Wronski,” Aurora muttered. “Funnily enough, I didn’t want to
actually crash into the ground with that low visibility.”

“How did that go for you?” Warrington teased, but Aurora silenced him sharply with a glare.
“Sorry.” He winced. “Those Dementors — they’re no joke. I don’t like them either.”

“I’m not sure they were made to be liked,” she muttered, drawing the parchment closer.
“That’s an interesting formation — Seeker up top with the Beaters.”

“A three-three game.”

“I know what it’s called, Warrington.”

He flushed beneath his pale hair. “Yes, course. I know. He says we should have played that
yesterday — it confused opponents, and obviously it’s best in stormy conditions. It could
come in handy against Hufflepuff though.”

Aurora allowed herself just a small grin. “He can’t underestimate Hufflepuff,” she told
Warrington. “They did alright against Ravenclaw last year and Diggory’s meant to be decent
— he’s in your year, isn’t he?”

Warrington scowled. “Pretty boy Diggory.”



“Pretty?” She smirked. “Suppose he is. But is he good at Quidditch?”

“He does have some talents, unfortunately.” He rolled his eyes. “Other than getting all the
fifth year girls to fall over him.”

“All the more reason to crush them,” she said.

“You sound like Flint.”

“Ah, but I have a heart.”

Warrington laughed. She wasn’t sure she’d heard him laugh before. “Yeah.” Silence fell for a
second and he broke it with a cough. “Anyway. The formations, I think this one — the five
cross — is the best.”

“It does leave the Seeker exposed to attack though. The most important player needs to be
protected.”

Warrington laughed lowly. “You think you’re the most important player?”

“I think the Seeker is the most important position,” she corrected. “One hundred and fifty
points usually wins the games.” She grinned. “I suppose Chasers come in handy too, though.”

Warrington shook his head. “Only if we play right. And we weren’t that good yesterday. but
hey, if you’re not going to play Seeker, you could be subbed in as a Chaser now Flint knows
you can play. You need to learn these.”

“I might get subbed in?” Her voice caught in excitement. “Really?”

He shrugged. “Flint pretty much said so.”

That was the first thing to truly lift her spirits that day. She beamed, and took a long swig of
Butterbeer, imagining Potter’s face when she next showed up on the pitch, the memory of his
defeat still lingering.

“Show me these formations again, then,” she said. “I suppose I had better make sure I’m on
top form if we want to take the cup back this year.”

-*

Once Warrington left, the wing fell into a lull. Pomfrey has opened up the curtains that had
been put around her bed, meaning she had to look at Potter’s stupid face across from her all
evening. On Monday morning, she was just glad to get back to classes and away from Potter.
He kept looking at her, and she didn’t know why, which made her exceedingly
uncomfortable.

The Slytherins welcomed her back with great cheer. “There’s our champion!” Derrick Bole
yelled over the din. “Well done, Black!”



She beamed with pride as she was swept along, to sit in the cluster of her friends on their
usual couches. “Well?” Pansy demanded. “How do you feel?”

“Fine,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t really know what happened.”

“I can’t believe you fainted,” Draco said in a whisper.

“I did not faint,” she snapped at him. “I only fell because the Dementors were pushing us
both down, and I thought I should try and stop Potter from breaking his neck.”

Pansy looked dubious. “You looked like you fainted.”

“I hit my head on the landing.” She scowled. “It’s Potter’s fault anyway.”

“I did say you shouldn’t have bothered saving him,” Draco said coolly.

Their next Potions class was an utter disaster. Draco, in some sort of confused defence of
Aurora’s own dignity, had taken to making fun of Potter again, doing spirited imitations of
his fainting now that he decided he could use both his arms again. These were so exaggerated
and apparently upsetting that Weasley took it upon himself to launch a slimy crocodile heart
at Draco’s face and lose himself fifty points for Gryffindor.

Draco was appalled, and Pansy shrieked in indignation. “You’re a beast, Weasley!” she cried.
“A horrid beast! How dare you attack Draco, as if he hasn’t been through enough this term!”

Weasley scowled. “He’s been through nothing and he knows it. Bastard.”

Aurora tossed a horned slug at his shoulder and Weasley launched forward like he was about
to hit her, but Potter got in the way. Aurora thought it would have been interesting to slap
Weasley in his stupid face, but unfortunately the fates would not have it that way, and she
knew Snape would have given her at least a fortnight’s worth of detentions. “Simmer down,”
he told the class, while Neville cowered in the corner beside Aurora, frightened of a fight
breaking out next to him. “Now, Weasley.”

“Didn’t you see your little pal,” Weasley hissed at Draco as they left. “She fainted just the
same, but I don’t see you being a prick to her.”

Draco merely raised his eyebrows. “Weasley, Aurora did not faint. She, as I’m sure you
recall, saved little Potter’s life, and I think you owe her quite an apology.”

When Weasley said nothing else, Aurora took it upon herself to step forwards. “I don’t mind
if he doesn’t apologise to me,” she told Draco. “However, I do suggest that he stops his
childish actions, or else I might just have to get some revenge.”

Weasley scoffed. “You said that last year, Black. You’re all talk and no actions.”

She smirked. “That you know about, Weasley. I know you don’t quite understand subtlety,
but have a little think and know that I do not let people get away with wronging me.” She
stepped closer and smiled sweetly in his face, looking down her nose. “Understand?”



“You’re a bitch,” he said, and within an instant had four wands on him - Draco, Pansy,
Daphne, and Aurora herself.

“Take that back, Weasley,” Pansy snarled. “You foul little blood traitor, you take that back
about Aurora right now.”

“Oh, Ron,” fretted Granger, kneading her hands together. “Stop it, just leave it.” She glanced
anxiously at Aurora. “Stop this, won’t you?”

Aurora raised her eyebrows. “I won’t stop anything I didn’t start, Granger. Tell your little
boyfriend to shut up and stand down.”

“Ron, please,” she pleaded, and grudgingly, Weasley stepped away.

“Come on,” Potter muttered as they slouched off. “She isn’t worth it.”

Aurora huffed. “I do hate them.”

“Likewise.”

They still had to contend with the Gryffindors in Defence Against the Dark Arts class.
Aurora didn’t know if it was this time made better or worse by Lupin resuming his work. Her
class loudly protested the essay assignment they’d been given, which Aurora was glad for,
because she hadn’t completed and honestly had no intentions of handing it in to Snape; to do
so would have been to acknowledge him as an authority, and she was not going to do that.

“It’s not fair,” Parvati Patil said. “He was only filling in, he can’t give us homework!”

“And we don’t know anything about werewolves!” put in Dean Thomas. Aurora rolled her
eyes.

“Two rolls of parchment!” Weasley protested, and she had to hide her laugh. Two rolls wasn’t
that bad. She dreaded to think what he would be like when it came to his O.W.L.s.

“Did you tell Professor Snape we haven’t covered them yet?” Lupin asked with a frown.

“Yes, but he said we were really behind-“

“But he wouldn’t listen!”

Lupin sighed and smiled around at them. “Don’t worry, I’ll talk to Professor Snape. You
don’t have to do the essay.” Aurora grinned, catching Lupin’s eye. Snape had no right to give
them homework for Lupin’s class, and they all knew it.

“Oh no,” Granger said from across the classroom. “I’ve already finished it!”

Aurora laughed, and Pansy whispered, “Insufferable know it all.”

At the end of the class, Aurora debated hanging back. She didn’t like that she might be weak
to the Dementors, and that everyone had seen that exposed. No matter how she tried to cover



it up, everyone knew she had fainted. Everyone thought she was weak and she could not
stand for that.

But she couldn’t ask Professor Lupin. Just when she thought she had the courage to go over
and ask if he knew how to protect against Dementors, he called Potter to speak to him, and
that turned Aurora away instantly. She would have to ask someone else, she decided, leaving
the classroom in a rush with Draco, Pansy and Blaise. Someone who knew what they were
talking about and who did actually seem to like her.

She was going to have to ask Dora. Very nicely, because she wasn’t sure exactly how much
Dora was allowed to divulge about Auror training... But she needed to learn, and fast. She
could not be seen as weak. And especially not if Potter saw it, too.



The Night Sky

Once she had settled back into her dormitory and completed the night’s homework, Aurora
sat down in the common room to pen a letter to Dora. She needed to learn more about
Dementors and their effects, as well as how to combat them. She couldn’t appear weak in
front of anyone again. And she knew that as an Auror, Dora had some experience and
expertise in this area. She could perhaps have asked Professor Lupin, but he seemed to have
enough on his plate, and she worried that he wouldn’t want to help her anyway.

A few days later at breakfast, she received the reply, suggesting a few books to check out
from the library and a promise that Dora would teach her about something called a Patronus
Charm when she was back over Christmas. The thought of Christmas at the Tonkses’ made
her heart lift properly for the first time in days — finally, a Christmas with family.

She was still grinning when Draco dropped into the seat beside her. “Morning,” he said,
spooning scrambled eggs onto his plate. “You look cheerful for a change.” Aurora stuck her
tongue out at him and he laughed. “Who’s the letter from?”

“Just Dora,” she said as flippantly as she could.

Draco’s initial teasing look turned to something serious and wary. “What about?”

“Just making sure I’ll be at theirs for the holidays.” She grinned. “You are still planning on
going back to the Manor, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” he said, somewhat sullenly, and Aurora frowned.

“What?”

“Well, I didn’t think you’d be going back to them for Christmas.”

Aurora frowned at him, somewhat uncomfortable with his tone. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“Just, you know... Are you not better off here?”

“I’m sure I’ll survive the English countryside for a fortnight, Draco.”

His cheeks went pink. “I just meant—”

“I know what you meant.” She sighed and shook her head as she folded the parchment back.
“And thank you. But I will be quite alright. Dora’s even going to teach me some defense
work to deal with Dementors. Not that I really need it,” she added hastily, though he appeared
doubtful, “but it may come in handy, and it never hurts to be ahead of things. If I do decide to
pursue any higher qualifications in the field, it’ll stand me in good stead, and I would be
foolish to give up an opportunity.”



He still looked disbelieving. “Right.” After a pause, he added, “Mum doesn’t approve of her
sister.”

“I had gathered that.”

“You know, your father—” She tensed as he dropped his voice. “Mother says she never
believed it of him, but if he had truly turned back to our family’s side of things, he would go
after Andromeda. She said that her other sister was going to. You could be putting yourself in
danger if you keep associating with them.”

Anger flared in her belly. “Well, I don’t have any offers for Christmas from our family,” she
let her voice harden on those last two words, “so I suppose it’s this or be stuck with a bunch
of Gryffindors again.” She stood up suddenly, and her cousin’s face faltered.

“I’m just saying, Aurora. Andromeda’s husband’s a mud—”

“Stop right there,” she said, not sure of why such strong emotion was rushing through her,
but desperate to relieve it anyway. “Don’t talk about Ted like that.”

“I didn’t—”

“You were going to. He is a good person and he has been good to me. And Dora is an Auror
and despite what your mother — who has not contacted me once through all of this, might I
add — may think, I trust them. I’ll be safe. And if you worry about my being with them,” she
added, “and if your parents do, maybe they should have thought of that when I needed them
instead of now, when your mother has decided she hates her sister again.”

She turned on her heel and stormed away, ignoring her cousin calling after her. Her anger was
too much to talk to anyone right now, and she knew it showed on her face. It was stupid to be
so annoyed with Draco of all people, and it wasn’t an especially significant matter and she
knew that, but she couldn’t help it. She didn’t like what he insinuated, she didn’t like that he
and his parents seemed to think they had the right to decide what happened in her life when
they hadn’t seemed to care one bit what happened to her the Christmas before Lucretia and
Ignatius passed, or after. She wanted to believe they were just looking out for her, but she
couldn’t. Just because Narcissa was the only other member of the Black family still alive,
free, and not disowned, didn’t mean she was entitled to any part of Aurora’s life. No one was.

Since she still had half an hour before History, and because she was far too prideful to walk
back into the Great Hall after storming out like that, Aurora sought the relative quiet of the
library. There was rarely anyone else in it at this time of the morning, and she thought to
herself that it really couldn’t hurt to do a bit of research into this Patronus Charm that Dora
had mentioned.

It was just her luck that she ran into Hermione Granger, who was also in the Defense section,
skimming through books about werewolves with a concentrated look on her face. Aurora
rolled her eyes as she went past.

“You do know we don’t have to do that essay, don’t you?” she asked haughtily. “You don’t
have to show off quite that much.”



“You’re one to talk about showing off, Black.”

Aurora smirked. “Ah, but I do it somewhat more discreetly.”

“No, you don’t.” She grinned at Granger, who shook out her bushy mane of hair. “I’m just
engaging in some extracurricular research. I thought you would have figured out why.”

“Why do you insist on showing off? I imagine it’s some sort of complex.”

Granger just sniffed and turned around. She ignored Aurora, which suited her fine. She
glanced around for the topic reference for D — Dementors. It was on the shelf just opposite
the one Granger was perusing, and she sighed as she turned around, and looked through.
Along with Newt Scamander’s book, Dora had recommended Battling the Dark: Dementors
and Defense, A History of Dementors, and Patronuses and their Use.

She picked them all up, holding them tight to her chest. Aurora was just about to move on
wen Granger said quietly, “Thank you, by the way.”

Startled, Aurora turned and stared at her. “What?”

“For saving Harry. He could have been really hurt.”

She didn’t meet Granger’s eyes. “I don’t know why you all act so surprised.”

“I know,” Granger said quickly. She looked like she was having to force the words out. “I
know you helped him back in first year too and — well.” She swallowed. “It’s decent of
you.”

This was too strange. Aurora half-expected it to be a diversion so a Weasley could drop a
water balloon on her head. “Right,” she said uneasily, edging away. “Well, I’m glad to see
one of you has a brain in her head.”

“You could stand to be nicer, though,” Granger added.

“And is Potter nice to me?” Aurora asked coolly. “Are you and Weasley?” At Granger’s
silence, Aurora rolled her eyes. “If that’s all, I’ll be off. Try not to drop any books.”

She kept glancing over her shoulder as she went over to the checkout desk where Madam
Prince was lurking, but Granger had turned back to her books like there was nothing amiss.
Aurora decided it was best if she ignored that conversation. She had more important things to
think about than what Gryffindors thought of her, after all. Still, there was some odd comfort
in knowing that not everybody outside her circle of friends thought she was an awful person.
Even if there was still the possibility that Granger may have been replaced by a clone.

That day wasn’t too awful by third year’s standards. She spent History reading the books
Dora had recommended, as she had already caught herself up on the material for this week
and Binns offered little in the way of illumination on their topic. After class, Pansy sidled up
to her with Daphne and Lucille in tow.

“Draco is very upset with you,” she started, which was not what Aurora wanted to hear at all.



“I’m upset with him.”

“He keeps going on about it,” Lucille aid.

“You only had a half hour of breakfast, I’m sure it couldn’t have been that taxing.”

“What happened?” Daphne asked, taking Aurora’s arm. “He won’t tell us.”

“Daphne just wants gossip.”

“I want to hear the truth.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Aurora said, bristling. “Our conversations really are not that
important.”

“Well, he’s clearly sulking,” Pansy said, tucking her hair behind her ears. “And it is frightful,
and so are you. You had your head buried in a book all lesson, for Merlin’s sake!”

“Thanks,” Aurora replied drily, breaking away from Daphne. “But I think my education is
important, thank you very much, Pansy, even if you do not care to enlighten yourself. I’ll talk
to Draco at dinner, if it means so much. But frankly, it’s none of your business.”

She knew as she walked away that Pansy and the others were staring after her, bewildered,
possibly hurt. But in that moment she didn’t care. She just wanted to be left alone.

At dinner, she saved a seat beside her for her cousin, who rolled his eyes as he sat down.
“You didn’t have to be so rude to Pansy, you know.”

“Merlin,” she muttered, “does everyone talk about me behind my back, or is it just you two?”
The answer, she thought immediately, was everyone.

“Aurora,” Draco said, huffing. “We are just trying to look out for you.” To that, she didn’t
respond. “What is wrong with you?”

“What isn’t?” she spat in retaliation. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Draco, I’ve a lot on my
plate at the minute!”

“Haven’t you always?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re always making excuses.”

“I am not.”

“I know you’ve been through a lot, with Arcturus and Lucretia and—”

“Don’t, Draco.”

“—now this, but you’re not the only person in the world, Aurora. It’s not such a big deal.”



“Maybe not for you,” she muttered. “But I would wager I am considerably more affected by
all of this than you are. You don’t have to hear everyone whisper about you, you don’t have
to have your name splashed across the newspaper with speculation about your life, you don’t
have to wake up every day and hear the latest news about the person who murdered your
mother and betrayed your family.” She hadn’t noticed she was trembling but she wasn’t.
Some of the other Slytherins nearby were staring, having gone quiet. The silence was
deafening. Don’t make a scene.

“I’m just saying you should be a bit more considerate of the fact that there are people here
who actually care about you. Who don’t care about all this as long as you’re safe.”

“Don’t lie,” she told him, heart pounding. “Everyone cares about it. You’re always talking
about it, thinking about it, you just don’t want me to know. But I know what you think,
Draco. I’ve heard what you say to taunt Potter. I’ve heard what you say about my father.” It
was now an effort to keep her voice steady and quiet.

“So what? It’s Potter.”

“This isn’t about Potter,” she snapped. “This is about my father. That’s the one thing I would
never use against Potter and you know why. Because he was a Death Eater. Because he killed
my mother and I hate him for it.”

Draco shook his head. “If it were me,” he said, “I wouldn’t care. He’s like my Aunt Bella. He
did what he had to do. I’d be proud.”

Her stomach gave a sickening lurch. She stared at her cousin until she couldn’t bear it
anymore, until his silence and his stare made her feel like she was burning. And then, with
the blood rushing in her ears, Aurora stood up and walked out.

She tried to keep herself looking calm. Don’t make a scene. But a part of her felt like it was
breaking. It was a part of her that loved her cousin more than anyone in the world and didn’t
understand how he couldn’t understand her. It was a part of her that just wanted a family, and
could never have it. Had never been allowed, not really.

Hunger gnawed at her, as did guilt, but she kept walking. The courtyard was beginning to
frost already, but she saw no need to run. The cold of the night air was a welcome kiss on her
cheeks.

She wandered over the bridge, down the hill. The lake was lit by the half-moon, hanging in
the sky. A chill went up the back of her neck and she kept on walking, towards the Forest and
the empty paddock where her Care of Magical Creatures class took place.

There was no one around. When she looked back up at the castle, she could see the warm
amber lights of the Great Hall. She wanted to be there, but she couldn’t right now.

She turned back to the paddock, leaning on the fence. She saw the shadow of Death before
her.



She was resigned to it by now. “I don’t want any more bad news,” she told him flatly. “I
can’t.”

“I bring no ill tidings,” Death said. “Only greetings.”

“Right.”

“It seems you are ill at ease.”

“Yes.” She bit her tongue. Her mother’s final words rang in her head. Her father’s did too, but
she didn’t want to hear them. He’d said I love you but it couldn’t be true. “Why are you
here?”

“I admit I am curious,” said Death, tilting his head. “We have not spoken in some time. But I
must have someone to speak to.”

“Demons?” she suggested drily, not in the mood for any such chatter. She wanted to be alone
with the night sky. Perhaps there would be an aurora, if she was lucky. It was such a clear
night.

“They are dull company. No, I prefer wizarding kind much more.”

“I see.”

If she looked past the paddock, towards the forest, she swore she could see another shadow,
lurking. The Grim, perhaps — wouldn’t that be fitting? “Why can I see you?” she asked at
last, in the lull.

“You are of House Black, are you not?” Death tilted his head. “I suppose I do, for lack of a
better word, haunt your family. It is an ancient bond, forged in battle when this nation was
very young, and your family’s nation even younger. I thought I was going to take your soul
many years ago, but I did not. My plan was changed, not for the first time. You Blacks do
like to defy Death — but you cannot escape me forever.”

“Why not just take me then?” Her voice had a jagged edge. “Why not? You took my family,
all of them. Everyone who cared for me, they’re all gone! I’m the last one left, just... Take
me! Why not?”

His smile stretched in the gloom. “It is not your time.” He leaned closer. “There are many
things you do not understand, Aurora Black. And many more that you do not know. But I
would remind — or perhaps, inform — you, that you are not the last of the Blacks.”

She let loose a shaky laugh. “In name I am. In faith I am. I’m... Alone.” She swallowed. “I’m
an orphan. I have Andromeda and Ted and Dora and I care about them deeply, but they can’t
replace my grandmother, or Arcturus, or Lucretia or Ignatius. I have Draco but he doesn’t
understand. He’s a Malfoy more than a Black and his mother is the same. Bellatrix is mad
and my father...” She broke off, shaking her head.

“You forget,” Death said softly. “Death knows far more than you do, child.” He inclined his
head. “There is much you must learn. If you are a Black, then prove it to me. Learn to



understand.”

“What do you mean, prove it?” she snapped, but in a blink, Death was gone. Were Aurora not
so certain of her mind she might have thought she dreamed him. But Death was as real as
anybody else.

She slumped over the paddock wall, and tilted her head so she could stare at the stars. Her
eyes found Arcturus first. They trailed to the constellations of Cygnus, then Cassiopeia.
Andromeda. Narcissa. Draco. They found Regulus and then Orion’s belt and then, below it,
the brightest star. Sirius. A shiver ran through her.

She swore she could feel eyes on her back, but when she turned, there was nothing there
except the darkness, Hagrid’s hut, and the castle in the distance. With a sigh, Aurora
straightened up. Her stomach rolled. She needed to eat dinner, even if she was embarrassed to
return. She’d barely eaten breakfast either, and at lunch had only picked at her food.

But as she made to begin the long walk up to the castle, she spied shapes coming through the
gloom. Skeletal, dark horses, wreathed in pale grey.

They didn’t unsettle her like they once had. Instead, she walked towards them.

“Hello,” she whispered through the darkness. She reached out a shivering hand to stroke the
mane of the one in front. It let out a low whinny and she sighed. “You’re not so scary,” she
murmured. “Are you? You understand.”

The horse moved its head slowly, butting against her hand. “Did Death bring you here?”

It didn’t reply, though Aurora had hardly expected it to. She had never been particularly good
with animals, except for her cat, but these things felt alright. Almost natural.

At the sound of a door opening, Aurora jumped and turned around sharply. Professor Hagrid
was coming down the steps of his hut and she tried furiously to find somewhere to hide, but it
was too late. He saw her through the dark.

“Who’s there?” he asked, in a booming voice. “Show yerself.” Her breath shuddered. “I’m
warning you, if this is a student—”

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly, standing up, hands held above her head. “Sorry, Professor it’s
— it’s just me.”

He didn’t look any more hostile. In fact, his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Aurora Black?”

She nodded, gulping. “I’m sorry, Professor. I just needed some air. And I...” She glanced at
the horses. “I didn’t mean to come quite so far out.”

For a moment, she thought Hagrid was going to give her a lecture, but then he shook his
head. “You bin getting in fights again?”

“No!” she said sharply. “I haven’t been getting in fights with anyone!”



He raised his eyebrows at that. She wondered what lies Potter and his friends had been
feeding him. Instead, Aurora changed the subject. “What are they?” she asked, nodding to the
horses.

Hagrid blinked in surprise, moving towards her. “Why, they’re thestrals.”

“Thestrals?”

“Type o’ magical horse. Carnivorous. Not many students can see him. Only those...” He
heaved a sigh and didn’t meet her eye. “Only those who’ve known death.”

“Oh,” she said softly. She supposed she should have already known. Maybe she had, and just
didn’t want to admit it to herself. “That... Makes sense.”

From behind her, Hagrid cleared his throat. “Listen, yeh, er, yeh shouldn’t be out o’ the castle
this time of night. It’s not safe.”

“Sorry.”

The professor sighed. “Come on, then. You’re freezing and I ought to get you back up there.
Yeh’ll miss dinner.”

“I’ve already eaten,” she said, and when he gave her a dubious look, continued, “and I’m not
hungry.”

She was hungry, but he didn’t need to know that. She didn’t want to walk back in there.
Surely she could find the Hogwarts kitchens and get something there. Or just wait until
morning.

“Yeh oughta eat,” Hagrid told her, clapping a giant hand on her shoulder. “Listen, Black —
Aurora,” he corrected. “Yeh can’t stay out here.”

“I’m fine. Really.”

He chuckled. “Whether yeh are or not, I’m a teacher and I oughta get you inside.”

Her heart sank but she knew he was right. He was being lenient with her anyways. “I just
want to go back to the dungeons,” she told him, and he nodded.

“Alright, if that’s what yeh want. But yeh need to get out the cold, right?”

She nodded numbly. She stroked the nearest horse’s — thestral’s — neck, taking some
comfort from the cold beneath her palm. Then she looked back at Professor Hagrid and
stepped away.

“Alright.”

“Yeh don’t need to look so worried,” Hagrid told her as they started up the hill, “I won’t tell
Professor Snape on yeh.”



She smiled despite herself. “Thank you, Professor.”

The wind blew around her hair and she drew her robes closer around herself as a shelter. “Do
yeh want to tell me why yeh were out here on your own?”

Not particularly, she wanted to say, but Hagrid was looking at her expectantly and she knew
it wasn’t really a question.

“I just needed to be alone,” she told him. “I had an argument with my friend. He’s mad at me
and I’m mad at him and I just... Can’t be around other people right now.”

Hagrid nodded in understanding. “I know how you feel. It’s not easy.” He raised his
eyebrows. “Animals can be better company sometimes.”

“Yeah.” She shrugged. “I suppose so.” She didn’t mention Death. How could she? Professor
Hagrid would think she was mad, if he didn’t already.

They went on the rest of the way in silence. When they reached the castle doors, she could
hear the faint buzz of the school coming from inside. She glanced up then, turning slightly for
a last look at the stars. The sky had started to cloud over somewhat but she still picked out
her favourite constellations. It brought a comforted smile to her face.

“Come on in now,” Hagrid told her. “And mind you get to your dormitory. No wandering
about outside, yeh don’t know what could be out there.”

She winced but nodded, as they went inside. “I won’t, Professor. Thanks... For not telling on
me to Professor Snape.”

He laughed. “Just you look after yourself. There are more dangerous things than Professor
Snape.”

She didn’t reply to that, just nodded in gratitude and turned away to make her way towards
the Slytherin dormitories, where she hoped she could be alone with her thoughts. Hagrid was
right. There were far more dangerous things than Professor Snape. She just wished they
didn’t have to concern her.

The common room was indeed quiet when she returned. A shadow drifted past the window
that face onto the lake, but she didn’t have the heart to smile at it as she sank onto a sofa in
the corner, far from her and her friends’ usual haunt. She took a book from the nearby shelf
— a record of Merlin’s prophecies — but she barely managed to read it, staring at the
window instead, as seaweed stroked the glass.

Something felt wrong. It wasn’t just the external world and the mess her father had caused. It
felt like there was something wrong with her. Perhaps it was a result of all that, but she felt
like her whole life was unravelling. She was lashing out, and she had no way to fix things
that she could see. She hadn’t wanted to fight with Draco that day, or with Neville a few
weeks before, or Gwendolyn at the start of term. She just felt angry, and helpless too. And
she was slowly starting to realise that the world she’d inhabited, a world where she was
stable and secure, wasn’t a world that could continue existing. Her world kept changing,



usually for the worse, and she couldn’t stop it. The old world was slipping away. She thought
perhaps it had been doing so ever since Arcturus died. There was no going back, but she
didn’t really know what to expect going forward.

Her musings were broken by a tap on her shoulder. She turned sharply, ready to shove off
whoever it was, but it was only Theodore, with Daphne just behind him, looking sheepish.
Aurora sighed. “Please don’t do that.”

“Sorry.” He exchanged an anxious glance with Daphne. “I, uh, noticed you left dinner quite
early.”

She raised her eyebrows and shifted to the corner of the couch, trying to look haughty. She
knew she was failing. “And?”

“I thought I’d bring you something to eat.” From behind his back he produced a few napkins
which, presumably, held food. Despite herself, Aurora smiled.

He and Daphne seemed to take that as permission to sit down on the same sofa as her.

Theodore handed over a bread roll with sliced ham, and then a small napkin’s-worth of
chopped tomatoes, which oozed slightly when she took them. “Exciting,” she said, but
couldn’t hide her gratefulness as her stomach stirred. “Thanks.”

Daphne shrugged and tossed her hair. “Pansy’s throwing a right tantrum, we’re better off
here.”

“Why is Pansy having a tantrum?”

“Oh, something to with Millicent and hair bows. And Draco is simply sulking.” She sighed,
tilting her head back. “We were suffering tremendously.”

She couldn’t bring herself to smile properly at that, and instead she picked at the roll. “What
have you been reading?” Theodore asked, with genuine curiosity.

“Prophecies of Merlin.”

“Oh, Trelawney recommended we have a look for that,” Daphne said cheerfully. “Do you
mind?” she asked, already reaching across Aurora.

“Be my guest,” she muttered.

The pair of them discussed the prophecies and their recent homework assignment — which
seemed to involve tea leaves — quietly next to Aurora as she ate in silence. At least the low
chatter beside her was somewhat of a distraction from her own thoughts and the silence, until
their housemates started reappearing. In the window’s reflection, she could see Pansy and
Draco come in with their arms linked, going to sit by their usual spot. She heard Lucille’s
high laugh. She stared at the floor, and Daphne closed her book loudly.

“I think I’m being summoned,” she said, with a glance to where Lucille was waiting by the
coffee table. “We’re supposed to be going over the Charms homework?”



“I’ve already done it,” Aurora said flatly.

“Likewise.”

Daphne rolled her eyes. “Of course you both have.” She set the book down on the arm of the
couch and stood up, before smoothing her hair down over her shoulders. “Good evening
then.”

She flounced off and Aurora felt a small pang in her chest. No one beckoned her, even though
she could feel Draco’s eyes flicking to her every now and then.

Theodore looked exceedingly uncomfortable beside her, and she went back to staring at the
lake in silence, hoping that he would go away and she could be left to brood in peace.

“We all heard a bit of what you and Draco said to each other.”

Aurora clenched her jaw, staring even more determinedly out of the window. “I’m sure you
were suitably entertained.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” His voice was low and somewhat wary. Aurora turned to
stare at him. “And... Your father?”

“I’ve already told you, Theodore,” she said in a clipped voice. “I don’t want to discuss this.
At all. I’m perfectly alright and even if I wasn’t, I doubt you’d understand anyway.”

“Wouldn’t I?” He stared at her. “You know, you’re not the only person in the world with a
family who were Death Eaters. You’re not the only with relatives in Azkaban. You’re not
even the only one with a father in Azkaban.”

“Except my father isn’t in Azkaban,” she pointed out sharply, “is he? He’s escaped and I
would say that puts me in a rather unique position, especially considering I barely have any
other family.” Theodore made a derisive sound. “No one understands and that’s fine. I
wouldn’t expect anyone to understand. You’re all perfectly fine, everyone knows Draco and
Pansy and Lucille’s fathers were all Death Eaters but it doesn’t affect them! They have jobs
and money and mansions and families that understand them! They’re all perfectly happy to
go about their lives, and so are you, so don’t lecture me on how we’re the same, because
we’re not.”

“You think you’re the only one with a complicated family?”

She scoffed. “Not the only one, but I gather none of you had your mother killed by your
father, only for your father to murder thirteen people and cause the death of your godparents,
then have you sent to the very family he betrayed before this. And I don’t think any of you
have seen your grandmother die, and then your great grandfather, and I don’t think any of
you have lost four family members in two months and left you as the only free member of the
family bearing your name, sent to live with people who were disowned before you were even
born, because every other member of your family either died, turned their back on you, is
locked up in Azkaban, or murdered another family member.”



Theodore winced and looked away. She thought that would be the end of it — it usually was,
with Theodore - but then he turned around and sighed. “I never knew my father,” he said, “I
doubt I ever will. I know my grandfather shares his views and is lucky he didn’t get caught at
the end of the war. He raised my brothers and I to think the same as them. Just like Draco and
Pansy and everyone else was raised.” His eyes were focused on Aurora and she squirmed at
the attention. “I gather you read Muggle classics.”

“My great-grandfather believed they had some literary merit, yes,” she said stiffly, “and for
much of the canon we can’t establish whether or not the authors were muggles or not.
Ancient civilisations were rife with magic.”

He smiled. “Precisely. And I know you have Muggle blood, on your mother’s side.”

“Is this merely an excuse to insult me? Has your ego been so suddenly and unnecessarily
inflated?”

“It’s not an insult. You know that.” She pursed her lips. “You’re bright and you know that,
too. Certainly brighter than Vincent or Gregory. Tearston’s brighter than them and she’s full
Muggleborn as far as anybody knows. And that’s just Slytherins. Hermione Granger - I know
you don’t like her but don’t make that face before you hear what I have to say - is still one of
the best in our year. My grandfather says it’s preposterous and Dumbledore is rigging the
curriculum in favour of Gryffindors and Muggleborns, but I don’t think we can dismiss it.”

“Is there a point to all of this, Theodore, or are you merely trying to bore me to sleep?”

He shrugged, but she could see that his jaw and shoulders tightened. “I suppose only that
none of us are fully agreed with our families. Daphne’s family doesn’t give a toss about
blood, anyway, just ask her about it. We’re all... Complicated.”

“Maybe,” Aurora said, folding her arms. “But like I said, I’m still in a bit of a unique
situation. I don’t even know who my father is and everyone judges me based on him. My
family hated him for being a blood traitor but then he betrayed his other family too. He
betrayed me twice, effectively. He’s a murderer and a Death Eater and I really don’t think any
of you understand that he could and would kill me, and that I do hate him — for both sides of
him. And he is my father. I think that’s complicated enough.”

“I don’t agree with my family either, you know,” Theodore told her. “They’re all I’ve got,
but, I think they’re wrong. My grandfather is... Agressive about it all. He raves about his
opinions and I always have to wonder how he’s convinced himself so strongly one way.”

“But not convinced you?” Aurora asked pointedly, eyebrows raised.

“He’s convinced my brothers. But I don’t see it. Not anymore. I’m not old enough to
remember the war but I remember more of the aftermath than they do. It didn’t fade quickly,
after all.” Aurora shifted on the couch. Her grandmother had kept her shielded from much of
that, from much of society. She didn’t want to muddle things. She didn’t want Aurora to go
the same way as her sons — not when there were still whispers about Sirius, and rumours
about Regulus.



“My parents weren’t good people,” Theodore went on, voice heavier. He was staring at the
wall too, like he found it easier to talk to the stones than to talk to Aurora. “I don’t
particularly approve of murder, funnily enough. My brothers want to believe they were doing
the right thing, because I suppose most people do want to believe the best of their parents,
unless they’re told otherwise. Thing is, Aurora, I might not know what it’s like to be in your
situation, but I get how you feel about your father, to an extent. And I just wanted you to
know that you — well.” He bit his lip and looked down for a second, before his gaze flicked
up to meet Aurora’s eyes. “You’re not alone.”

She stared at him for a moment, wondering how on Earth she was supposed to respond to
that. She wondered why Theodore expected her to able to. Did he want her to agree? Did he
want her to decide now, suddenly, that everything was fine because he had told her that she
wasn’t alone — as if he knew that? Nausea rolled through her.

“Well, if that’s all.” She struggled to keep her voice even as she stood up, napkin folded as
neatly as possible in her hand. “I would like you to know that whatever you think, I am likely
a far better judge of whether not I am alone. And it’s wonderful that you think you
understand, but you simply don’t, and I doubt that you, or anybody else, ever will. So stop
trying, Theodore. I don’t want your pity.”

He pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows. In the silence, Aurora took her cue to leave, with
a sharp glance in the direction of Draco and Pansy.

But then Theodore said, “You know, Aurora, you really don’t make it easy.”

“Make what easy?”

“Trying to be nice to you.”

She turned again to stare at him. “Perhaps I don’t want anyone to be nice to me, Nott.
Perhaps I don’t need you to tell me how to feel. Perhaps I’d rather that you left me alone.”

His eyes glinted, and he looked doubtful. But Aurora didn’t want to discuss this further. She
didn’t want to dwell on the mess that was her life and she didn’t want to dwell on Theodore
was trying to say. “Or perhaps you just find it easier to be a bitch to everyone else than to
deal with the truth.”

Anger flickered in her chest, hot, but she just stared Theodore down coolly. Why should she
care if she was being a bitch? The world was being a bitch to her. It had been doing so for the
past fourteen years and didn’t show any signs of stopping.

“Perhaps,” she said quietly, and then straightened, flicking her hair. “Thank you for the food,
Theodore. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll have an early night.”

But she lay awake for some time before Gwendolyn arrived in their room. She’d been called
a bitch before, but it was very different to hear it from Theodore Nott than from Ron
Weasley. She actually liked Theodore. He hadn’t deserved it, not really — though she knew
what she’d said hadn’t been the worst she had ever said, from it, she knew he meant well.
Part of her wanted to be nice, to just be a good person who people liked, but no one was ever



going to see her that way. And sometimes she couldn’t help but snap at people, because
people were so infuriating to be around now.

But a small worm of guilt did squirm in her stomach. She was under no obligation to confide
in anyone and she knew that. Maybe she didn’t handle such things as well as she could, but
she didn’t for the life of her know what people expected. For her to suddenly spill her heart
out? To cry and cause a scene and let the whole world know how upset she was? She could
never do that. That was showing weakness and for her to show weakness, was for House
Black to show weakness. Right now, that was the last thing she could bring herself to do.

Still, when Gwendolyn arrived in their room at half past nine, Aurora stared into the darkness
and asked her, “Gwen? Do you think I’m... Not always a very nice person?”

Her silence was answer enough. Aurora rolled over, pulled her knees up to her chest and
resisted the urge to pummel her pillow.

“Aurora, you... aren’t a bad person. You’re a great friend.” She could tell Gwen was saying
what a friend should say, and what Aurora wanted to hear. But she wasn’t sure she believed
her.

“Theodore called me a bitch.”

She could almost sense Gwen’s wince. “What did you do?”

There it was. Certainly, Gwen thought that if Theodore had said it, it was justified. And that
meant that what she had said originally, she hadn’t entirely meant. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve
pissed off everyone today.”

“You haven’t pissed me off.”

“Give it some time,” she replied. “It’s not quite ten o’clock yet, I’m sure I’ll manage.”

There was silence for a second before Gwen said, “Aurora, I know you don’t like talking
about things. But you can, you know.”

“I know. I do still have a functioning voice.”

Gwen gave a small laugh. “Alright. Yeah, I know.” When Aurora said nothing, instead
mulling over her conversations from earlier that day, Gwen said lowly, “Night then.”

“Yeah.” Aurora sighed, wrapping her arms tight around herself. “Goodnight, Gwen.”



Cornered

Draco didn’t wait for her in the common room like he usually did. Aurora lingered by herself,
watching everybody else go past, until she realised he wasn’t coming. When she got to the
Great Hall, having walked there alone, he was already seated with the others, and there was
no seat saved for her.

She didn’t like the way they all spoke as if she wasn’t there. It was as if no one noticed her
absence. She didn’t want to sit down, because she was certain that her face would betray her
feelings. Her gaze drifted to the Gryffindor Table, spying Potter and Granger and Weasley, all
deep in conversation. They were probably talking about her.

With that bitter thought, she steeled herself. She smoothed her hair, tilted her chin, looked
down her nose ever so slightly, and stalked over to her table.

“Good morning,” she said, with a false smile. Blaise stared up at her, though both Pansy and
Draco remained pointedly engaged in their own conversation about the latest Weird Sisters
album. “How are we all today?”

After a moment of intense and pointed staring, Vincent got the point and shifted away from
Millicent so that Aurora could slip in between them. No one answered her question, and she
pursed her lips as she reached for some toast. “I’ll take that as, not brilliantly?”

Lucille scoffed loudly. “That would be an understatement, I think.”

The silence was painful. Aurora bit into her toast and watched as everyone tried to
manoeuvre around the awkwardness. It seemed everyone was unhappy with her today, but
she didn’t want to apologise for anything now, in the Great Hall, in front of everyone. She
was sorry, but she didn’t want to have to address it.

They did eventually return to conversation, but no one went to any particular effort to include
Aurora except Millicent, who rambled about the Wimbourne Wasps’ new Keeper and
generally didn’t ask for Aurora’s input. It was better than complete silent treatment, though.

When they got to Potions, she was in a bitter mood, made worse by Weasley sneering that all
her friends had finally gotten rid of her, and Neville wringing his hands because he thought a
fight was going to break out every five seconds. Her attempt at the day’s work was ghastly
and Neville’s even worse, resulting in both of them earning detentions to scrub out cauldrons
the next again evening.

“Aurora,” he asked tentatively at the end of class, as everyone was filing out, “is everything
alright?”

“What do you think?” she snapped, and made to storm away. Potter got in her path at the
back of the room. “Oh, what do you want?”

He glared at her. “Wood’s appealing the Quidditch result. Just so you know.”



“Oh, dear.” She tried not to laugh, afraid it might turn into a scream of frustration. She did
not have the patience for Potter today. “Whatever will I do with all the evidence on my side?”

“You know it wasn’t a fair result, Black. Admit it.”

“Are you just saying this because it’s me, and I’m a Slytherin, or do you actually believe that
this wasn’t fair? I outflew you and I outlasted you, And might I remind you, since you seem
so intent on ignorance, that I prevented you from breaking your neck. The least you can do is
show a little gratitude, though I suppose I can’t expect so much of you.”

“I would have won if those Dementors weren’t there,” he said, but it had lost some of its
venom.

“Not necessarily.”

“We were that high up, no one even knows if you did catch the Snitch.”

“They have flesh memories, Potter, please at least do your research before you bother me
with these things.”

He pursed his lips and Aurora raised her eyebrows in question. “Look, I know you did, sort
of... Stop me falling... As badly...”

“I saved your neck, Potter.”

“Well, you didn’t — I still could’ve won. So thanks, but no thanks.”

She stared at him. “Are you joking, Potter? You’re really this petty?”

Weasley muttered, “Look who’s talking,” and Aurora shot him a fierce glare.

Then, she straightened and met Potter’s eyes, ware of Finnigan and Thomas gathered near her
too. “If that’s all Potter, and if you don’t have any more gratitude to give, then I’m afraid I
must be off. I have very little interest in entertaining you today.”

“Doesn’t look like you have much else to do.” Aurora followed his gaze to the corner of the
classroom where Draco and the rest of her friends usually sat, and saw that they had already
left. Her stomach twisted. “What? Are your friends embarrassed that you fainted? That
you’re not as tough as you think?”

“More likely none of us can bear to be in the same room as you for longer than is strictly
necessary.” She smiled fakely, trying to pretend that she wasn’t rattled. “Now, if you’ll
forgive me, Potter... I do have a class to get to.”

She made to side-step him, but Weasley was suddenly in the way. To her right stood Seamus
Finnigan and Dean Thomas, watching the conversation unfold, and on her left, Neville was
being absolutely useless. She glanced over her shoulder to where Professor Snape was also
watching, and doing nothing. But there was a strange sort of curiosity, if one could call it that.
He was almost analysing, like he was waiting for something. Like he recognised something.
Still, that unsettled her, too. She was surrounded by Gryffindors and suddenly something



uncomfortable coiled in her gut. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, as though in
warning.

Her voice came out taut. “I would appreciate if you would get out of my way, Weasley.”

“Or what, Black? What are you going to do if I don’t?”

“Well, what are you going to do?” She tried to keep her cool but it was hard when faced with
so many people who clearly meant her ill will. “You’ll have to move out of my way at some
point, and I’m sure there is another class due in here. It would make life easier for all of us if
you would simply move, instead of standing there like a prat.”

“Say that again,” Potter said.

“You don’t scare me, Potter,” she drawled, but she caught a glimpse of his wand. They
wouldn’t dare do anything in front of Professor Snape but that didn’t mean they didn’t want
to. “Wind your neck in. Before you break it. I sure as hell won’t catch you.”

“Oi,” Finnigan started, eyes flashing, “leave off Harry. It’s your fault those Dementors were
there in the first place, isn’t it?”

She felt sick to her stomach. There was no one else here to defend her, to give her some
comfort. Neville was fucking quivering, for Merlin’s sake. She looked at him expectantly —
but he didn’t even dare stick up for her and that angered her more than anything. Pathetic, she
thought. Where was that supposed Gryffindor loyalty?

“You know,” she told them, nearly trembling, “you may all think yourselves as having the
moral high ground because you’re Gryffindors and I’m a Slytherin, but here I see it’s five to
one. You’re all cowards. Now, move, Weasley.”

But they seemed to be enjoying not moving. Just standing there, waiting for her to react, to
lash out. She could not give them the satisfaction. Her pride wouldn’t let them see that they
were bothering her, that this sudden and new isolation was making her head cloud.

“You’ve some nerve,” Potter said. “At least my family weren’t in with Voldemort.”

The name gave her a start. No one said the Dark Lord’s name. She felt like she’d been doused
in cold water. Neville was shrinking back, all she could see was Potter and her rage that he
would dare involve her family, and she was about to lunge forward into the closing darkness,
seeing the look on his face that said he would do the same—

“Mr Potter.” It was Snape’s voice. “Weasley, Finnigan, Thomas.” She could hear the disdain
in his voice. “Longbottom. Five Gryffindors on one Slytherin, whatever will McGonagall
say?”

“Sir,” Weasley said immediately, “Black started it.”

“I started nothing—”



“You must think me blind, Weasley,” Snape drawled. “Each of you will have five points
taken from Gryffindor.”

“That’s completely—”

“For disturbing the peace of my classroom.” Aurora could hardly dare believe it. Why the
fuck was Snape getting involved? His beady eyes were focused directly on Potter with utter
loathing. “Now, move along. Your Head of House will be no more lenient than I. Black.”

Aurora jumped to attention. He didn’t meet her eyes, still glaring at Potter with a severe
hatred she didn’t understand the root of. “Yes, professor?”

“Stay behind. I must speak with you. Professor Binns will not note your lateness. You five.
Get out of my sight.”

And so the lions scurried like rats. Aurora was left breathless, but standing with Snape
disconcerted her even more.

“Close the door,” he told her, and she did so with unease coiled tight in her gut.

Then she turned to him, trying to remain a look of polite neutrality.

“Your performance in today’s class was abysmal,” he said, which was a lovely start.

“I am aware it wasn’t my usual standard, Professor. I will do better.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Will you? I am not so sure.” She rapped her foot in annoyance.
“Thought it pains me to admit, Black, you are not so dunderheaded as most of my students.”

She bit out a sarcastic, “Thanks, Professor,” in response.

“Your Potions partner, however.” He pursed his lips. “Has now proven himself not only
magically inept but, as you pointed out yourself, moments ago, a coward.” She wished she
could have said he was wrong, but he wasn’t. Neville hadn’t even tried to stick up for her.
And he still called himself her friend. “I would advise that you change seats, Miss Black.”
She blinked in surprise. “I would hate to see your abilities squandered.”

This was getting stranger and stranger. Snape was almost complimenting her, for Snape.
“Right,” she said forcedly. “Who would you have me sit by?”

“Preferably a member of your own house. Though I would advise against Crabbe or Goyle,
or Oliphant for that matter.”

“I see.”

“Miss Black, I would also suggest you avoid Mr Potter.”

“I always do my best, sir.”

There was a strange glint in his eye, like he was almost amused — but not in a nice way.



“There are some in this school, Miss Black, who believe all members of Slytherin House to
be alike. And who believe all who do not align with their own views are inferior.” She
swallowed tightly. “Boys like Mr Potter do not change, nor do their heads deflate. When it
comes down to it, you see, they are cowards. They would save their own necks before anyone
else’s. I would not see a Slytherin brought down by the actions of a foolish Gryffindor.”

At that, we let out a breathy, nervous laugh. “We’ve never really gotten along, Professor.”

“I am aware.” He rolled his eyes and stared up at the ceiling. “But children can be cruel, Miss
Black, and life is rarely fair. Nor are some of my colleagues. I do not care for your antics or
those of Mr Potter, or whatever inane Quidditch rivalry has built between you.” She clenched
her fist. He knew damn well this was not merely a Quidditch rivalry — it was just a handy
disguise. “See to it that you and Mr Potter do not come to blows. Regardless,” he added, with
a tone of cold caution, “of who strikes first.”

“Right. Of course, Professor. I won’t. I am trying to stay out of his way.”

His eyes glinted. “Try harder, Black.”

She was still confused when she got to her History classroom, where Binns was already
lecturing. No one had saved her a seat and so she had to slip into one next to Leah
MacMillan, who didn’t look pleased at all. Her mind reeled and reeled all lesson.

She sat by Gwendolyn and Robin at lunch, still trying to digest what happened and deal with
the fact that Potter and Weasley were now both glaring at her worse than ever, as if she had
asked them to act the way they did — or asked Snape to intervene. She could at least ignore
them in Defense Against the Dark Arts, and be somewhat cheered up by the fact that Lupin
had given her an O on her most recent essay, which she had spent many hours perfecting.
Herbology was no more wretched than usual, but when the time came for her Care of
Magical Creatures class, she was at a loss.

They were to work in groups of three to care for a flobberworm — the most pathetic
creatures she had ever seen and at least ten steps down from hippogriffs — but Draco had
already teamed up with Blaise and Pansy, and none of them seemed particularly welcoming
when she looked in their direction. Not wanting to face the prospect of ending up alone, she
latched onto Millicent the second she could see her.

“You’re going to work with me,” she said quickly, and Millicent blinked.

“I was going to... With Vince and Greg...”

“Lucille looks like she has that covered.” Lucille was actually outright glaring at Aurora, and
regarded Vincent and Gregory with an air of disdain, but Aurora forced a smile onto her face.
“Come on, our flobberworm isn’t going to feed himself, is he?”

“No...” Millicent said, frowning. “But you’re being weird.”

“Everyone’s being weird, today, Millie.” Millicent just stared at her. “Look, there’s
Theodore!”



The one person she did want to talk to. At the sound of his name, he turned around. He
looked marginally less frosty than Pansy did and that was good enough for Aurora, who
beckoned him over. “You’ll make up our trio, won’t you?” she asked politely.

He stared at her, then glanced behind him, towards a very agitated Lucille. “I’m not really
sure...”

“I would like to apologise.” It was probably best to get it over and done with, even if she
could feel her cheeks flaming. She told herself it was so she could get a half decent Potions
partner for next week. “For the way I responded to you yesterday evening. I understand you
were only trying to be a friend, and I do appreciate it. I just don’t want to discuss the things
you wanted me to discuss and I hope that you can respect that.”

Millicent’s brow was creased deep in confusion, and Theodore’s face was rather blank.
“You’re... Apologise?”

“Yes,” she said, clippedly. “I am. I was unnecessarily rude to you and I apologise.”

“Oh.” Theodore blinked, and then laughed. “I wasn’t expecting that.” She looked at him
expectantly, not enjoying the uncertainty that crawled over her. “But it’s... Alright.” He
smiled but his face was still clouded by confusion. “Thanks. Shall we get to work then?”

When he and Millicent turned around, Aurora breathed a great sigh of relief. It was one less
thing to worry about. Now she just had to find Draco and Pansy alone, which would be more
difficult seeing as they both seemed intent on avoiding her. Still, she managed to catch
Hagrid’s eye, and he grinned at her, with a tentative thumbs up. Lips quirking, she mimicked
the motion, for a fleeting second, and went over to fetch a flobberworm from him.

“Feeling better?” he asked in his gruff voice, and she nodded.

“Somewhat, yes. In some regards.” She caught Weasley looking at her, and raised her
eyebrows. “Not so much in others. But I’m sure flobberworms will take my mind off things.”

Hagrid laughed weakly. “Sure they will. You get to yer group now, good lass.”

Aurora allowed herself a faint smile as she returned to Theodore and Millicent. And she
made sure it was especially bright when she flounced past Potter and Weasley, just to spite
them. It felt good.

She didn’t manage to get Draco or Pansy alone that evening to talk to them, but pretended
that she was not bothered. And her mood was improved by the fact that at least Theodore was
talking to her, and she could sit with him, Gwendolyn, and Robin at dinner.

Her best chance, she decided, was to try and talk to Draco at Quidditch practice on Saturday
morning. Normally they would walk to breakfast and then the pitch together, but Draco was
already in the Great Hall when she arrived, and he pointedly ignored her when she sat next to
him and attempted to make conversation. He left not three minutes after she got there, leaving
her frustrated.



Cassius sat down next to her in his place, Graham Montague on his other side.

“What’s all this I hear about Potter and some appeal?” he asked casually, taking a boiled egg.
“Flint’s doing his nut. We thought we had better find out what’s going on first.”

“It’s probably all talk,” she admitted, rolling her eyes. “The decision’s been made, and even if
there is an investigation, I know he didn’t touch the Snitch. The match is mine, he’s just a
sore loser.”

“But he told you he’s making an appeal to Hooch?”

“He told me that Oliver Wood is, but yes.” She took a sip of tea. “I doubt it will get
anywhere. Potter wants to make a point. He’s ashamed and angry — largely because he hates
me.”

Montague snorted. “And they call us sneaks.”

“Oh, I’m sure I was accused of summoning the Dementors myself at one point.” She tried to
sound casual about it, but she knew the insinuation had been deeper than that. It had
undoubtedly been about her father.

“Potter hasn’t been hassling you, has he?” Cassius asked, glancing to the Gryffindor Table,
which was empty except for Hermione Granger and Percy Weasley.

“No more than usual,” she told him, though it wasn’t quite accurate.

“You need us to sort him out?” Montague asked, and it took her a second to realise he was
being serious.

“Really?”

“You’re our Seeker.” He shrugged. “Slytherins look after their own, Black. Just say the word.
We could take that scrawny git in a fight, and his mate Weasley.”

She chuckled at the thought, knowing they probably could. “Thank you,” she said, rolling her
shoulders back. “But I can handle a couple of Gryffindors fine well on my own.”

Montague laughed and, seemingly assured that he didn’t have to fight any third years today,
started shovelling down his breakfast. The three of them wound up walking to the pitch
together and Aurora had to admit that having them all but offer to take on Potter and Weasley
in her defense was rather nice, if unnecessary.

The sight of them seemed to sour Draco’s mood, though. When Flint made them fly against
each other, things got worse.

“You know,” Aurora tried to shout over the wind, as they both did laps around the pitch, “I
didn’t mean to fight with you!” He went on pointedly as if he could not hear her. “Draco! I’m
talking to you, don’t ignore me!” Draco pushed ahead and she urged her broom to keep pace.
“For Merlin’s sake, what do you want me to say? That I’m not going to stay with family over



Christmas just because you don’t like it? That I’m going to change my opinion about my
father because yours taught you a messed up way of looking at things.”

Draco whipped around. “Don’t talk about my father, Aurora.”

“Then don’t talk about mine!”

His cheeks were red from the cold but his eyes were bright as he snapped, “Why are you
acting like this?”

“Like what, Draco?” she bit back.

“Like — I don’t know!”

“Well, that’s helpful!” She sped onwards, heart beating furiously.

“We all think you’re being ridiculous.”

“Who’s we?”

“Me. Pansy, Lucille, Daphne, Blaise. Vince and Greg.”

“Ah, so you do have a whole network talking about me behind my back. Is it a club now? Do
you have badges?” He rolled his eyes and dropped into a deep dive. She followed. “What?”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with you, Aurora.” She let out a shrill laugh. “You’re meant to
be my best friend.”

“I am, you’re just not acting like mine.”

“Oh, that’s rich! Who stole my place on the team?”

Her mouth fell agape. “I didn’t steal it, I filled in for you because you were too busy being a
wimp about your arm!” The words were harsh, she knew — but so were his. “I’m still
alternate and you were fully on board with it before I won the game!” It struck her. “Is that it?
You didn’t think I’d win and now that I have you’re jealous?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Aurora.”

“Well, then what is it? What is your problem?”

“You!” he shouted, wheeling his broom around. “Acting all high and mighty all of a sudden.
All righteous about the war! Reminding everyone how not like your father you are — how
not like our fathers you are. I hate to break it to you, Aurora, but he’s not the only one in your
family who was on that side of the war. And you’re not the only one who was affected by it!”

The truth sat uncomfortably in her stomach. She didn’t even have anything to say to that, or
anything she wanted to say — how could she even begin to address that? — and so she
pointed her broom upwards and soared towards the clouds. Her eyes smarted — from the
cold, she told herself, and the wind.



Flint didn’t look happy when she and Draco touched down with the rest of team at the end of
practice, but he didn’t call either of them out. He just ordered Aurora back to the castle for a
shower, like usual, and, laughing and chatting, all the boys went their own way to the
changing rooms. She struggled not to punch something on her way out of the stands.

But waiting there, quite placid, was that same black dog she had kept seeing. She glared at it
as she passed. Someone ought to deal with it, she thought venomously.

It barked after her but she didn’t turn around. She just kept going, until the sound faded.

Aurora spent most of the day in her bedroom, or else in the common room. She had plenty of
studying to do. Her grades had slipped in Charms and Transfiguration, and she needed to
ensure these next essays were perfect if she wanted to beat Granger out for top spot. But her
frustration didn’t help matters at all, and it was almost — but not quite — a relief when she
made it to detention at half past seven.

Snape did not acknowledge their brief conversation the day before, but sent her quietly to one
side of the classroom, where, she noted, the cauldrons were not quite as dirty. When Neville’s
face appeared in the doorway it was white and he was nearly shaking. It was enough to make
Aurora feel pity for his fear. She wanted to give him a reassuring smile, but halted. He had
not even done so much as that to defend her before Weasley and Potter.

“You can get to work on that side,” Snape told Neville, barely bothering to glance up from
his desk, where he now appeared to be marking essays. “No talking and no magic. Once you
are finished, you can leave.”

Aurora nodded at this and Neville did too. Scrubbing cauldrons was a bit of a mean
punishment and it wasn’t something anyone enjoyed doing, but it still wasn’t the worst. At
any rate, Aurora felt it was preferable to being in the common room in suffocating silence as
her friends all had their own conversations without her. Draco had barely looked at her during
dinner.

There were at least a dozen to go through, and by the time she finished, her arms were
aching. Quidditch practice tomorrow afternoon would be a nightmare if Flint made her do the
Beater or Chaser drills, and knowing her luck right now, she thought he would likely choose
the former. When she was done, Aurora glanced at Snape, who was still fixated on his work.
She coughed politely, shifting, and looked to Neville, who was partway through his final
cauldron.

“If you are finished, Miss Black, you may leave. See that your work improves.”

“Thank you, Professor.”

“Do not thank me, just get out of my classroom.”

She grimaced and held back an insult. “Yes, Professor.”

As she strode out of the classroom, Aurora caught Neville’s frantic look for her not to leave
him alone with him. Trying not to sigh, she shook her head, but motioned to the door. He was



almost done and she had nothing to return to the common room for; she stayed just outside in
the corridor for ten minutes before Neville emerged.

“He’s terrifying,” he said after the door closed behind them.

“Isn’t he just?” She forced a smile. “Listen, Neville, we need to discuss some things.”
Perhaps she should have spoken to him long ago. The matter still would not be easy to
address; but it was clear to her that, while in academia their partnership had once been
mutually beneficial, it was no longer. That didn’t make it any easier. She knew Neville was
not of a particularly strong temperament.

He had the audacity to appear oblivious, though, and confused, and that made everything so
much more difficult. Wincing, Aurora said, “Walk with me. I’ll see you get to Gryffindor
Tower in one piece.”

“I don’t even know the password,” he muttered. “Sir Cadogan keeps changing it and I keep
forgetting. Hermione Granger keeps having to let me in.”

Aurora bristled. “Well, I’m sure we’ll find our saviour Granger haunting the library
somewhere.”

Neville didn’t seem to get her lack of humour, and tried to tease, “As if you’re not in the
library even more than she is. I’ve hardly seen you at meals, are you there all the time?”

She didn’t want to respond, and had to bite back a less than kind reply. “Listen. Neville.”
They started up the narrow stone steps to the first floor. “I know you have a difficult time
standing up to people. I get it. But I really don’t appreciate you standing by as your
housemates — sorry, your friends — gang up on me.”

Neville went pale. “I really wanted to say something, Aurora, I did. It wasn’t fair at all, but
Ron and Harry, they’re my friends, and I don’t — don’t really have many of those.”

She tutted. “And am I not your friend also?”

“Well, yes of course you are! You’ve been brilliant! But I don’t want to get on the wrong side
of them.”

That brought a sneer to her lips. “But you would have no qualms over getting on the wrong
side of me, presumably?”

He stumbled over a step and stared at her. “Well — I wouldn’t — you know I like you,
Aurora. You’re my friend.”

“So you keep saying.”

All of a sudden, Neville looked very small. “You don’t understand. Everyone in Gryffindor
thinks I’m stupid. None of them appreciate me. I just... Want to be friends. And none of them
like you.”



“And so you would throw me to the lions.” She took in a shaky breath. “I see where we
stand, Neville. I have tried to help you. I don’t believe you stupid, but I do stand by what I
said yesterday, to Potter and Weasley. They are cowards and you are too.” He flinched. “I will
no longer sit by you in Potions, nor will I assist you.”

“But...” He floundered, And came to a stop. “Aurora, I need you! You know what I’m like,
you know I’ll fail if I’m on my own! You know Snape hates me!”

“I do,” she said as softly as she could. She couldn’t snap on him. If she did then he would go
straight to Potter and Weasley and — possibly worst of all — Granger and Gryffindor house
would only intensify its crusade against her. “Neville, sometimes you are your own worst
enemy. As is your fear. You are capable in Potions, you have proven that because I have been
there and given you that confidence. Yes, I have given you other help, but you are capable. I
don’t want you to rely on me — especially when it is apparent that I can no longer rely on
you.”

“But you’re my friend!”

“I wasn’t yesterday,” she snapped. “I’m never your friend when I need you, only when it is
the other way about!” He pursed his lips. “I am sorry, Neville. I don’t want to be on bad
terms with you, but I need to be on my own in Potions from now on. And I think you need it
too.”

“You always say you don’t need anyone to defend you,” he said, frowning as thought that
meant she couldn’t want someone to. “You said Ron and Harry don’t bother you.”

“They don’t,” she said, though it was becoming more and more of a lie. “You do.”

He went paler like he’d been slapped in the face. “I’m sorry, Aurora! B-but I don’t know how
to stand up to people!”

“Didn’t you get ten house points awarded for that in first year?” she asked coolly.

“But it’s... Harry’s my friend!”

“Well, you can sit with him in class, then.”

“But he’s... He’s not as helpful as you.”

“Helpful?” She whirled around, patience not dwindling so much as burning out of existence.
“I’m merely helpful?”

“Well - you’re my friend! I thought we help each other?” His eyes were wide and for a
fleeting moment, Aurora’s anger faded.

“Neville,” she said softly, “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head, stepping sharply away. “You know I’m no good at Potions.”



“I’ve told you enough times,” she snapped, “you can be good, you just have to stop being so
bloody wet about it.”

“Why are you being so mean?”

“Because you - I don’t know!” She shook her head, cheeks and eyes burning. This was going
further than she had wanted it to, and her words were getting harsher. She knew that, but she
didn’t know how to stop. Her anger had been building and building and now, she could feel it
boiling over. But Theodore’s words rang in her head. That she was being mean and rude and
unfair. She tried to cool down. “Look, Neville. We both got what we wanted. But if you’re
not my friend then I’m not just going to help you without having at least a little bit of your
loyalty.”

“I - I am loyal! I am your friend but I just... I don’t want to get into fights with other people.”

“I’m not asking you to. I’m just asking you not to turn your back on me when it suits you. If
you won’t act like a friend, I have nothing to gain from helping you. And frankly, if you
aren't grateful-”

“I am!”

“Then show it!”

“You know I’m not - not good at these things! Why’d you be nice to me all that time if you
didn’t - when I couldn’t stick up for myself! I thought we were always friends!”

“Oh, Merlin, Neville, I felt sorry for you!” As soon as she said it, Neville went pale and she
wish she could take it back. Those stupid words.

His face clouded. “Why - why’d you feel sorry for me?”

“You know why.”

“I - I don’t. Because of Malfoy?” Confusion creased his brow. Then, his eyes caught hers,
properly, and it was like something dawned. Recognition, almost. He turned away. “Malfoy’s
horrible, Aurora.”

“This isn’t about Draco,” she snapped, anger lashing through her.

“But he is! Don’t you know how he treats other people?”

“I don’t want to hear this.”

“It’s true! He’s mean, Aurora!” He seemed to shrink back, eyes widening in realisation. “You
know, you’re mean sometimes, too.”

She scoffed. “Everyone’s a bit mean sometimes, Neville. Ron Weasley’s a bit mean
sometimes. Harry bloody Potter’s a bit mean sometimes.” Aurora shook her head. She felt
like she was going to explode. Everything was all just becoming a bit too much. “Get away
from me, Neville.”



“Why are you being like this? Aurora, I don’t—”

“I said, get away!” she yelled sharply, and he gave a rather pathetic whimper, hurrying to the
other side of the corridor.

“I’m sorry—”

“Don’t,” she snapped, head pounding, already regretting her words and at the same time
feeling her anger just get worse. “So. You can talk back to me but not to Weasley and
Potter?” She scoffed. “Figures. Goodbye, Neville. I’m sure you’ll find me when you need to
apologise.”

She swept away before he could answer, heart hammering. Maybe she had been too harsh, in
the moment, in her fury. But it had felt so good to get her anger out somehow. And she’d
needed to. She’d really needed to. Even if she shouldn’t have. Neville hadn’t defend himself
properly. But he hadn’t defended her either.

Her lip wobbled a little uncertainly as she stalked through the corridors but by the time she’d
gotten to the door of the Slytherin common room she had schooled her features into cold,
slightly haughty neutrality and breezed inside like nothing had ever happened. What was she
doing with herself? She cast her eyes to the sofas before the fire where her friends lounged —
Theodore and Daphne reading one another’s tea leaves, Draco, Lucille, Blaise and Pansy
playing cards, Gregory and Millie and Vincent deep in conversation. She caught Theodore’s
eyes and felt her cheeks blaze as she hurried to her own room.

She lay down, staring at the lines of the ceiling, as much a mess as her head was. She told
herself she didn’t need Neville or anyone else. Told herself she was being stupid, foolish —
emotional. She wanted to hurl her bag at the wall but she held that feeling in, held it tight to
her chest.

“Don’t be weak,” she spat at herself. “Don’t cry. Don’t you dare.”



Ministry Messages

And so the days and weeks wore on. Monday morning, Aurora had managed to rope Gwen
into partnering with her for Potions, and Robin switched to work with Leah MacMillan, who
didn’t look happy about it. Neville pointedly ignored her, but she didn’t miss the glares from
Hermione Granger, and Potter and Weasley. At least none of them said anything to her. Still
she found herself wanting to scream at them from across the classroom.

Daphne, Millicent and Blaise were all rather frosty and she knew that she wouldn’t solve that
without fixing things with Draco and Pansy — she just didn’t know how. Lucille didn’t speak
to her at all, and seemed to enjoy the change in dynamics. She couldn’t shake her feeling that
it was her fault, but neither of them would listen. The words I’m sorry were too difficult to
say, but taking it in a roundabout way wasn’t working. It was all too frustrating. Aurora had
to pretend it didn’t bother her, but it was so dreadfully difficult. Gwen and Robin were still
fine company, but she missed her other friends something awful.

She didn’t know quite what she was supposed to do. She decided to study instead, hide up in
the library or else down in her dormitory room when Gwen and Robin were away. Everyone
else seemed to pick up on it. She was certain everyone was talking about her behind her back
— but then, she thought, maybe that was the issue? Was she just thinking too much, to the
point that she was pushing her friends away, like Theodore had suggested?

Forgetting about it was easier than dealing with it. Hogwarts without her friends was lonely,
but she found other ways to distract herself.

A day in mid-November, Aurora was continuing her work on the ring she had obtained from
her family’s vault last year. So far, all she had discerned was that it held some sort of memory
— possibly multiple memories — within the shadowed stone. It had the ghosts of the past
within it, likely of her ancestors, but she had little else to go on and the four silver snakes
offered no help.

“We didn’t help make it,” Julius said, gemstone eye twinkling. “So we don’t know and we
don’t care.”

“You are very helpful.”

Claudius hissed from around her neck. “We do not appreciate sarcasm, girl. Respect your
ancestors.”

She rolled her eyes. “I do, never fear. But this bothers me.”

“Everything bothers you,” muttered Lyra, silver key form wriggling slightly on the bed.
“Young people of your generation are so—”

There was a loud crack and Kreacher landed upon the bed, stifling Lyra’s next words. Aurora
shrieked in surprise and leapt up, stuffing the ring in her pocket.



“Kreacher!” she cried. “What are you doing?”

“Kreacher came, Mistress.” He panted, hitting his head, and Aurora hurried to stop him.

Her heart was in her throat. “What happened? What is wrong?” She had asked Kreacher to
give her regular reports on the Black estate, along with the upkeep of the houses, but he was
due at the end of the month, not now, and he hadn’t given her so much as a warning.

“A message arrived in the family home,” He croaked. “It is addressed to the Lady of the
House. It is from the Ministry.”

The warmth drained from her face. Kreacher held out the thick envelope, his fingers
trembling. “This is not one message,” she said slowly, meeting his eyes. “Kreacher, what is
this?”

“Ministry has been poking their noses in,” he snarled. “Mistress always said the Ministry
didn’t know when to keep their noses out! But they’ve been sniffing about. Kreacher does not
wants to worry Mistress, Kreacher spoke to Mistress Walburga’s painting, but Kreacher —
Kreacher knows he musts shows Mistress Aurora!”

With great trepidation, Aurora took the heavy envelope from Kreacher and sank down onto
the edge of her bed. There was a low squealing sound and she grimaced. “Kreacher, could
you shuffle over for me? You’re sitting on an artefact.”

He leapt off the bed as though it were hot coals. “Kreacher did not realise!” he gasped,
bowing lowly. “Please, forgive, Mistress—”

“You’re forgiven,” Aurora told him, waving a hand. “Lyra’s fine.”

“An artefact?” Lyra cried, rather indignant for a fake snake. “Is that all I am! I am precious! I
am the key to this family!”

“I know, Lyra, but that is rather a mouthful.”

The snake shut up. Claudius hissed, as though amused. Aurora broke the seal on the back of
the envelope and a whole bundle of letters floated out. She bent to snatch them all back up,
glimpsing dates and numbers and signatures.

“Explain this to me, Kreacher,” she said as kindly as she could considering she was nearly
shaking.

“The Ministry...” Kreacher swallowed. “Ministry of Magic has been asking for informations
about Master Sirius — the blood traitor scum.”

She nodded, feeling cold. “Yes, I know who you mean.”

“Kreacher tells them Kreacher does not know and his Mistress doesn’t know, Kreacher
knows Mistress would never consort with the likes of him.” She nodded again with a lump in
her throat. “But they keeps asking. Says they needs to manage the House of Black if Lady
Black isn’t there.”



“They know perfectly well where I am,” she snapped. “It’s on all the records, are they truly
so inefficient?” That, she thought, or they simply wanted an excuse for an investigation. To
take over. As if. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Kreacher.”

“And there is letters from the goblins, Mistress.” That chilled her. “They says they’ve been
told to keep watch on the family vault, by the Ministry, because of the blood traitor but the
goblins are smart, they dislike the Ministry either, they wants your permission. They sends a
statement.” He pointed one long, crooked finger to a thick bundle of parchment. “This has all
the family accounts they says. Kreacher knows how to handle goblins but Kreacher knows
this is Mistress’ business, Kreacher hopes Mistress isn’t angry—”

“I’m not angry,” she said, clenching her fists. “Not at you anyway. These are all recent?”

Kreacher nodded. “The Gringotts letter came in last week, Mistress. The Ministry has sent
many since Kreacher last speaks to Mistress, Kreacher had thought he should wait, but they
is sending too much.”

“The Ministry is bothering the Noble House of Black?” Julius hissed.

“Yes.”

“Bah! The Noble House of Black does not bow to the Ministry. I say ignore them.”

“Duel the Minister,” Claudius suggested. “You must demonstrate power!”

“Unfortunately, I can’t do that,” she said, shaking her head. “Thank you for bringing this to
my attention, Kreacher. Would you mind staying while I read over the documents and
letters?”

“Kreacher will do anything to serve the House of Black,” he said, bowing low again.

“Good.” She picked up the statements and letters from Gringotts. “We’ll start with the
accounts. I should have done this ages ago, really...” She grimaced. “I’m not sure where to
start.”

“Kreacher has helped with the accounts for years, Mistress. Kreacher knows hows they
works. Mistress needs to read first.”

Thankfully, as Aurora made notes on the parchment from her drawer while reading, nothing
in the Gringotts statements seemed amiss. That was a relief — she had asked that they inform
her if anyone came inquiring, but that everything appeared intact was good. Technically her
father may have access to the Black family vault, as he was still a blood member of the
family even if he had been disowned, but it seemed his hatred for his family ran deep enough
that he wouldn’t even scrounge off them. Aside from that, Aurora had her own personal vault
which was, of course, all accounted for. Her father did also have his own vault, which she
could not access, but was displayed with the rest of the family finances. Nothing had gone in
or out in twelve years. The vault of Bellatrix Lestrange was also displayed — as she could
not access it, but it had to be accounted for somewhere.



The Ministry was trickier to deal with. They wanted permission to conduct an investigation
and search of all the family properties, which Aurora immediately wanted to deny on the
grounds that they had no evidence of her father’s presence there — indeed, all the evidence
pointed to him hiding away in the highlands, removed from civilisation. It seemed to her that
they did want to poke their noses in. While Aurora didn’t have an exact catalogue of all the
possessions and artefacts scattered around her family’s estates, she knew there were many
things the Ministry wouldn’t approve of, but she had no intentions of letting them remove
them. She knew that they would put up a fight though, and that denying permission might be
taken badly. Her letter had to be written carefully, so as to avoid coming off as hostile. Once
upon a time, her family would have held honorary seats within the Minister’s Council and on
the Wizengamot Legal Council, but those had been done away with decades ago when the
Ministry had decided to modernise for a bit, and then contentedly return to its state of
nonsense, so that all they had was their hereditary seat with the Legislating Assembly, though
it wasn’t often called. That did not mean she didn’t have power, though, she reminded herself
— she just had to find a different way of using it. The Black name meant something. She just
had to ensure that it still did for long enough until she was able to properly deal with things.

It took her and Kreacher quite some time to go over all the paperwork and letters, not least
because of the interjections from the four silver snakes in the room, who all believed the
Minister should be beheaded for forgetting the power of the House of Black. Aurora wasn’t
sure if they realised yet that this was the 1990s, and not the Middle Ages. She really could
not do anything to execute Cornelius Fudge.

“Whenever anything comes from the Ministry or Gringotts,” Aurora told Kreacher sternly,
once they had organised everything into piles to keep for reference and piles to be sent away,
“you bring it to me immediately. I will organise for the post to be delivered to me personally
rather than to Black Manor — it seems rather sly on the part of the Ministry, I must say. But I
would have expected you to ensure this communication with me regardless.”

Kreacher seemed to wilt and Aurora winced as he hit himself on the head. “Kreacher is most
sorry, Mistress. Kreacher never would seek to harm the House of Black, Kreacher knows he
is a disgrace—”

“You’re no disgrace, Kreacher,” she sighed. “There’s no need to punish yourself like that, it’s
done now. But just bear this in mind for the future. And have these—” she handed him the
pile of half a dozen letters, all bound and with the Black family seal on the back “—owled to
the correct addresses for me.”

“Kreacher will, Mistress,” he said, bowing low. “Thank you for your forgiveness, Mistress.”

He disappeared with a pop and Aurora lay back on her bed with a loud groan. Her head hurt
and she still had a stack of homework to do this evening. Plus, she realised when she checked
her watch, she was late for dinner.

Cursing, she scooped up the spare snakes and placed them back in their drawer, bound
together, along with the ring. Then, in the drawer below, she put away all the documents she
needed to keep with her, and locked the drawer. She would have to find a permanent charm
or hex to protect it, but for now a simple lock was suitable, as she doubted Gwendolyn would
go snooping about in her drawer. Then, Aurora tucked the necklace she was wearing into her



robes, flattened her hair down, checked her reflection in the mirror, and hurried out of her
room.

When she arrived in the Great Hall, most of the Slytherins were already seated, and she felt
her cheeks blaze as she searched for a seat. Draco had Pansy on one side, Goyle on the other,
and Blaise, Theodore and Lucille across from him. He glanced up when she entered but
didn’t make room, and it stung. They hadn’t made up properly, and hadn’t exactly spoken
much, but they still usually sat together. She usually sat with the others, too.

Aurora had to turn away, searching for another place, another familiar face. She caught Potter
watching her from the Gryffindor table and wanted to scream until she lost her voice.

But she could not. She took in a deep breath, and went down the aisle until she found
Gwendolyn sitting with Robin, Tracey Davis, and Clarissa Drought. The latter two appeared
surprised by her arrival, and Gwendolyn uncomfortable, but surprisingly enough it was Robin
who shifted over and made room for her. It spared her the embarrassment of asking and she
smiled gratefully at him as she sat down.

“Chicken pie tonight, is it?” she asked briskly, trying to smile. “Excellent.”

Davis and Drought stared as she ladled food onto her plate, but she did her best to look as
unhostile as possible. Shoulders relaxed, leaning back slightly, faint smile instead of resting
bitch face. And gradually, they just started talking. It was surprisingly easy to eat in this
company, so long as she didn’t look back along the table to where the others were all talking
and laughing, completely at ease in each other’s company — while she, in her own idiocy
and irritation and awful nature and stubborn pride, had been shut out. Had shut herself out,
maybe.

And by Merlin, did it feel shit.

-*

The atmosphere in the common room remained frosty at best. Aurora did not know how to
thaw it. She did her homework in the draughty corners of the library instead, not speaking to
anyone. It was lonely, certainly, but she was also certain that if she had to posture in the
common room, had to put on a front, had to deal with Pansy’s silent treatment, had to deal
with Blaise’s judgment and Lucille’s haughtiness and Draco’s steadfast anger, she would lose
her mind.

She was making her way back to the dungeons after finishing a long and arduous essay about
the origins of written letters in the Eastern Mediterranean, thinking bitterly over everything
that had happened in the past month. Somehow, her Slytherin victory had an unexpected peak
before a stupidly steep decline. She couldn’t bring herself to apologise to Draco, even though
she knew things wouldn’t fix themselves. Without fixing things with Draco, she could not
possibly fix things with Pansy. And, in truth, she was so, so tired of it all. She was sick to
death of everyone in this castle. She was sick most of all of Potter, who had taken her stupid
decision to help him as a personal insult. She should have left him to break his neck, she
thought bitterly, glaring at the stones below her. The Gryffindor team could all rot as far as
she was concerned — as could their housemates.



“Miss Black.”

McGonagall’s voice rang through the air after her and Aurora had to stifle a groan. Just who
she didn’t want to see — though in fairness, she didn’t really want to see anyone.

She turned, put on a polite mask, seeing the grey-hairedwitch hurrying along the corridor
after her. She looked agitated, and her lips were twisted in an unamused glower. “Yes,
Professor?”

“I’m glad I found you. We have been searching the castle.”

Her stomach plummeted. “Why? What happened?”

“Nothing — yet.” McGonagall winced, pinching the bridge of her nose. “You are needed in
the Headmaster’s office. The Ministry is here.”

Cold washed over her. “When you say the Ministry...”

“Minister Fudge, his senior Undersecretary, and the Head of the Department Of Magical Law
Enforcement.”

“And when you say I am needed...”

“Only for a word.”

“Has there been a development regarding Sirius Black?” she asked, cutting to the question,
since she sensed McGonagall didn’t want to.

“No. That is precisely why you are needed. Professor Dumbledore has attempted to shield
you from the investigation, but the Ministry has been in touch?”

“I replied,” she said tightly, “they have no right to bother me at school when they have no
evidence of my involvement in my father’s escape.”

“And you are correct,” McGonagall said, tight-lipped. “Nevertheless, they have descended.”
Like vultures, Aurora thought bitterly. Damn them. “Your head of house is already in the
office.”

That would only make it worse for her. “Will you remain, too, Professor?” she had to ask,
moving along the corridor with McGonagall. “Three representatives from the Ministry, three
from Hogwarts?”

There was a moment of silence, penetrated by the squealing of some first year girls around
the corner, before McGonagall said, “If that would be preferable for you, Miss Black.”

A faint smile touched her lips in reply. “Thank you, Professor.”

It was not long before they reached the gargoyle that guarded the entrance to Professor
Dumbledore’s office. Aurora had had few causes to be here in the past, none of them
particularly cheerful — she was not sure where this ranked. Definitely near the bottom.



McGonagall said, “Chocolate frog,” and the gargoyle moved aside, revealing winding stone
steps. Aurora could just imagine the Minister and his lackeys standing up there, great cats
laying in wait for their prey.

She forced herself up the stairs. She had nothing to hide, after all — but the mere imposition
was enough to unsettle her. She could not shake the feeling that something more might be
amiss.

Dumbledore’s office, though, was as she had last seen it. The man himself smiled at Aurora’s
entrance and held out a bowl of lemon drops to her, as if that would ease her. She declined
politely, surveying the room, and was surprised to see more than one familiar face. Of course,
she recognised Cornelius Fudge, but there beside him was a short, pink-clad woman she had
met at the Parkinsons’ gala during summer. She wrangled her brain, trying to think before she
caught the name — Umbridge, forename Dolores.

“Minister,” she said, with a polite but minimal incline of the head. “Senior Undersecretary.”
She glanced at the tall, greying woman beside them, trying to think, recollect a name.

“This is Madam Amelia Bones,” Dumbledore said helpfully, as though sending her
uncertainty.

“Naturally,” Aurora said, inclining her head again. “A relative of Susan Bones?” Madam
Bones nodded. “We’re in the same year, I thought I recognised the name. Headmaster, might
I lay my books and essay on your desk? I was just on my way back to the common room
from the library, but I didn’t want to keep the Minister waiting.”

This seemed to endear Madam Bones to her somewhat, though Umbridge’s eyes were beady
and suspicious, and Fudge seemed more agitated than anything else. “Of course, Aurora. An
interesting topic?”

“Ancient Runes,” she supplied, putting the books down with care, and steadying her bound
scroll of parchment on top. “The emergence of written letters in languages of the ancient
Eastern Mediterranean. It’s fascinating, but certainly challenging — though I suppose that is
Professor Babbling’s preferred method.”

Dumbledore’s eyes twinkled, and, assured slightly, she turned back to the waiting group
across the desk from her. She supposed she had better put her best foot forward. “How might
I assist, Minister?”

“Sit down, Black,” Snape said boredly, before anyone else could reply. Hiding a scowl,
Aurora looked to Dumbledore, and as the others all sat around the desk, so did she.
McGonagall conjured a chair too, and sat beside her.

“Professor Dumbledore was telling us of your academic record,” Bones said. “You are a
dedicated student?”

“Oh, yes,” she said. “I certainly do my best.”



“And a Slytherin?” Umbridge inquired. She had a slightly nasal, slightly simpering voice
which now she heard it, Aurora wasn’t sure how she could ever forget.

“That’s correct.” It was rather obvious — from her badge to that fact that Snape was her
Head of House — but she held her tongue. “Madam Undersecretary, I believe we have met
before, have we not?” Umbridge’s eyebrows rose. “The Parkinson family’s summer gala?”

“Ah.” Her smile was so obviously fake, but the reminder of Aurora’s connections did seem to
still some of the suspicion in her eyes. “Of course, I recall.”

“You are close to the Parkinsons?” Fudge asked, scrutinising.

“Their eldest daughter, Pansy, is a good friend of mine. As is,” she added, hoping he wouldn’t
be upset by her bringing his name into it, but knowing it would steady Fudge somewhat,
“Draco Malfoy. I believe you are familiar with his father. Lucius Malfoy.”

Fudge’s smile was strained. “Quite.”

“If we could get to the matter at hand,” Madam Bones cut in crisply, with a disapproving
smile. “Miss Black, the Ministry did not want to have to bother you at your place of
education. However, the situation surrounding Sirius Black is of major concern to the public,
and with little development, we must now enquiry of you whether you have any idea where
he may be.”

She said, clearly and honestly, “I do not.”

“You have no idea whatsoever?”

“Last I heard was Dufftown, and I read that in the Daily Prophet. I assure you, I am no more
informed than the rest of the public. My father and I have no ties to one another beside the
unfortunate coincidence of my birth.” She could have sworn Snape was amused by that.
McGonagall shot him a look.

“Even so,” said Fudge, leaning forward, “you understand, the Ministry cannot be seen to be
doing nothing.”

“I’m afraid I cannot help,” she reiterated. “I have no idea where my father is or where he has
gone.”

“The Ministry asked for permission to search the Black estate,” Bones put in. “You refused
that permission. Why?”

“There was no reasonable evidence,” she replied smoothly. “My father has not had access to
the family estates for years, and I would rather not have my childhood memories intruded
upon, especially when I cannot be physically present as a result of my education — which, as
you know, is a requirement for such inspections even when there is evidence to warrant it.
There are strong wards upon all our properties, my house elves are aware of the situation and
monitoring it, and none have reported anything amiss. Likewise, I am in contact with the



goblins at Gringotts, and not a knut has been removed from any of the vaults my father may
have access to.”

“You are certain of this?”

“Yes,” she said tightly, “I can get ahold of the documents from Gringotts if you require proof
— I have had no contact with him. I have offered him no assistance, nor has he sought any
shelter, or any money from the family coffers.”

Madam Bones pursed her lips. “If you are certain there is nothing that you know, Miss Black,
I cannot force out of you any information you do not possess. But I am sure you are aware of
the public mood.”

“I am,” Aurora said, recalling the article about her. “I am aware of what people think of me
because of my father, Madam Bones. I assure you, I have nothing but contempt for him and
his actions. I would not assist him even if he did ask.”

“And your other family members?” Fudge asked, and she turned slowly to him, frowning.
“You can think of no others in your family who may have extended their sympathies to
Black?”

The question jolted her. “There are very few of us left,” she said, hearing the strain in her
own voice and struggling to keep it under control. She felt like a wire, stretched too far, about
to snap. “None of us have any sympathy for him, Minister.”

“Your father was not the only one of your family involved with He-Who-Must-Not-Be-
Named.”

She tensed, feeling like all the breath had been knocked from her, and said stiffly, “I am
aware of that, Minister. However, if you are alluding to Bellatrix Lestrange, I trust that you
do not intend to let her escape Azkaban prison, too?”

His cheeks flushed but Aurora couldn’t take the words back. “Madam Lestrange was also not
the only other family member involved,” he reminded her. “Your father’s own brother,
Regulus Black, was said to have taken the Dark Mark.”

“I doubt even my father is capable of receiving assistance from a dead man,” she said flatly,
though her chest flared in irritation. Was this simply an excuse to tear at her family history?
To point out all that she tried to ignore?

“While Regulus Black has been presumed dead for a number of years,” Fudge went on,
“there was never a body discovered.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Minister, this is beginning to feel rather far-fetched.”

“If there is any possibility that Regulus Black is alive, having fled, it is highly likely that he
would lend your father assistance.”

“And how might he do that?” Aurora asked. Her voice came out snappish and she tried not to
wince. Umbridge gave her a curious look. “I repeat, none of the family’s funds or assets have



been accessed. And my uncle has been dead for almost fourteen years. While leaving the
service of the — of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.” Her words strained and she added, in a
cool breath, “I appreciate that you want to do all that you can, Minister. If I knew anything I
would tell you gladly but I do not. My family’s history will not solve this case.”

“Miss Black, you do not understand the seriousness of the situation.”

“You do not understand that I do not know my father’s whereabouts,” she replied, frustration
beginning to simmer over. “You do not understand that I do not wish to have every inch of
my family’s history scrutinised, when the history you are dredging up is from before I could
even talk.”

“There are stirrings, Miss Black,” said Madam Bones, ignoring the sharp looks she received
from Fudge and Umbridge. “Worrying whispers. We can not divulge the extent of these, but I
implore you... Anything you know...”

“I will tell you,” she said, voice clipped. It was time to impress upon them. “But I am afraid
that, at present, there is nothing to tell. I am Lady Black, head of my house and family.” She
let the weight of those words sink in, ignoring the way they seemed to unsettle Dumbledore
and McGonagall. She wasn’t above pulling rank, even if there wasn’t so much rank left to
pull. “I do not appreciate the way this is being handled, but I understand your urgency. There
is nothing more that I can say at this moment, though I wish I could help.”

In those words was the underlying: do not make this worse. Do not mess with the House of
Black.

And Fudge nodded. He swallowed, then stood. “If that is all then, Miss — Lady Black.” She
tried not to show her pleasure at the title. “The Ministry has much to attend to... Barty Crouch
and his leave—” He cut himself off, glanced to Umbridge — whose eyes were stilled fixed,
unsettling as beetles on her skin, on Aurora’s face — and then back again. “Well. Thank you
for your time. And you, Dumbledore. Snape. McGonagall.”

The latter two gave curt nods, scarily similar, while Dumbledore offered Fudge a jovial smile.
“Mind the step before the Floo,” he said merrily. “It has caused many the inadvertent stumble
over the years.”

“Yes, yes.” Fudge shot her one last nervous look, and then slipped into the Floo, calling for
the Ministry. Umbridge did the same, after a too-sweet smile thrown Aurora’s direction.

Only Madam Bones lingered. “I am sorry that we bothered you,” she said. “There is no
reason to believe your involvement — but you must know that the case is of great worry to
everyone—”

“Of course,” Aurora said as diplomatically as she could considering how her blood was
boiling. “I would hope you find Sirius Black soon.”

Bones’ smile was tight. “Quite. Good day to you all. We may be in touch.”

Then she too, stepped into the fire, and was gone.



Aurora turned to Dumbledore, no longer quite so bothered about hiding her anger. “Did you
know they were coming?” she asked sharply.

“I only received word half an hour beforehand. Had I had advance notice, I would have been
sure to give you time to get your head round things, Aurora.” His eyes twinkled. “I trust you
will forgive me if I do not refer to you as Lady Black.”

She rolled her eyes, ignoring Snape’s sneer. “Why did they think my family would help
him?”

“I believe Cornelius is trying to find any theory he can cling to at the moment,” Dumbledore
told her quietly. “He is not the only one.”

“I see.” It made sense. But other elements of their conversation had unsettled her too. The
mention of her uncle, Regulus Black... Stirrings and whispers. “Do you believe the Ministry
capable of catching him?”

Dumbledore’s eyes turned down. “I suppose,” he said slowly, “that, like all things, remains to
be seen.”

She nodded. “If that is all, and you do not plan to interrogate me too, then I would like to
return to my common room. I believe Marcus Flint has ordered a meeting of the Quidditch
Team ahead of Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff’s match tomorrow.”

“Very well,” Dumbledore told her. As she picked up her books and her essay, she could feel
his penetrating stare still on her. “Professor McGonagall will escort you.”

McGonagall’s face darkened at the prospect of embarking on a journey into the dungeons,
but she did not protest. Their walk down was silent, mainly, until they got past Moaning
Myrtle’s bathroom and McGonagall said, “Miss Black, I hope you understand that we all
only want to help you.”

She stared at her. “Help me how, exactly?”

“None of this can be easy for you,” she said, almost tentatively. “I have noticed your recent
isolation in my classes. Your grades have slipped only slightly, but I would not wish for
further disruption.” Aurora’s breath caught. She hadn’t noticed her grades being affected, but
if they had, then she knew she had to repair that damage as soon as possible. “I believe you
when you say that you do not know your father’s whereabouts. I do not believe you when
you act unaffected by this affair.” She stared at the ground. “Professor Snape is not the most
hospitable of teachers.” McGonagall sighed. “But my door is open to all my students. If you
have an enquiry about your work, or require a place to sit and study that is not the library,
then do see me.”

This felt absurd. She looked up at McGonagall. “Professor, I am completely fine.”

Her eyes glimmered. “If that is your belief.” They went down the stairs in silence. Aurora
reached the common room door and turned.



“Thank you, Professor. I can go from here.”

McGonagall’s nod was curt, and she soon swept back up the staircase, out of sight and out of
earshot as Aurora said the password to let herself in.

She had barely time to put her books down when Marcus Flint pounced on her.

“Where’ve you been, Black? I told you — we’re having a team meeting. You can’t just skive
off, this is an important meeting. You’re lucky we let a girl on this team, your homework
can’t be a distraction—”

“I was in Dumbledore’s office,” she snapped, glaring at Flint. Now she was back in her usual
surroundings, the leash on her anger had loosened. “If you must know. I wasn’t skiving off, I
was dealing with something, and I’m sure I can work out the scores for myself tomorrow
afternoon. Even if I am the only girl on this team.” It was only after the words had left her
that she realised the small crowd around them. Namely, the entire team plus half a dozen
seventh years, and Pansy and Blaise sticking their heads up at the top. She didn’t dare meet
Draco’s eyes. “Is there anything urgent I need to know?”

“Watch your tone, Black,” Flint said lowly.

“Or what, Flint?” She held his gaze. When he said nothing more, she turned. “I will be at the
stands with you all tomorrow. That I can promise. If you’ll forgive me, I have some things to
deal with.”

She didn’t look back over her shoulder.

She got halfway to her room when Pansy came to her side, scowling. “Yes?” Aurora asked
brittly, then remembered she had invoked Pansy’s family’s name and probably ought to be a
bit nicer. “Sorry.” She winced.

Pansy clicked her tongue. “Were you really with Professor Dumbledore?” Aurora nodded.
“Why?”

“Cornelius Fudge.” Her lip curled. “He has been demanding audience with me.”

“Because of your father?”

Obviously, she thought. “Yes. The Ministry is... understandably concerned, but I have assured
them I have had no contact with him.”

“Right.” Pansy raised her eyebrows. “Draco was worried when you didn’t show up for that
meeting. He thought Potter might have gotten to you, or something.”

“Well, clearly,” Aurora said, “he thought wrong.”

Pansy made a sound of annoyance. “Will you stop that!”

She turned sharply to her. “Stop what?”



“Getting all... Cold.” Aurora raised her eyebrows. “I’m trying to tell you Draco’s worried
about you.”

“Is he, now?”

“Obviously!” Pansy huffed. “Merlin, you are both being so — so stupid!”

“Excuse me?”

“You are!” Pansy’s cheeks were going pink. “Honestly, you’re both so stubborn. You’re
miserable, Draco’s miserable, and I’m miserable being stuck in the middle of you both being
miserable!”

Aurora felt heat rise to her cheeks. “You don’t seem very in the middle,” she muttered, and
Pansy tutted.

“Well, all my attempts to mediate have ended with you trying to insult me.” Her cheeks got
even hotter now. “I’m not getting into an argument, Aurora. It just needed to be said — you
both need to work this out. Draco knows this too. You’re my two best friends.” She pursed
her lips, and Aurora saw her eyes shining. Guilt washed over her. “Just sort it out, for all our
sakes.”

And then she turned on her heel and strode down the corridor, leaving Aurora to stare after
her, feeling worse than she already had.



Incoming

Ravenclaw flattened Hufflepuff in their Quidditch Cup match at the end of the month,
meaning Slytherin still had a pretty good chance of winning the cup — but the point
difference in Ravenclaw’s favour meant that Aurora’s team had been bumped down to
second.

“We can take Ravenclaw easy, though,” Flint said at dinner afterward, having gathered all the
time at one end of the table for a chat. “They’ve got a new Seeker - Cho Chang. She’s good,
but I reckon Malfoy or Black could beat her.”

Draco scowled at this, poking cooked carrots with his fork. “Cheer up,” Aurora told him as
encouragingly as she could. He just glowered in response and she sighed. Cassius caught her
eye and arched a quizzical brow but she just shook her head. “I know you can take Chang.”

“I know you know,” he said, but still didn’t seem to have much of an appetite.

They had... not quite reconciled, but were instead skirting around one another. Honestly,
Aurora was getting rather bored of it. Neither was being outwardly hostile to the other, but
things were stilted from the lack of communication — not that Aurora knew what she was
supposed to communicate anyway. At least Pansy was a bit easier to talk to now — but she
wasn’t Draco.

She had tried to keep out of Potter’s way, but it was difficult. He seemed determined to get in
her way, especially after the Gryffindor Team lost their Quidditch appeal, and she wasn’t
going to let him insult her without at least saying something back. Potter was now trying to
perfect the art of muttering under his breath when she was around. Whether he was
commenting on how she had gotten an A in Potions instead of an E, and therefore wasn’t ‘so
great after all’ or boldly claiming in Care of Magical Creatures that she had cheated, backed
up by Weasley saying she never would have beaten their golden boy otherwise, it soon got
old and it grated on her enormously. She would lash out in response - ‘embarrassing, really,
how obsessed with me you are’ and ‘don’t let that flobberworm get the better of you now, I
think I see the snitch’.

He found any excuse he could to glare at her across the classroom. Theodore agreed with
Aurora’s theory that he was embarrassed about what happened, and specifically that she had
been the one to stop him breaking his neck, and so was taking it out on her, but Aurora also
got the feeling that he’d just found an excuse to have a go at her, and was being egged on by
Weasley; Granger, for her part, sat to the side and fretted, but didn’t actually do anything of
note.

With the end of term coming up fast, Aurora put her efforts into schoolwork. Over the
holidays, she knew there were many things she had to do — meeting with Kreacher to run
their own inspection of the Black family properties, aided by Andromeda, as well as working
on facing Dementors with Dora. Some nights though, she kept having awful dreams. Despite
the Dementors’ distance from her, at the gates of the castle, the memory they had unlocked



from her ran over and over again in her nightmares. Sometimes it was accompanied by the
blurry movement of a woman whose face she could never recall in the mornings. But it was
one she felt she ought to know.

“What do we have here, little blood traitor?”

“Sirius, they’re going to kill her—”

“...wonder if we can see the mud in her blood...”

“Marlene, no—”

“Go, Sirius, you have to go, get Aurora out of here—”

“—I love you—”

Phantom pain would greet her when she woke, burning in her heart. She never liked the final
words from her father — they stuck in her head, made it hard to breathe, because she didn’t
understand how they could be true. She didn’t want to believe that they were, because that
gave her far too many questions.

She replayed her mother’s words in her head. They made her sick, and yet she couldn’t stop
herself thinking of it. She had had a family, a massive one, but one by one they all died, one
by one they all left her. Sometimes — a lot of the time — it was her father’s fault, and
sometimes she just blamed the world. She counted the names in her head. Walburga. Orion,
Regulus. Cygnus, Druella, Pollux, Irma. Melania. Arcturus. Lucretia, Ignatius.

Marlene McKinnon.

Then she counted the list of those still with her. Narcissa. Andromeda. Draco. Dora. It was
too short and too painful to think of.

And she couldn’t help but feel, too, that Draco was slipping away. And that it was her fault
for not knowing how to fix it.

One thing did cheer her up, if only a little. The promise of a Hogsmeade weekend at the end
of term, just before the Christmas holidays. This year, unlike last, she would be going home
to the Tonkses for Christmas and spending the two weeks there. While she didn’t expect it to
feel normal, and was despite herself a little bit nervous, she had to admit it would be nice to
have a Christmas with family. She hadn’t had one of those since she was eleven.

As such, she spent much of the week leading up to the end of term trying to decide on
presents to get her friends and the Tonkses. They had to be good, especially because Dora
had promised she would help Aurora learn how to deal with Dementors, and that was not
something to be taken lightly. She’d have to pick up all the gifts in Hogsmeade, and intended
to do a little bit of personal shopping too. The day before, she settled on a list of gifts to get,
and clutched it tightly as she made her way down into the village with Gwendolyn and
Theodore and Robin, who had been on and off bickering about the state of their dorm room
all morning.



“So, we’ll meet at the Three Broomsticks at three o’clock?” Aurora said, taking charge as
they all stood together. “That ought to give everyone time to buy gifts.”

They all nodded and split up. Theodore headed first to Honeydukes, Gwen and Robin in the
direction of the lane of bookshops that hung off from the Main Street. Aurora grinned and
headed towards Dervish and Banged. Her list to buy for wasn’t too long. She wasn’t really on
good terms with Draco but still wanted to get him a present, as was tradition, and decided she
ought to pick up something for Gwen, Pansy, Theodore and Robin too.

Dora was relatively easy to buy for. In addition to the abundance of chocolate she intended to
get her at Honeydukes, she picked up some easy-attach patches for her favourite denim jacket
— a couple Holyhead Harpies ones, a couple Weird Sisters ones, and one, regrettably, with a
badger on it, just because she know Dora and Ted would get a laugh out of the idea of Aurora
having to buy that — and a funny sort of device which played rock music if she turned the
dial one way, and a strange, precarious mix of either swing or country if she turned it the
other. Buying for Ted was considerably more difficult, and she thought she might have more
luck picking out a scarf or hat at the clothing shop next door, though she did get him a sleek
diary which could be folded small enough to fit in the smallest of pockets, as over the
summer he was constantly complaining about setting notes down on tables or the tops of
drawers and forgetting where he had put them.

Draco gave her trouble too, simply because she didn’t even know if they were giving each
other Christmas presents that year. They were frosty at best, and prone to snapping at one
another over tiny things. Neither had apologised and after her first attempt had gone so badly,
Aurora didn’t want to be the one to try again. But custom did dictate that they got each other
something. The soft leather Seeker gloves she got him would either go down really badly if
he thought she was making a jab, or really well if he thought — correctly — that she was
trying to remind him of her faith in his abilities.

Next was the clothing store, where she bought a matching hat and scarf set for Ted — light
yellow and pale, soft grey — and a pretty set of silver drop earrings for Andromeda. She also
eyed, for her own interests, a really lovely, deep red velvet cloak — but perhaps she could
save that for the trip after Christmas.

For Gwendolyn and Theodore she went into a stationery and book shop, knowing the latter
would appreciate a book as a safe option. Gwen was a bit trickier, but Aurora eventually
settled on getting her a nice journal with a snake-skin cover, and then a book about
Divination for Theodore.

The shopkeeper looked wary of Aurora as she approached and didn’t seem to believe she had
the correct money for everything as she paid. He gave her a grudging smile and then
frowned. “Don’t I recognise you?”

“No,” she said sharply, gathering Gwen’s gift into her bag and holding out her hand for her
change. “Don’t think so.”

He didn’t look convinced as he handed over the seven sickles’ change, and he kept watching
as she left the shop, quickly making her way through the Honeydukes store, setting aside
sugar quills for Gwen, liquorice wands for Pansy and Theodore, chocolate frogs for Draco



and Robin, and then a host of fancier chocolates and toffees for the Tonkses. She was torn
between what else to get for Robin, if she should even get him anything, and was about to
head towards Zonko’s when something ran in front of her path.

That great black dog. She frowned and pushed her bags further back on her arm, bending
down to pat his head. “You’re still here, boy?” she asked, and the dog licked her hand in
response. Gross. She pulled out a handkerchief to wipe her hand, but the dog barked loudly
and wagged its tail. “What do you want? I haven’t got any food for you.”

The dog’s eyes looked wide and pleading. It raised a paw as if in greeting, then turned and
seemed to point along a narrow street that led to the edge of the village and the forest.
“What?” Aurora peered along the dark street, and a feeling of great foreboding swept over
her. “What is it?”

The dog barked again, and tried walking away, but stopped when she didn’t follow.
Confused, Aurora watched it trot back to her. “Hey,” she said quietly, scratching its neck,
“What’s wrong, boy?”

It leapt forward and tore a Honeydukes bag from her arm, running back down the little steet.

“Hey!”

Aurora leapt up furiously and ran after the dog. This was why she preferred cats - dogs were
mad, and crazy, and stole her Christmas presents. Bloody horrible things. So undignified.

“Come back here, boy! Come back!” She whistled, but that did her no good, and she had to
keep running after the stupid thing into the forest before it finally stopped in a small clearing.
Covered in a snowfall that seemed to stifle all sound, it felt quite isolated from the village. It
occurred to Aurora then that there was no one else around, and she was quite alone with a
feral dog. It was not one of her best moves.

In fact, it was positively stupid, and she would have kicked herself if she hadn’t been
preoccupied trying to get her shopping bags back.

“Here, boy,” she said as commandingly as she could given her rising fear. “Give that back to
me now, you’ve had your fun. There’s nothing in that for you.” The dog just seemed to grin
and wag its tail. “Drop it.” Almost mockingly, then dog did so, and then took a few steps
back, watching her with wide pale eyes. Eyes that, for a fleeting moment, she recognised. Her
heart pounded. Those eyes were just like her grandmother’s eyes. Aurora edged forward
nervously to take the bag back. She felt suddenly sick. She had to get out of there. Blood
rushed in her ears.

“Good dog,” she said in a shrill voice as she closed her hand around the strap of the bag.
“Don’t do that again.”

She had taken two steps back when there was a loud growl and all of a sudden, a pop, and
there was not a dog before her but a ragged-looking man with long, matted black hair and
mad grey eyes that were boring straight at her. She let out a cry of shock and dropped her



bags, hurrying back. Her heart leapt into her throat — she could hardly think for the ice cold,
numbing fury that spread through her at the sight of his face. The face she hated to know.

“You.”



As the Devil Speaks

"Aurora," the man said in a croak. That was him. That was her father. Her hand went to her
wand and she raised it immediately, pointing it straight at his eyes.

"Don't you take another step," she snarled. She tried so hard to be menacing, but her fingers
were trembling around the handle. She felt an awful lot like she was going to faint again,
from sheer shock and terror. That was her father standing right in front of her. That was the
first time she'd seen him in twelve years. No. No, that wasn't true. He - he had been right
where that dog was. He was that dog. An Animagus. What.

She didn't know what she was thinking, holding a wand to him instead of running, Christmas
presents be damned. She'd run back to the village and raise the alarm, tell them what
happened, no one would blame her for a couple of lost Christmas presents.

But she wanted to stay. She wanted to stay for the anger that blazed stronger than any fear.

"Aurora," he repeated again, holding his hands up. "I'm not going to hurt you."

She let out a shrill, hysterical laugh. "Like I believe that! You make one wrong move and I'll
make you wish you'd never left Azkaban."

"Look at you," he said with a madness in his eyes. "All grown up and threatening your dad."
His voice fell to a whisper. "My little girl."

"I am not your little girl," she snapped. She told herself to do something, but she couldn't.
This was the man who ruined her family, who let his younger brother die, who caused his
parents so much grief, who turned his back on both his biological family and his chosen one,
who led her mother to her death and... And she didn't even know what he was going to do to
her. She'd imagined this moment before but now that it was here, she couldn't think of a
single jinx or hex or curse, all coherent thought eaten up by fear and hatred. She felt her wand
slipping between her shaky fingers. "I've nothing to do with you."

A twisted smile came over his lips. It was a horrid thing. "I said the same thing to my parents,
once."

"I am not a blood traitor," she spat out, and he almost seemed to flinch. "I am nothing like
you."

He raised his eyebrows, laughing. Her grip on her wand tightened but she seemed at a loss
for what to say. "Aren't you?" He took another step forward and she took one back. "You look
like Marlene."

Her heart seemed to plummet. "Is that right?" she asked shrilly, hot tears crowding her eyes.
Stupid, she told herself. Hex him and run, spare the argument. But she wanted a fight. She
wanted to yell herself hoarse at him. "Going to kill me too, then?"



Something like pain flashed through his eyes. "Aurora, I'm sorry—”

"Don't come near!" she shrieked, as he pressed forward. She ran through spells but she was
too slow and she didn't know what to do. Her movements were sloppy, as her father caught
her wrist.

"Keep your voice down," he said, and she immediately tried to scream. He clamped a hand
over her mouth to muffle the sound. "Aurora, Aurora, please. I can explain everything."

"Murderer," she said, biting down on his palm.

He hissed and moved back, but her wand had already slipped from her hand. "Merlin, you
don't give up, do you?"

"You're a murderer," she panted. She swung around wildly, clipping him across the cheek and
he stumbled back. A burst of vindication went though her when she saw the red mark welling
on his pale skin. “You — you — you killed her! You killed a dozen people!"

"I know," he said quietly, trying to take her wrist again. "Aurora, I know, but please listen, it
isn't what you think."

"You just confessed!" She struggled against him, kicking against his shins.

"It wasn't like that!"

"You would say that!" Aurora shoved him off her, aiming a swift kick to the ankle. She
scrambled on the ground for her wand, but he got there first, eyes meeting hers. His hand was
clasped firmly on her wand.

"Aurora, it's my fault Marlene was killed. But I didn't — I would never have wanted that."

"So what? Your Death Eater buddies got out of hand?"

"No," he said, and there was desperation in his voice. "No. I wasn't a Death Eater, I was in
the order. I was — I was loyal, Aurora! And I loved you and your mother!"

"Of course you'd say that," she spat, trying to wrestle his hand off her wand. For someone
who had spent twelve years in Azkaban, he was surprisingly strong.

"I did. Aurora, I — I am so, so sorry."

"It's a bit late for any of that! I don't care!" His words to her mother rang in her ears: I love
you.

"Please hear me out."

She shook her head. She didn't understand. He couldn't just appear twelve years after he
murdered thirteen people and caused her mother's death and tell her she was wrong and
expect her to listen. And yet, she didn't know how to walk away from this. She wanted to spit
her fury at him all day long. "You..." Her skin prickled with discomfort. This felt so wrong.



"If you're sorry, then why are you here? If you were hoping for a reconciliation, the family
you turned your back on is dead already. If you're so sorry, why not leave me in peace and rot
in Azkaban like you're meant to?"

She could tell that hurt him, and though part of her was glad to see that feeling hit his face
like a slap, part of her wondered why those words could hurt so much. He didn't care about
her. He'd proven that twelve years ago. He'd killed her mother and their best friends and he'd
gone to Azkaban and if he was so sorry, if he gave a shit about her, he had never once proven
that in her life.

"I have to protect you."

She let out a derisive laugh. "Protect me? You? You're a murderer and a blood traitor and I've
survived twelve years without you, so I think I'm pretty capable of protecting myself!"

"What do you know of Peter Pettigrew?" he asked and her blood went cold.

"What?" Her mind reeled. "You killed him! You killed him like you killed my mother!"

The thought renewed her anger and shocked her out of her numbness. Aurora lunged
forward, fists clenched and swinging for his chest.

"I didn't," he said desperately, hurrying backwards. "I thought I did, but I didn't."

"You're insane," she hissed, and his other hand took her wrist as she tried to catch him across
the jaw.

"You're probably right." His voice was oddly heavy and his eyes held a twisted gleam. "But I
promise I'm not going to hurt you. Aurora, can you trust me enough to believe that?"

She shook her head. "No!" She struggled to keep her breathing even, but she felt like she was
going to be sick. "I should leave right now and tell McGonagall."

"I wouldn't blame you if you did," he replied, fingers tensing around her wand. "It's a natural
reaction. But you haven't run away yet."

"I don't run away," she whispered back, fury rising.

"And I'm glad to hear it."

"I'll kill you myself."

A smile twisted his lips. "Ah, yes. I'm sure my dear old mother would love to look down and
see that. Child turned on parent once again."

"You turned on my family long before I was born," she spat, nails scrabbling at the back of
his wrist. She drew a spot of blood and felt a malicious thrill go through her at the sight.
"And you're no more a parent to me than a stranger." Fury wrenched from her. "You're a
blood traitor and you killed my mother! You’re the worst of both!”



"Aurora, I—"

"Give me my wand!" She shoved him as hard as he could and alarm flashed across his
features. "Give it to me now, or Merlin help me, I will find some other way to kill you!"

"Aurora, please listen to me!"

Aurora lunged forward, grasping for her wand. "You—"

"Aurora, I didn't kill Marlene! I didn't kill those twelve Muggles or Peter and I have no
intention of doing you any harm!"

"Then give me my wand back!" When he didn't, she spat, "You liar."

"Aurora, please,” his eyes seemed to swell, “I didn't kill her. It was the Death Eaters, I never
intended — we were coming to save you!"

Those last words burst from him and Aurora paused, for a moment, and the new and strange
wrench in her thoughts. Then her father got to his feet and she stumbled back, heart leaping
into her throat. "Stay away!" she shrieked again, heart pounding. "You're a liar!"

"I'm not. I know you don't believe me, I know you've no reason to believe me—"

"Damn right I've no reason to believe you!"

"They took you!" His voice cut through the heavy air in something horrible like a sob. "They
stole you to get to us. We had to save you, and they — they killed Marlene." His voice broke
and Aurora went cold. "I was framed," he said, "Lily and James made me Secret Keeper, the
Death Eaters needed information so they took you, but I never gave it to them. I got you
back. We..." His shoulders slumped and his breathing became ragged as he stared straight
into her eyes with that piercing gaze all her family possessed. "Aurora, you have every right
to be upset. But please... You need to know the truth."

The truth. How on Earth was she supposed to know the truth? No one had ever told her the
whole truth, she reckoned — and she certainly didn't trust her father to give her it. He was
lying. She was sure of it. He was lying to her because he was a traitor, plain and simple —
traitor to his blood, traitor to his house, traitor to his cause and even to his wife and his best
friends. He had lied to them all.

Everything was his fault. Everything that was wrong in her life was, to her, in that moment,
his fault. She made to lash out again. "You're a liar! You're a fucking liar!"

"Aurora." His eyes shone. "Aurora, please, listen—"

"No!" She swung for him, and he darted just out of the way.

"I know you're angry, but I swear, I'm not going to hurt you! Everything you've been told, it's
all wrong, I loved your mother! I love you!"



"You don't know me!" she shouted, the sound ripping from her throat. "How can you possibly
love me if you don't know me?"

"You're my daughter."

"I am nothing to you!" Her hands reached for his shoulders, to push him back. But he did
nothing. He stood there, wide-eyed, pleading. "You don't know me! And I don't want to know
you! You turned on our family! You broke my grandmother's heart." He said nothing. That
enraged her further. She pushed forward. "Well? What do you have to say for yourself?"

"Aurora, you don't understand."

"No! No, I don't understand! Why are you here?" She shoved his shoulders. "Why did you
turn your back on the family, why did you turn traitor?" She pushed him down, so angry she
might have been on fire. "Why won't you fight back, you fucking coward?"

"I don't want to fight you, Aurora," he whispered. He scrambled to sit up, but snow dusted his
dark hair. "I'm not here to hurt you, I'm not here to hurt anyone but Peter Pettigrew—"

"Peter Pettigrew is dead!"

"No!" He caught her wrist. "Aurora, he's not. He should be, the little rat, but he's not. You're
in danger."

"Says the murderer!" She made a dive towards his hand where her wand was still clasped. He
dropped it into the snow.

"Take it," he told her breathlessly. “Take it. As proof I don't want to use it against you."

It was a trap. Had to be a trap. She trembled in the snow. "Why are you here?" she asked
lowly, almost spitting the words. "If you don't want to hurt me, then why are you here? For
Potter?"

"No," he said quickly. "No, it's.. You have to listen."

"I don't want to listen to you," she said, chest shaking. "You... You're mad."

She reached out to take her wand and he didn't stop her. Then, still shaking, still terrified, still
furious, she got to her feet properly and aimed her wand directly at her father's chest. He sat,
slightly slumped on the ground.

"If you want me to listen," she told him in a venomous voice, "then stay there and don't you
dare come near me again."

Her father obliged with a slow and deliberate nod. It did little to ease the knot nerves in her
chest. "Right. I don't trust you."

Blood traitor, death eater, treacherous scum, failure, murderer.



"You make one wrong move and I will bind you, stun you, and take you to the Dementors
myself, do you understand?" Her father didn't seem to take her threats seriously at all, which
only further infuriated her. She prodded her wand forwards, pushing it against the bob of his
throat. "I said, do you understand?"

"Perfectly, Aurora." His voice came out strangled.

"Very well." She narrowed her eyes and did not lower her wand. "Explain."

Aurora's father seemed to be taking his time to think before he replied. Everything about this
meeting disconcerted her, and yet... She couldn't bring herself to run. She replayed the names
of her dead. They were the last Blacks standing. And she had never known everything. She
remembered her childhood, how conversations would end with a snap if she brought him up,
the scoldings she got from her grandmother if she spoke his name. She remembered how
Arcturus told her, "We don't talk about him," and how Lucretia said, "That is not for polite
conversation," and how she had stood in his old room at her old house and wondered how he
had once lived there. She remembered being a child hungry for answers to satiate her
confusion.

But she told herself she knew who he was. A madman, a blood traitor and a death eater and a
fool. He wasn't important and he didn't care for her and she shouldn't care for him either; that
was what she had always been taught. And yet.

He still looked like a madman, but she knew what caring looked like. His eyes were the same
as her grandmother's and while her grandmother had been many things, she had cared. His
eyes were the same as the eyes of her childhood, and all of a sudden she felt like a child,
desperate only to know. But she couldn't trust him. There was no way.

"I can't deny I was to blame for Marlene's death," her father said slowly, pain in his eyes.
"But it was never my intention. I was never in league with Voldemort."

She flinched at the name, fumbling for her wand. "Don't say it!" she hissed at her father, who
grinned.

"I didn't think you'd be so scared of a name."

"Well, you don't know me, so I don't know how you could come to any conclusions about
what I would and wouldn't be scared of." Her mind went back to that Boggart and she
shivered, but even standing here she didn't feel quite so frightened. There was something in
her father's eyes that hadn't been in that Boggart - kindness. That sort of scared her too. She
couldn't tell what was real and what wasn't, because it looked genuine but it couldn't be. Her
whole life she had been taught that it couldn't be.

"That night was one of the worst of my life," her father told her quietly. "I was so scared.
They came for you, Aurora, trying to use you as — as bait. To get us to talk. We thought it
was safe, only a few people knew where we were, but Peter — Peter gave us away. We
should have known! We should have known they'd come for you! But... Marlene fought the
Death Eaters with everything she had. It just wasn't enough." He sighed, grief etched in the
lines of his face.



Her words caught in her throat. "What do you mean, they came for me?"

"They thought that by using you, they could get to us. They wanted me to give over the secret
of where Lily and James were, because Voldemort—" Aurora hissed again "—he was trying
to kill Harry."

"Don't say the name!" she told him fiercely. Then she frowned, trying to make sense of his
words. "And you did tell them," she said bluntly. "You told them, I know you did! You were
with them all along! Or — or you switched after that! It doesn’t matter, you still did it!”

But he couldn't have told them then. Why, then, would the Dark Lord have waited until the
end of October, when her mother had died in June? He had waited, she told herself. Waited
until the right moment. "I didn't. That was Peter. I was Secret Keeper for the Potters at first,
but then we changed. I was scared something like that might happen again, that they'd come
for you and... if it was between your life and Harry's... I knew I would always save you."

"But..." She frowned. "I don't understand." Her mind went to the voice she heard whenever
the Dementors came near. Stop, Sirius, they'll kill her. Please, stop! This is your fault! "What
happened?"

She could tell from his eyes it was painful, but she had to know, and he needed to tell her if
he wanted her to trust him at all. She still had no idea why the fuck he had broken out of jail.
Or why he seemed to badly need to speak to her. She supposed they could be one and the
same.

"Pettigrew told them I was the Potters' Secret Keeper. Voldemort was after Harry because
of... this prophecy, that said he had the power to beat the Dark Lord... He wanted to destroy
him."

"Potter?" She blinked. "Him specifically?" She had never known that part.

Her father nodded solemnly and looked away. "I never believed much in prophecy, but there
you go. Do you study Divination?" The question was unexpected. She blinked, then shook
her head. "Yeah, I always thought it was codswallop. But Voldemort clearly thought there
was truth in it and so did Dumbledore, because he warned Lily and James and told them to go
into hiding. The only person who was able to tell anyone their location was me, because of
the Fidelius Charm."

"I've heard of that," Aurora said slowly.

"But when the Secret Keeper is killed, the charm breaks, and anyone who knows the location
is able to tell anyone they want."

"So Pettigrew could tell the Dark Lord?"

Her father nodded grimly. "That's right. But they knew — Peter knew — that I wouldn't give
that knowledge up willingly. So they came for ou instead. I don’t know everyone who was
there but I knew — I knew Bellatrix was. She led the charge. Said it would be good to wipe
away the... The dirty blood, from the family." He looked down, shame-faced and Aurora felt



her skin burning in anger. "If I didn't tell them where Lily and James were, they were going
to kill you. I almost did it — I almost told them. For you. They took you, to the Lestranges.
Marlene and I were all ready to go in and do whatever we needed to get you back, and then
—" His voice cracked. "We got there and they killed her, and all I could do was take you and
run. I had no idea what else they had done to you, you didn't stop crying for days. You were
in pain, there... I knew there was some sort of curse but I didn't know what. I was in no fit
state... Dumbledore came and he lifted the curse, but it — you still kept crying. For your
mother. And they went after the McKinnons. They'd already been targets and we knew that,
they'd already killed Dan, but they... They got all her family. Set the house on fire, took out
half her neighbours in the street, too. All Muggles, of course.” Tears leaked from his eyes and
she knew then that this was genuine, and that this was hurting him. And she hated that —
hated that he dared to tell her these things. "I was so scared, Aurora. But I had you, and that
— that was all that kept me going. I couldn't even see Lily and James and Harry, Dumbledore
said it was too risky..." He reached out and his hand rested on Aurora's shoulder. It was cold
like the hand of a ghost but she didn't know how to shake him off, too stunned and numbed
by what she was hearing. "But I had my little girl.

"I had the charm put on our house too. I couldn't risk it. I made James Secret Keeper. We
were protecting each other, but I should have known it was foolish — and when we made
Peter take it instead, and then... For months, it was just us. I didn’t have anyone but you, I
barely got to see James or Lily or Harry. I didn’t know how to cope but I had to — for you.
But when Peter...” She nodded in slow, wary understanding. "I knew it immediately. I could
feel it. I knew I had to get you somewhere else, somewhere safer, and the only place I could
think of to take you was the Longbottoms. I only meant to go for Harry, to take him from that
house and see — see what was left. It was one of the worst mistakes of my life. Losing you."

"Don't cry," Aurora said, voice sharper than she meant it to be, for she was horrified at the
sight of a madman - her father - breaking down in a clearing in the woods. He looked insane
and deranged and everything else, but in with all of that, he looked heartbroken. He looked
like he was grieving. It was an expression that she was horrified to recognise on her father's
face.

His face twisted. "That's the family motto, isn't it? No crying. No emotion. No weakness." He
spat on the ground. "Look where that got them."

"Don't you dare—"

"They took Harry from me. I didn't know what else to do so I went after Peter, and he fired
off the curse that killed the Muggles — not me."

"So he killed himself?" She narrowed her eyes. "How do I know any of this is true? You
could be lying to me." A voice told her he must be, but then she looked at him and though her
heart still raged with the hatred of twelve years, she didn't understand how the monster she'd
been taught about could possibly look so heartbroken. And he'd — he'd called the Dark Lord
by name. None of his followers or supporters did that. But that didn't change anything else. It
didn't change the fact he was a Blood Traitor, that he'd walked out on his family and broken
their hearts, all for the sake of the Potters.



“If it's the truth then why did you let yourself be taken to prison when you had a child
without a mother? A child who clearly needed you! You left me, remember!"

"I promise you," he said, breath coming in desperate gasps as he leaned forward, reached up
towards her. "Aurora, I promise you this is the truth. But — but Pettigrew got away. I didn't
realise at the time, I was too busy trying to find you and escape the Aurors, but then the
Longbottoms were tortured and they told me you'd been given to my mother, of all people,
and then..." That haunted look came into his eyes and he slowed. "They took me to
Azkaban."

"Oh." Aurora swallowed. How the fuck was she meant to reply to that? How the fuck could
he expect her to reply to that?

"I would have stayed there forever. You're my little girl but I thought... Maybe you'd be better
off without me. I was a mess, I didn’t know — how to cope, how to raise a child in the
middle of that.” Bitterness stirred in her heart. “They said they were trying to move you and
my mother didn't want you, and that was good enough for me."

"Good enough?" she echoed. "What do you mean, good enough?"

"I wanted Andromeda to raise you, and I'm glad—”

"She didn't raise me," Aurora cut across sharply, realising with a jolt what he had insinuated.
Her father blinked with his great, pale eyes. "I only moved in with Andromeda a year and a
half ago!"

"But... Where did they put you?"

She stared at him. Had he really not thought they'd make her live with family? Non-disowned
family? Her grandmother would never have let her live with a blood traitor and a muggleborn
- and she never would have if Dumbledore hadn't stepped in. "I stayed with Grandmother,"
she said blankly. "But she died, so I moved in with Uncle Arcturus and then he..." She
swallowed painfully. "He died, so I moved in with Aunt Lucretia, and then she died too so...
Dumbledore convinced Andromeda to take me in."

"You — you lived with my mother?"

"Yes," she said coldly. She did not like his tone. "She raised me."

"My mother." He shook his head. "I can't believe Dumbledore let her take you in. My one
request — one — was that you wouldn't have to live with her! With any of that family!"

"They're my family!" she snapped, shoving him away from her, into the ground. "Don't you
dare talk about them in that tone!"

"They really took you in didn't they?" A sick and bitter look came over his face as he tried to
move back towards her. "What did they tell you about me, hm? Of the traitor’s blood you
share? What did they say about me and Regulus?” He took one step upwards and that was
enough to set off panic in Aurora's head.



"Stupefy!" she cried, and with a red light he was flung backwards into the snow, landing with
a wince.

"Bloody hell, Aurora—”

"Don't come near me!" she shrieked. "Or I'll do it again!"

"I told you I'm not going to hurt you!"

"Don't talk about my family! You don't deserve to use their names! You left them, you
betrayed me, and you betrayed everyone! Don't come near me!"

"Aurora, please." He sat up slowly, wincing in pain from his landing. Someone so skinny was
easy to propel across a clearing. "Please, understand. I would never betray you."

"You did!" She snarled. "You left me! You didn't care!"

"Aurora, I love you—”

"You don't know me! You can't possibly love me, you don't even know me! You’ve no right
to love me! Don't lie! Don't talk to me!"

"Please, I'm your father!"

Fury coursed through her. "No, you're not! You didn't raise me! I don't know whether you're
lying or not but you're still a traitor! You still betrayed my family!"

"I am your family!"

"You're not! You're not! You can't say that!"

"Aurora, please, keep your voice down."

"Why? Why? Scared of a couple of little Dementors?"

His face went white. "Aurora. Please, don't do anything rash."

"Rash? Rash? Me, rash? You're a murderer, you broke out of prison to—” She blinked out of
her rage for just a second, confused as she lost her words. To what? "Why?"

Her father seemed to take her momentary pause in yelling for a ceasefire, for he stumbled
clumsily to his feet, hands again in the air. She didn't lower her wand. "Peter Pettigrew didn't
die."

"Oh, really?" Her voice was shrill.

"He can turn into a rat, he cut a finger off so they'd think he was blown to pieces, but he ran
down a drain and escaped—”

"That's convenient for you isn't it? I had to write an essay about Animagi for Defense Against
the Dark Arts — he isn't on the list!"



"And am I?"

"No, but you're a criminal and you're supposed to be serving a life sentence for mass murder,
so I wouldn’t really trust you to register yourself with the Ministry."

"But he's the real killer," her father whispered. His eyes were almost pleading. "And he's at
Hogwarts, Aurora. And he could kill you."

She stared at him. "Why would a rat kill me? If he's been hiding for twelve years he could
have easily managed it before now." Her father looked intensely awkward, like he was
hesitating. "You've told me this much," Aurora snapped. "Out with it."

"I thought he would take his revenge, and try to kill first Harry and then you."

"Why me?" she snarled. "What would be the point of it now?"

"Voldemort always wanted the Blacks on his side. Andromeda and I escaped him. Bellatrix
got herself locked up and Regulus..." He glanced away, eyes shifting, and Aurora found her
heart pounding with suspicion from that look. "Regulus is... Gone. No one knows where."

"So why—”

"Pettigrew hates me. But the other Death Eaters, they hate him, they think he sent their lord
to his death that night. If he thinks he can win them back over to protect him by killing Harry
and you, then he will." His eyes dropped. "There is every chance that Voldemort is still out
there, Aurora."

"Don't say that!" she hissed. "He's been dead twelve years." She scoffed. "You are insane!"

"Please listen to me," he said, desperation running through his hoarse words. "Aurora, you're
in danger. But... I didn't only come here to warn you." A harsh look came over his face. "Do
you trust me?"

"I told you," she replied, quietly but firmly. "I don't know you."

"You do." His voice was just as quiet, and she recognised its lilt. It was almost similar to hers,
to her grandmother's. A voice she recognised in the very depths of her buried memories.
"Aurora, I do wish that things had been different."

"Then why weren't they?" she snapped. "If you are telling the truth, why did you have to
leave? Why did you have to go after Pettigrew in the first place and get yourself locked up in
that place?"

"I wasn't thinking, Aurora. I was furious and betrayed and scared—”

"I was scared!" she yelled. "I was a child, I was a baby, and you left me and you don't get to
decide that you know me, or that I know you, and just swan back into my life after twelve
years with some story about Animagi and secret keepers and tell me that you’re suddenly my
family, and disregard my actual family in the same moment!”



"I know," he said desperately. "But please, please. I just had to see you. Speak to you. Know
my little girl... Know that you're happy?"

The last part came out as a question and it shocked her. "How am I meant to believe you
about Pettigrew? How did you even know he's here?"

"I saw in the newspaper," he said quickly, taking a step forwards. She raised her wand again,
instinctively, and he paused, continuing, "The Weasley family won a trip to Egypt, there was
a picture... And their youngest boy had him and I knew it. I knew Peter immediately — his
toe was missing. Here.” He rummaged in his pockets and pulled out a faded scrap of
newspaper, handing it to her.

Aurora’s heart pounded as she looked at it, at the rat on Ron Weasley’s shoulder. All that had
been left of Peter Pettigrew was his finger. "Weasley?" Her breath caught. Merlin. All the
times she'd been around Weasley and Peter Pettigrew — she was getting ahead of herself.
Her father was lying. He had to be. That was who he was.

"You're totally mad! The rat could be anyone, it could have lost its toe in any way, I know
what the Weasley twins are like, and you — you broke into the school to kill Potter!"

"No." He shook his head slowly with a cold smile. "To kill Peter."

"I don't believe you."

"Think, Aurora. You're a clever girl."

"You don't know me," she said again, and held out a hand, for he had taken another few steps
forward. "Don't come so close to me. You stink."

That only made him smile wolfishly. "You remind me of her. Marlene."

"Don't talk about her either," Aurora snapped. "Don't taunt me with her! You — you sent me
that necklace! Why? If not to hurt me?"

"It was your mother's," he said softly. "She would want you to have it."

She shook her head. "That may be but you... You have no right. You're telling me all this but
you have no proof! And it doesn't matter. You still left me, you still betrayed your family
even before that. It's your fault your father was driven to an early grave, why your brother felt
he had to join the Death Eaters and my grandmother — my grandmother was destroyed when
you took her family. The only thing you left her was me. But you are not a Black, and I am.
You're not — you don't matter to me! I don't know you!"

"But you do," he said softly. "You liked my dog form."

"I felt bad for your dog form because I thought it was a starving stray, not a traitorous
murderer!"

"I told you I'm not a murderer! Not yet, at least!"



"Was that a threat?"

"Not to you!" His fingers clutched at his hair, pain flashing across his face. "This was a
mistake. Aurora, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have sought you out, I should have thought this
through. I had — I had to see you."

"Why?" she spat.

"Why?" Something seemed to break in his voice, and then in his eyes. "Because the thought
of you was the only thing that's kept me sane for twelve years. As long as I knew you were
safe, and happy, I could live with myself and everything I caused. The Dementors... That's
the happy memory I wouldn't let them have. The day you were born."

She stared at him. She didn't know what to say or what he expected her to. "They're horrible
things," she said quietly. "The Dementors. They came to our Quidditch match."

"I saw," he said, like he was desperate to cling onto any kinder conversation. "You played
wonderfully."

"You — you were watching?"

"Yes." He winced. "I fear that may have been why the Dementors were there. I didn't think..."

"You say that a lot."

He chuckled. It was a familiar enough sound that Aurora let herself relax, just a tiny bit,
before she caught herself and stood up straight again, wand at the ready. "The first time I met
that rat, he attacked me," she said, and her father stared. "On the Hogwarts Express, I went
with Draco to see... Well, we ended up at the compartment where Potter and Weasley were
and the rat Scabbers attacked me, Weasley was furious because I kicked him away, and then
we almost got into a fight before we even arrived at school." She scowled. "From the sounds
of it I should have stepped on the rat right then and there."

"Did he hurt you?"

"No. Merlin, no, he's still a rat. I just thought he was feral, and with the way Weasley acts it
wouldn't have surprised me if the rat were the same. But." She sighed, trying to make sense
of what he was saying. Trying to understand. "So you were never a Death Eater? My mother
died because you were trying to save me from them?" Her father nodded, eyes shining and
sad. She still didn’t want to believe it, but if she didn’t believe it, then what did she believe?
Death Eater or Blood Traitor or both? He didn’t seem to be trying to hurt her, he seemed to be
avoiding any possibility of hurting her... Somehow, that unnerved her. This wasn’t how it
should be. This was not what she had grown up imagining.

"But that’s still...” Her words came in gasps. “You betrayed Grandmother! She said you left
this family and Arcturus said you broke her heart and that's why Regulus..." She stopped.
"Grandmother never believed you were a Death Eater."

"Ah, I'm so glad my dear old mum had faith in me."



"That didn't mean you could talk about her like that," Aurora told him pointedly, fury rushing
into her again. "She's dead."

"So don't speak ill of her?"

"She raised me, which is more than you can say."

She knew she was going too far, maybe, but she didn't know how to hold back. All the vile
and confused things she'd thought about her father over the years coated her tongue like
poison.

"The family all told me you turned your backs on us. Not just them, us. That you never
wanted me and that you hated your very blood, that you drove your parents and brother to an
early death. That you tore our family apart! You destroyed them, if you'd only listened and
done what you were supposed to and been responsible, it you couldn't! You were a blood
traitor of the worst kind, you didn't just turn on pureblood society, you didn't just befriend a
Muggleborn — anyone can do that! — you turned your back on your family! You left them!
You left them to die grieving for their traitor son and then you turned, you switched sides
because you were a coward too, a traitor to everyone, but it was too late for the family, and
now I'm the only one left and the Black name has fallen to me and you dare to speak as if my
family are lesser than you! You never cared about me or my mother, or your parents or
brother, or anyone else and if you did then it wasn't enough, was it? It wasn't enough for you
to stay!"

"Aurora, I'm sorry—”

"Sorry doesn't make up for twelve years! Sorry doesn't make up for... For everything! I don't
know what I'm meant to bloody say to you! You're basically a stranger!"

"That family treated me like one! They're vile, Aurora!"

"They're my family!"

"My mother always hated me. I did everything wrong by becoming a Gryffindor, by
betraying my blood because I didn't share their bigoted views! I couldn't take it! I couldn't
take the pain and the hatred they showed me!"

"And I don't know that, do I?"

"You say I drove my parents to their graves, well, I'm bloody glad of it!"

"That's my grandmother you're talking about!" she cried, wand out yet again. She was
horrified by the stinging behind her eyes. Angry tears, but she thought her grandmother
would have found them justified. "Don't you dare—”

"And she's my mother!" he yelled back, and she was sure someone must have heard because
he was so awfully loud. The reality of her situation hit her. The man in front of her was her
father, and whether rightly or not, he was a convicted, wanted mass murderer and prison
escapee. If anyone found them there, he wouldn't only be done for, she would too. Right now



she wasn't very inclined to go down with him. “Aurora you — I wouldn’t expect you to
know, for her to have told you, but they... They weren’t good parents.”

“And you think you are?”

“I would never — never hurt you — like they did to me...”

Something about those words made her stomach churn. She didn’t know what he meant —
and she didn’t want to know either.

"I shouldn't be here," she said, glaring at him. "I don't know why I'm even listening." She
bent to pick up her bags and swallowed the lump in her throat as she kept his gaze. "I don’t
care if you aren’t going to hurt me, I don’t care if you’re innocent. I hate you. I am going and
you are not going to follow me."

"Aurora, please don't go." His voice cracked. "I'm sorry, I've probably done this all wrong,
but I — I love you."

"Don't say that!" she snapped, heart hammering with fury. Every part of her seemed to burn.
"Just — just don't, because I can't stand to hear that from you! You shouldn't love me, and I
don't love you, so what's the point? You might be my father by blood but that doesn't mean
anything, not to me! You're not a Black, you've made that clear, but I am! And if you don't
care about my family, then you aren't my family!"

She turned, trying to rid herself of the sob in her chest. This hurt, but it shouldn't. And none
of this should be happening in the first place. She brushed her tears away furiously. "Don't
cry," Aurora muttered to herself as she left the clearing, boots crunching on the snow. Paws
padded gently just behind her and she scowled. "Leave me alone."

He didn't try to transform again, but remained by her side until she was out of the forest and
the village was almost in sight. Her friends would be waiting on her, she realised with a sigh.
She hoped she wasn't too late — and she could come up with a good excuse. Draco would
have backed her up whatever she said once upon a time, but she didn't even expect to see him
today. She wanted to tell him everything that had just happened but wasn't sure she could
ever find the words to explain. She wiped at her eyes to make sure there were no traces of
what she'd just gone through. Even if it was legal to talk to a wanted criminal and not tell
anyone, she couldn't tell anyone anyway. How was she meant to explain that horrible feeling
inside her stomach, the voice in her head saying listen, listen, when all she wanted to do was
scream?

"Do me a favour," she muttered to the dog, still by her side. "Take a bath. And cover your
tracks and mine. I won’t be implicated in your stupidity.”

He couldn't transform out here, but she was still wary as she strode away, hands shaking.



Stand By Me

Aurora’s mind was in turmoil. She could barely think as she strode back through the village,
trying to recall the path to the Three Broomsticks. Her father couldn’t be innocent, he just
couldn’t. But the story about Pettigrew was an absurd thing to make up, and he hadn’t tried to
hurt her, and Aurora knew the memory that the Dementors pulled out of her. Her mother’s
cry, her father saying, in perhaps his final words to her, that he loved her.

But it didn’t matter anyway, or at least it shouldn’t. His innocence didn’t make him family.
He had turned his back on at least one family, and he had turned his back on Aurora, too,
surely. He should have fought the Ministry. If she did matter to him, as he claimed she did, if
he was truly so opposed to the way she had been raised, well — it was his fault that she had
been raised with her grandmother and Arcturus and Lucretia. He had no right to dictate what
ought to have been to her, she was certain of that if nothing else.

Her hand had tightened around her shopping bags as she made to turn back onto the Main
Street, trying to school her face into neutrality. She couldn’t risk someone thinking something
was wrong, even if she felt rather like she was falling apart, right there in the snow.

Something slammed into her shoulder as she turned. Aurora let out a shriek, her mind darting
immediately to her father, and then a voice said, part furious, part terrified, “Black.”

She felt certain her heart had stopped as she stumbled back, pushing him away, meeting green
eyes. He shouldn’t be there. He couldn’t be there, not now. “Potter?” Her voice trembled on
his name. No, no, she had to keep it even, keep herself together. “What is the meaning—”

“He...” He eyes flashed in anger. “He... Your..." He was shaking. Aurora stared back at him,
feeling cold seep through her. "He — he killed them."

“I’m — I’m sorry?” She couldn’t breathe.

“Your father, Black,” he spat, and her blood ran cold. “He’s the reason they’re dead. How’d
you like that? That’s why you’re so smug, that’s why you’ve always hated me!”

“Potter, I don’t—”

“He betrayed them!” he yelled, and before Aurora could stop him, before she could even
work out what the reply to that should be, now, he had pushed her, and she had landed in the
snow, stinging.

“Potter, this has nothing—”

“For you!” he shouted, face red, eyes lost but shining in anger. “He — he betrayed them.”

Aurora got clumsily to her feet, seething. “Potter, that is not my fault.”



That was the wrong thing to say. Potter lunged towards her again, an almost murderous look
in his eyes, and Aurora grabbed his wrists, shoving him roughly back against the wall. “Don’t
you try and touch me,” she spat, and shoved him a little as she let go. “You aren’t even
supposed to be in Hogsmeade.”

“He betrayed them! And you—” He broke off, something shifted in his eyes. “They said...”
He was now staring at her like he had never seen her before, in a mix of both confusion and
revulsion. “They said... Your mum.”

“Don’t talk about her,” she spat, trying to control her breathing. “I am not having this
conversation with you, Potter.”

“He killed her.” He blinked. Aurora felt her heart tumble into her stomach, stealing the breath
from her lungs on its way. “Black, I don’t—”

“Don’t talk to me,” she said in a low voice, because Potter’s parents’ death wasn’t her fault,
but if her father had switched Secret Keepers to protect her, what if it was? And if the Death
Eaters had come for her because they wanted the Potters, then didn’t that make her mother’s
death Potter’s fault, too? “You have no idea what you are talking about, Potter. Calm down.”

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” He made a move forward and she grabbed his shoulders again,
kept him away, restraining the urge to slap him, as his words poured out in a bitter torrent.
“He’s the reason they’re dead! And he’s your father, and you don’t care!”

“Shut your mouth,” she spat, rage coursing through her veins, as she drew her wand.

“What? Going to curse me?” The light drew back into his eyes, glimmering with hatred. “I
dare you, Black.”

It was on the tip of her tongue, but cursing Harry Potter in the middle of Hogsmeade, in light
of his accusations, would not reflect well on her. “Do not discuss my family,” she warned
lowly. “Do not utter their names. I am not my father. But do not — do not bring up my
mother. Ever.”

“But I — she — I didn’t know—”

“Aurora?”

She turned sharply at the sound of her name in that familiar voice. Her face flushed as she
stepped back, as nausea dizzied her head. “Draco,” she said hoarsely, “this has nothing to do
with you.”

But he was already walking towards them, eyes fixed on Potter. Vincent and Greg lingered at
the corner, looking uncertain. “What did you say to her?”

“Get out of it, Malfoy.”

“Do you think you can—”

“Draco,” Aurora said, voice teetering dangerously. “Leave it. He isn’t worth it.”



“But you’re upset—”

She clasped his arm tightly, partly because she needed something to hold onto. “You heard
what I said, Potter,” she said lowly, holding his gaze. “And do not raise a finger towards me.
Ever again.”

With that, heart hammering, feeling the closest to tears that she had all year, Aurora turned
sharply and stormed away, Draco following. At the turn of the street, they passed Hermione
Granger, and Aurora glared at her.

“Aurora,” Draco said quickly, once they moved out of earshot. “Aurora, you’re shaking.
What the hell did Potter say to you?”

“Nothing of note,” she said, but her voice was high and strained and she couldn’t stop it from
warbling on the final word. “I said I’d meet Theodore and Gwen and Robin in the Three
Broomsticks.”

“Don’t do that,” Draco said quietly.

“Do what?”

“Change the subject — Aurora, you can tell me what’s wrong. Tell me what that bastard said
to upset you!”

“Oh, as if you have listened to what I have to say recently! I’m fine, Draco, can’t you just
accept that?”

“Not when you’re lying to me!” he cried, and it was all Aurora could do not to just collapse,
mentally exhausted. She tightened her grip on her cousin’s arm.

“It was nothing I hadn’t heard before,” she told him softly. “I can put up with it.” Draco
didn’t look like he believed her. “And I certainly don’t want to discuss it in the middle of the
street. Besides, I don’t believe you have told me all that is amiss with you recently, so you
cannot expect me to tell you everything.”

Draco flushed, but nodded. “Are you going to tell anyone, though?”

She shook her head. “I am fine. It doesn’t matter. None — none of this matters to me.” It was
perhaps the most obvious lie she had ever tried to tell.

Draco tentatively put his arm around her shoulders. “Suppose I’ll come with you. If that’s
alright?”

She sighed. “Where’s Pansy? Or Daphne or Blaise?”

“The girls are looking at jewellery, I don’t know where Lucille and Millie dragged Blaise off
to. The three of us were headed for a Butterbeer.”

Aurora nodded stiffly but as they approached the Three Broomsticks, her breath stuck in her
throat. She did not know how to face Gwen or Robin or Theodore, who would all know



something was wrong but never put her at ease like her cousin did. And being around so
many people, she felt, was a recipe for disaster. “I think I had better get to the castle, actually.
It’s getting late, and these presents won’t wrap themselves.”

Draco gave a quick nod to Vincent and Greg, who started off into the Three Broomsticks,
presumably to let Theodore know. It was an unspoken agreement — they needed to talk,
because they needed each other.

They were quiet on the walk up to the castle. Aurora tried to ignore the subject, because the
wind was blisteringly cold against her cheeks and she already looked like she was crying,
face red and nose sniffly, and she felt so confused and entangled and messy. There were too
many people on the path, too many pairs of ears, and they spoke quietly of Christmas
celebrations and Quidditch until they got to the dungeons and Draco drew her towards a
corner of the common room where she would usuallysit with Theodore, and Aurora felt her
lip tremble.

“Did he hurt you?” was the first thing Draco asked. “I mean, you know... Physically?”

“He pushed me,” she said, and a dull pain went through her shoulder, a phantom of memory.
“He — He was angry, Draco. The angriest I’ve seen him.” She sank down onto the edge of a
sofa, staring at the window which looked out into the murky lake. “He just lashed out. He
found out about - about my father and what he did and...” Her voice trailed out and she
pressed her face firmly into Draco’s shoulder, still bitterly suppressing her tears. “I’m just in
shock. That’s all. He’s bloody crazy, Potter is. I’ll be fine.” The silence said Draco didn’t
believe her. “I just hate this. All of this and it — it isn’t fair to put it all on you, especially
right now, I know that, and I — Potter doesn’t know what he’s talking about and he brought
up my mother!” Her voice hitched. Pain splintered in her chest and her eyes stung, but she
forced such feelings away, clinging to her cousin. “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to
do. What side I’m supposed to be on and now—” She couldn’t say the words on the tip of the
tongue. Telling him about her father was dangerous not only for her, but for Draco, too. She
couldn’t pull him into it. His family was too tied up with both the Ministry of the present and
the Death Eaters of the past. “I want this all to be over. I don’t care that Potter hates me, I
hate that he hates me for something I didn’t know. I hate that he thinks he’s entitled to speak
to me, to taunt me, to think anything about me!”

Draco put his arm around Aurora’s shoulder, looking like he had something to say too — his
eyes were shining silver. “I’m sorry,” he said after a moment.

“I’m sorry, to you,” she murmured, leaning against him. “I’m sorry, I — I’ve not been myself
but that’s not your fault.”

“Yeah, but... We’re family, right?”

“Yeah.” She sniffed. “It... Got out of hand. You’re stubborn as hell when you want to be.”

“And you aren’t?”

She couldn’t help the low, sharp laugh. It may have been a sob, if she allowed herself to think
of it that way. “Point is, I should have... Been a bit nicer.”



“I should have tried to understand—”

“So should I! I’m just...” She shook her head and sat up straighter. “I hate all this. I hate how
absolutely shit this year is. I hate that all anyone sees when they look at me is my father and I
know maybe not everyone does but that doesn’t stop me feeling that way, I’m just... So
conscious of it, all the time. But it’s not your fault. None of this is.” She swallowed tightly.
She hated apologies. But sometimes they were necessary.

“Yeah, but...” Draco shrugged. “I am just trying to look out for you. You know that. I’m sorry
that... I know I’m maybe not being great, I don’t always get it but I’m trying. You’re my best
friend.”

“I know that,” she said as softly as she could, trying to keep the creeping exasperation out of
her voice. “I just don’t want you to have to. I don’t want to be the person people are looking
out for! I don’t want — I don’t want to feel... Whatever?”

“Whatever...”

She took a deep breath. “I know people care about me. I know you do. That’s what matters.
And I care about you too. You’re my best friend, Draco, but sometimes I just don’t know how
to talk to anyone. And I don’t want to.”

Part of her expected him to get angry about that again. But he just frowned. “But you can.
Talk to me.”

“But I don’t want to have to... Discuss my bloody feelings! There are far more important
things. I have to be strong. For the family — our family. Now more than ever.” Her eyes
burned. The family her father had left behind.

Draco didn’t say anything but she knew somehow that he understood what she wasn’t saying.
“You’re right,” he said eventually. “It has been a shit year.” That got a small chuckle out of
her. “But, Aurora, you know I never think you’re weak.”

“Even so. Grandmother always said... I can’t cry. I can’t make a scene. I can’t be weak,
Draco. Not just for me.”

He nodded, looking like he understood. Because to an extent, Aurora knew he did. Knew he
had heard similar from his own father, about the strength of the family, the house, the name,
whether Malfoy or Black.

“I’m sorry we fought,” he said, “and I’m sorry it took so long to, you know, actually talk. But
it’s just... You’re always the one in charge.” She straightened, staring at him, wondering
where this was going. “I mean, I get it. You’re just like that and that’s how it’s always been.
But you’re always best. You always tell yourself you have to be and you always want to be
right and don’t get me wrong, most of the time you are and I just don’t want to admit it, but
it’s infuriating.”

She raised her eyebrows but was determined to steady her annoyance. “Infuriating how?”



“Because I want to be right too. And because me being right, means my father being right
and... All of this stuff... I know how much you hate yours but they’re... They’re not so
different. In what they did. I — my father—”

“Just didn’t get caught,” she finished flatly for him. She stared at the cold stone wall, trying
to keep her words even, to arrange her sentence. “That isn't your fault either, though.”

“I know. But my father... He wants me to be the perfect son and heir and everything. And I
want to believe everything he said. But the people he associated with... The people he
supports.” He shook his head, shrugged. “They’re people like your father. And you hate him
and for good reason. And my mother hates him for different reasons. But it could have easily
been my dad. I think I kind of know that now? And I don’t know if that means I should think
the way I think. Because, it’s like... I mean, you’re basically my sister but your mother
was...” He trailed off, the word on the tip of his tongue. For once, he left it unsaid.

“Muggleborn.”

He nodded, cheeks pink, looking away. “I don’t know if — if what my father believes is...
You know.”

“It isn’t right,” Aurora told him flatly, glancing away. “It never has been. Even if people tell
you it is. My grandmother hated her — my mother. I sometimes worry part of her hated me,
in case I turned out like... Them.” Her father’s haunted face flashed before her eyes and she
clasped her cousin’s hand tightly. “But Arcturus said, we can’t live like that forever. He didn’t
talk about them but it — I mean, I’m not... Technically, pureblood.” The words were strange
and heavy to say. “But I know I’m not lesser for it.” The words toujours pur rang in her head
and she eyed the ring on her finger. It seemed to twinkle up at her. But despite its words, it
still belonged there. It belonged with her. “He knew that too. He taught me so.”

Draco stared at the ground. “Things are... Changing.” His voice took on a new strain and he
looked faraway. “Mother’s worried. I’m worried. Because I don’t want you to be hurt. And I
get you don’t want me to worry and you don’t think you need me to worry about you, but I
do. And I just don’t really know how this all fits into... Everything?”

“Yeah.” She bit her lip, going over everything she had heard earlier, trying to pick out how
any of that fit into ‘everything’ trying to make sense of the world that seemed intent on
fucking her over and falling apart before her very eyes. Whatever Draco was trying to get at,
it still sat uncomfortably with it. She didn’t know where he was trying to go. What he was
really thinking. She said quietly, “I get it.”

Silence fell between them for a moment. But it was a comfortable one, which had been rare
recently. Then, Draco whispered, “We’ll get him back for this.” He squeezed her shoulder.
“Potter, I mean. No one attacks my cousin and gets away with it.”

“I can get my own revenge, Draco,” she said, teasingly rather than wearily. “Can we um...
Just go back to being normal? Well, I suppose, not normal, nothing’s normal, but um... Being
friends again?”



Her cousin chuckled and rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t say we were not friends.” Aurora raised
her eyebrows. “Maybe just friends who... Were angry.”

Aurora laughed bleakly. “I’m always angry. Just not usually at you.” She smiled though,
because she had to. “It’s been shit. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” Draco said, breathing out. “I miss you. I know you don’t like talking about things
like that though.”

“It isn’t only that,” she told him quietly. “I don’t want to put you in a difficult position. And I
know — I know, that all of this is tremendously complicated.” Perhaps even more so than
she’d originally thought. “I know I upset you. I didn’t mean to, but I...” She sighed, and her
cousin put an arm around her. “It’s a mess, and I’m sorry.”

Draco smiled warily. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you like I did. At Quidditch. I know were
trying to apologise.”

“You were sort of right,” she admitted.

“I know I shouldn’t have said it like that. All that stuff, well, it shouldn’t affect us. But it
does. It affects you even if it doesn’t really...” He pursed his lips. “Basically, what I’m trying
to say is, I know I don’t really get your situation. But that doesn’t mean you can’t talk to me
about it.” He winced. “From now on.”

Aurora curled her legs underneath her and sighed. “You’re right, Draco. You don’t
understand. I know you try, and it isn’t your fault either. But that just doesn’t mean I’m okay.
I don’t even know how to think about all this myself!” She let out a frustrated, breathy laugh.
“I don’t want to have to think about any of this. But I do. Every single morning, I walk into
the Great Hall for breakfast and people stare and whisper about me and my father. No one
else has that! It’s not your fault, I know that. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t bother me.”

Draco leaned back. “You always say nothing bothers you.”

“Well, I think—”

“I know it does. I always do. You just keep pushing everyone away. I know you have
reasons,” he was quick to add, “but you can’t deny that you do. And I think we all actually do
understand a bit better than you think.”

“Draco, when people look at you, they see the son of someone who has power, is friends with
the Minister, and can do basically anything he wants, regardless of what he might or might
not have done in the past.” She avoided passing judgment on that for now. “When they look
at me, right now, they see the daughter of an escaped convict who has no power or influence.
They see someone to hate. And the people who don’t see someone to hate for one reason, will
see it for another. I don’t — I mean, in truth, I can’t deny that the rest of my family were
involved in the war. But I don’t claim Bellatrix—” the name caught in her throat, and she
imagined green light flashing behind her eyes, her mother crying out “—or Regulus. I don’t
agree with them, and that doesn’t make me a Blood Traitor or anything. But no one else sees
it that way. And often, it feels like no one sees me. I am a Black — but I’m Aurora Black. I



don’t want them to define me. Whereas you may have some of the same things to hide — but
people don’t get to see them all over the newspapers.”

When all Draco did was stare at her, Aurora wondered if she had tremendously messed up
with her words.

“I know,” he said eventually. “But I don’t know where I’m supposed to stand. With my father
and... Everything.” He broke off. Aurora could tell that she was likely not going to get further
down that particular path tonight. Regardless of her own thoughts on whether one should
agree or disagree with Lucius Malfoy’s view of the world.

“Fine,” she said, though with an edge to her voice. “We won’t discuss that tonight. I trust you
know where I stand regardless.”

“I do.” Draco stared out the window, as seaweed brushed against the glass. “Are we are
alright then?” Draco asked her, looking nervous again.

Aurora squeezed his hand and stood up. “We’re alright. We’re family, aren’t we? We have to
stick together.”

Perhaps now more than ever.

She sat with Draco most of the evening and they were joined by Pansy at dinner, but
surprisingly it was Theodore who stuck closest to her, sitting by her in the common room. It
took her a while to realise why and when she did she couldn’t help the affection that flickered
for him. She knew Theodore had had his own share of judgment for his father over the years,
too. His quiet solidarity kept her rooted, somehow.

When she finally got to be in her dormitory, alone except for Gwendolyn — who had the
sense to realise Aurora didn’t want to talk about it, that she had given up all the emotion she
could for one day — the memory of that conversation burned in her head. All the things
she’d said, all the things he had told her. She’d called him traitor and murderer and
everything she’d heard him called over the years. Any time she’d thought about him, she’d
imagined herself screaming like that, every horrible thought pouring out. She’d thought it
would have made her feel better, to let out the rage that had sat with her all her life, but
instead she felt empty and tired.

Part of her wanted to never see him again. Part of her wanted him killed so she wouldn’t have
the trouble. Part of her also wanted to do the honours herself. But part of her wanted to go
back there. She wanted to know. She wanted to understand the tangled mess that her family
had become. She hated him, and yet, he was her flesh and blood. Not family, because he
never could be after everything, but he was something close, something almost. Something
that could have been. She couldn’t trust him, but somehow the things he had said, they hadn’t
sounded like lies. But they should be. He didn’t care about her, he didn’t love her, he was a
traitor who had killed her mother and turned his back on his family.

But as she lay awake in bed, Stella’s weight heavy on her chest, she wasn’t sure. She hated
not being sure. She had no plan because she didn’t know what she was up against. Maybe she



should forget it. Plead ignorance, when the time came. Enjoy her Christmas with the Tonkses.
And yet...

She didn’t know what to do.



Silver and Snow

Aurora dreamt of a giant black dog with her father’s pale eyes, and of a woman screaming
and begging for her daughter’s life. She woke early, tears clinging to her eyelashes, and
wiped them away furiously. This meant nothing, she told herself. He was a Blood Traitor, he
was guilty of that if nothing else. He was her father. It didn’t matter.

She sat with Stella in her lap for what felt like hours, watching Gwen idly and lost in her
thoughts until her roommate finally stirred and startled at the sight of Aurora.

“Why are you staring at me?”

“Just thinking,” she said quietly. Her thumb rubbed over the silver ring on her finger. The
family ring. Toujours pur. Her family, not his. He didn’t matter, he’d turned his back on her
family, their family - but what about her? He’d left her too, and yet she couldn’t bring herself
to the conclusion that he didn’t care about her. Maybe that was wishful thinking. Maybe she
was just desperate. Maybe she just wanted answers.

Maybe she needed a break.

“It’s almost Christmas!” She forced herself to smile and dug out a box from under her bed,
tossing it to Gwen. “Don’t open it until the twenty fourth.”

Gwen grinned and passed a small silver bag stuffed with blue tissue paper over to Aurora.
“Likewise.”

Potter didn’t turn up to breakfast, even though Aurora looked for him. Granger and Weasley
were whispering, though, looking worried.

The students all left early, just after breakfast, and the rattling of the Hogwarts Express
underneath her was almost comforting. Aurora, not wanting to talk about anything that had
happened the day before, read the last of her Arithmancy textbook. It occurred to her then,
that she should have asked her father something, if only because it could help her school
work. What was her middle name? She was sure she must have one.

Christmas at the Tonkses’ was a riotous affair from the moment Dora met Aurora off the
Hogwarts Express and Floo’ed them home. It was already hung with bright red and green
paper chains which Dora had apparently made when she was a child, and the Christmas tree
sparkled like it had been simply drenched in glitter. “We always do it on the twelfth,” Dora
told her. “It’s tradition.”

“It looks great,” Aurora said. Though it wasn’t quite her taste, the level of glitter was
certainly festive in its own way.

Dora took her out to fly in the snow, congratulated her on the Quidditch win again, and was
generally adept at distracting her from her thoughts. But by the evening, Aurora found herself
constantly looking out the window, expecting to see a dark shadow of a dog standing there,



watching. She knew she ought to have told someone. But Dumbledore already seemed to
think she was helping her father, McGonagall she was sure would fall in line with him, and
her own Head of House hated her. She didn’t trust anybody enough to say anything, and she
didn’t want to implicate Dora, get her involved in something that could jeopardise the job she
had worked so hard for. Her father hadn’t hurt her, and getting down here from Hogwarts
would take him a long time anyway. Potter was still at the school — he always stayed there
over holidays, and she hadn’t seen him on the train at all — and even if her father was lying
and was after Potter, he would stay up there. She tried to trust that she was safe, but the worry
haunted her even so.

-*

Come Christmas Eve, they opened three presents each underneath the tree, and all the
Tonkses seemed pleased with theirs. Aurora was glad, considering what had happened just
after her shopping trip, that nothing had been damaged. From Dora, she received a hamper of
chocolate and Quidditch gloves; from Andromeda and Ted a new deep blue winter cloak.

She was nervous for Christmas Day, though. Ted’s side of the family were visiting. The
Muggles. In addition to his parents, he had two sisters who would be coming too, and they
both had children - Muggle children, and between them there included a sixteen year old boy,
a twelve year old girl, an eleven year old girl, two seven year old boys, and a five year old
girl. Aurora was dreading it. The twelve and eleven year olds she could handle, the sixteen
year old would probably hang around with the adults and Dora, but the words ‘seven year old
twin boys’ struck terror in her. With the exception of Jessie, kids generally didn’t like her and
she didn’t much like them when they got so mucky. Plus, the appeal of being a witch
probably didn’t apply to kids who had known Dora their whole lives.

“You’ll be grand,” Dora told her as they went down to open the rest of their gifts in the
morning. “Dan’s a bit moody, but that’ll suit you fine.” She grinned at the unimpressed look
on Aurora’s face. “Lauren and Ellie are great, Adam and Charlie are loud but they’re a lot of
fun, and Katie’s dead sweet.”

“I don’t think they’ll like me.”

“Well not if you scowl at them,” Dora said, and ruffled her hair. “Cheer up, munch. It’s
Christmas!”

“Don’t call me munch,” Aurora muttered in response, shrugging Dora off.

She could sense the girl rolling her eyes. “What’s up with that? You’ve been in a bad mood
ever since you got back from school.”

“So?”

Aurora couldn’t tell Dora anything about why, but she couldn’t deny she was in a bad mood.
She’d been in a bad mood since September — but Dora couldn’t know about Aurora meeting
Sirius or it would put her in danger, and Aurora couldn’t tell any of them about her only
recently-resolved fight with Draco because she knew exactly what they would tell her.



“So, Mum’s worried about you. We all are.” Dora frowned. “I know this must be really tough
for you.”

“I’m fine. As much as I can be.”

Dora sighed heavily. “You know we all want to make sure you’re alright. You can talk to us,
especially Mum. You don’t have to keep it all to yourself, Aurora.” She sounded serious,
which was rare. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. I’d feel better if we could just go downstairs and get today over with.”

“Aurora, you can tell me what’s going on. If anyone’s giving you shit for this—”

“I just said I’m fine!” At the look on Dora’s face, she softened somewhat, and leaned against
the bannister. “People are suspicious of me, but it isn’t so different from usual. It’s just that
some of my friends — it’s all complicated.” Dora pursed her lips. They both knew why it was
complicated even if Aurora didn’t want to admit it. “But I’ll be fine. Hopefully he’ll be
caught soon. The Ministry are doing all they can — you know Fudge came to Hogwarts?”

Dora nodded. “I would have warned you if I’d known in advance. Mum was furious that they
went there, with no notice, having you on your own.”

“I understand why they wanted to speak to me,” she said grouchily. “Even though it was
unnecessary.” She shook her head, tossing her hair. “But I’m fine. Now come on,
Nymphadora.”

“Don’t call me Nymphadora,” Dora replied with a sigh, but she knew this conversation was
over.

She pulled a face as she headed down the final stairs and into the living room, where
Andromeda and Ted were already waiting in their dressing gowns, sipping coffee. “There you
are. Tea’s in the kitchen, Aurora, and coffee for you, Nymphadora.”

They both took their drinks silently and sat down, Aurora sipping elegantly. She didn’t know
the typical procedure for a Tonks Christmas, and tried to figure it out through the idle chatter
that the three of them passed. Only after Andromeda had finished her coffee did they start
opening gifts — she was the leader. Andromeda expressed very confusing excitement over a
kettle with insulation charms, while Dora laughed loudly at a pair of self-eating scissors one
of her old school friends had sent. Aurora supposed it was funny.

Aurora’s presents came in an assortment; a box of sugar quills and new hair ribbons from
Pansy, a book about Astrology from Draco, an elaborately decorated Muggle-style journal
from Gwendolyn, chocolate frogs from Robin, and a selection of books put together by
Theodore. She was pleased with her gifts, and especially interested on one of the books
Theodore had sent — The Use of Deep Magics in the Giant Wars — but her eye was drawn
by a final, small package that awaited her when she went upstairs to her room to write thank
you letters and get changed for the rest of the Tonkses’ family arriving.



Confused, she laid her gifts down on her bed and gingerly approached the small box, which a
small tawny owl stood by. The owl hooted and pecked the back of Aurora’s hand. Hands
shaking a little bit, she untied the letter from around the owl’s leg. Surely not. Surely he
wouldn’t have been so stupid and rude as to send her something today.

She unfurled the note first, closing her door so that Dora wouldn’t see.

My Aurora,

I’m sorry for upsetting you, I truly am. All I want is for you to be happy, and I sincerely hope
that you are. If there is anything you need, or anything you want to ask, I trust you will find a
way. I wasn’t sure what sort of gift a teenage girl might like, but I hope you like this one.

Be careful, and enjoy your Christmas.

Her blood seemed to have gone cold. He really had sent her a gift — the stupid, senseless
idiot. And what if the letter had gotten intercepted? It wouldn’t have taken too much
guesswork to figure out that it had been sent by her father. She would have to get in touch
with the goblins — where had the money come from and how, exactly, had he managed to
access his vault anyway? They hadn’t even alerted her, and surely hadn’t told the Ministry —
though she knew goblins didn’t much care for the Ministry anyway.

Then she realised he had also had no assurances that she wasn’t going to tell anyone about
him hiding out in Hogsmeade or being an illegal Animagus. She’d just left him in her fury,
and yet he took a risk to send this present to her... Whatever it was.

It was so stupid of him. Stupid and, somehow, sentimental.

Aurora wasn’t really sure she wanted to touch it. She didn’t need anything from her father,
and she had plenty of gifts already from people she actually cared about. Maybe this gift was
even cursed. It could be, she’d be a fool to touch it. Yet. Well. He probably hadn’t cursed it.
He hadn’t cursed the gift he sent her for her birthday, after all. She told herself just to open
the damn box and get it over with, but she couldn’t. Instead, she re-read the letter to herself
twice, soaking in the words, and tore it into tiny pieces, stuffing them into a little bag. There.
Now no one would find it. She’d burn it when she got the chance.

But the box. It had been wrapped in silver paper, and looked vaguely expensive, but she had
no idea how her father could have gone into a shop and bought her something considering he
was the most wanted man in the country. What if it wasn’t from him at all, she worried to
herself. What if this was a test?

Well, she wouldn’t find out by staring at it. She slipped on a thick pair of gloves and
tentatively unwrapped the paper around it to reveal a black box with what looked like scales
engraved in it. There was a lump in her throat as she took the lid off, which revealed a silver
chain necklace with a strange, round pendant hanging from the end. Her thumb brushed over
it as the colours shifted, deep blue to bright green to soft pink, and her breath caught in her
throat as she realised what it was.

An Aurora Borealis.



Hands shaking, she let the necklace slip from between her fingers and had to scramble to
retrieve it from where it fell underneath her chest of drawers. The lights on the pendant were
moving, seeming to pulse, and her fingertips found the little catch at the edge of the circle,
the opening of a locket. She swallowed, fingers fumbling as she opened it.

There was a picture inside, small and wrinkled a faded, of a little baby girl sitting in a crib,
staring up at the camera. That was her. She couldn’t breathe for a second. That was her and
her father had sent this gift and it was a completely stupid thing to do, but looking at it, she
felt something she hadn’t felt in a while and she couldn’t look away. She had to force herself
to snap the locket shut, to shove it in a drawer and hurriedly get ready, clipping on a pair of
earrings and a different necklace before she went downstairs for Christmas lunch. Just
because he'd sent her a Christmas present didn’t mean he cared, didn’t mean she should care,
didn’t mean anything he’d said was true. And yet she couldn’t stop thinking about it. He was
family, but he wasn’t. He’d turned his back on his family.

But so had Andromeda. And sitting in the living room with the Tonkses, she knew that
Andromeda cared for her, and Aurora cared for her in return. But it was different. She didn’t
know how, but it was.

Because she told herself that it had to be.

-*

The Tonks side of the family arrived at a quarter to two and from the moment they arrived,
spilling over the doorway, Aurora was on edge. She didn’t know how much they knew about
magic — especially the younger ones, who, from the way they immediately started yapping
about biscuits for Santa and every single gift they received, had no filter whatsoever — or
about her. She didn’t know quite what place to fill, what space to occupy, and hung back as
the Tonkses greeted one another.

“And this is Aurora?” asked Ted’s brown-haired sister — Gillian — eyeing her with
curiosity, an eager note in her voice. She tried not to squirm as everyone’s eyes turned on her.
Gillian and Steven had their two daughters held firmly by the hand; an older girl who Aurora
had learned was Lauren, with light blonde hair, and the littlest Tonks, a positively tiny girl
with a mass of curly brown hair who stared up at Aurora from across the room while her
sister scrambled towards Dora, telling her everything she had gotten from ‘Santa Claus’.

Aurora’s words stuck in her throat. “That’s me,” she told Gillian, wincing as she gave what
had to be the most awkward little wave ever. “It’s lovely to meet you at last.”

“Oh, the honour’s all ours,” Gillian said, beaming as she crossed the room, making a beeline
for Aurora. She tried not to squirm as the woman, who she would wager had already had a
drink or two, hugged her tightly. When she released her, she was beaming. “We’ve heard so
much. You’ll have to tell me all about yourself, of course. I can’t begin to tell you how
excited we all were to hear there would be a fresh face at the Christmas table this year. And
I’ll bet you’ve never had a Christmas like a Tonks Christmas before.”

Aurora was spared from the implications of that sentence by the doorbell ringing shrilly
again. “Oh, that’ll be Liz!” Gillian said cheerfully, rushing off, Andromeda wincing as she



followed.

It was not merely ‘Liz’ but what seemed to be an absolute mob running through the hallway.
In truth, most of the commotion seemed to have been caused by the two twin boys, who
barrelled into the room and almost knocked Ted off his feet, yelling at him to help them set
up something called a Leg-Oh. Their mother, a dark-haired woman, rushed in apologetically,
holding stacks of presents and food and kissing her nieces on the cheeks.

Behind her came a lanky teenaged boy — Dan — who went immediately to Dora, smacked
her hand, and said, “Wotcher, Tonks.”

“Wotcher, Tonks,” Dora said in response, grinning. “And Merry Christmas.”

Dan scowled. “Is not. We’ve all been awake since six this morning, and Adam and Charlie
haven’t shut up since.” Dora just laughed, as the last child, a dark-haired teenage girl — Ellie
— came in gossiping to two people who could only be Ted’s parents.

It was strange to see them all. Everyone was in Muggle clothes, of course, but they also
seemed to be caught in an unofficial competition to see who could wear the most horrific
jumper, and even the grandparents were in on it. Aurora felt suddenly self-conscious of her
silver and green robes, even though Dora had approved the choice.

“You’re the Aurora girl, then?” Dan said, looking over at her, and she gave a stilted nod.
“Can you do the thing too?”

She blinked. “Do you mean magic?”

“No — I mean, yeah, but the thing where you change how you look.”

“Er, no,” Aurora said quickly, glancing at Dora, who had been set upon by little Katie and
had changed her nose into a toucan’s beak. She wondered if she could sprout antlers. “No, it
is inherited from my side of the family — well, obviously — but I don’t have that gene. I’m
just a regular witch.”

Dan stared at her, then stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Right. Cool.”

All of the introductions after that were painful. All of the Tonkses seemed fascinated, but in
the most unsettling way possible..

“We’ve hardly met anyone from Andromeda’s family,” Gillian told her, butting into the polite
conversation she had been holding with Ted’s parents, Cathy and Bill, “with reason of course,
but even so. You do look something like her, I suppose. A bit on the short side.”

“Thanks,” Aurora said, well aware of the stiltedness of her voice, and pointedly ignoring the
last comment. “It, er... It really is nice to get to meet you. It’s so lovely to have a family
Christmas.”

Gillian waved her hand. “Andromeda, how have you managed to find a well-mannered girl?
Nymphadora, you’ve hardly said a word to me — come on, tell Auntie Gill about this job
you’re training for.”



The Nymphadora in question ground her teeth and Aurora took that as her cue to slip away
from Gillian’s grasp, slightly disturbed by the woman’s enthusiasm for people. Andromeda
seemed bothered too, and Aurora caught the exasperated glance between her and Ted, like a
comment of that nature came out every year. She noted it, and went through to the kitchen to
help Liz, who seemed to have taken up the mantle of kitchen organiser and was going daft
trying to stack Christmas crackers.

“Anything I can assist with?” Aurora asked from the doorway, praying that she didn’t have to
do any cooking, because the Tonkses’ kitchen had some strange mixes of electrical
appliances and she was still slightly scared to meddle with anything more complex than the
toaster.

“Oh, no, no,” Liz said, shaking her head. “I do this every year, Andromeda and Ted’ll be
through in a moment, and Cathy, I’m sure.” She smiled warmly at Aurora. “If you want to be
useful, Adam and Charlie usually interrogate Dora about magic for at least an hour, but I’m
sure they’d be excited to hear from you too.”

“Oh.” Aurora flushed. “Well, I’m not so sure I’m as entertaining as Dora. I can’t turn my
nose into a pig snout.”

Liz laughed. “I do wish she’d stop doing that with them, they’re going to get ideas.” She
winked though.

“So,” Aurora said, having chanced a glance back at the chaotic living room and deciding it
was not quite time to return, “you know all about magic, then? Even the little ones?”

Liz shrugged. “It’s been difficult to keep it secret, really. Especially with Dora, when she was
younger, she couldn’t control the meta...” She winced. “Metamorph... Ing?” Aurora nodded
— she was close enough. “Yeah, that. So obviously Dan knew, and Ellie and Lauren figured
it out and at that point it was too tricky to hide that at Christmas and keep the Santa secret in.
They just know they’re not allowed to tell anyone, although even if they did, at their age no
one would really believe them.”

“And how much have Ted and Andromeda told you about me?” she asked, watching Liz’s
reaction carefully. She did fumble with the puddings slightly.

“I know about who your dad is, if that’s what you’re trying to ask.” Aurora averted her gaze.
“We know Andromeda’s family has... Some issues. The kids don’t really know much, apart
from Dan, and if Ellie and Lauren have cottoned on they haven’t said anything to anyone.
But so long as it isn’t doing them any harm.” She shrugged. “I’ll admit I was a bit worried
about it all, coming here to visit today, but I know Andromeda does all her defense things and
has all those — what do you call them — those wards up around the place, and they haven’t
had a problem. And they both tell me you’re a lovely young lady. You’re family now.”

Aurora twisted the ring on her finger, thinking of the necklace and her father’s note. He
hadn’t exactly given the impression that he would be rushing across the country any time
soon, but it still unnerved her. Perhaps coming back here for Christmas hadn’t been such a
good idea. “Right. Well, um, thank you? Are you sure you don’t want a hand?”



But at that moment Andromeda and Ted came in with Cathy and a loudly complaining
Gillian, and she was shooed out into the living room with the rest of the children.

Aurora was certain she had never had such an exhausting Christmas Day. Christmas with the
Black family was always a rather restrained affair. The closest it had ever veered to exciting
was when she was nine and the Malfoys joined them instead of Lucius’ family, and she and
Draco had been excused after pudding to play games by themselves in the library. Hogwarts
Christmases were extravagant affairs, but Aurora had never been particularly celebratory,
either mentally scolding the Weasleys for their loudness while she sat alone, or having their
after-dinner fun spoiled by Potter and Weasley stealing her friends’ identities.

The Tonks definitely did Christmas differently. The children had their own table, where
Adam and Charlie had placed some sort of cushion down just as Ellie had went to sit on her
chair, and caused her and Lauren both to squeal in indignation. With all the noise, Aurora was
glad she had been adopted into the adult table, where talk was at least civilised and at a polite
volume, even if she wasn’t particularly involved in it.

At night, as they were heading to their respective beds, Aurora asked Dora about Dementors.

“You will still teach me?” she asked quietly on the stairs.

“Of course.” Dora patted her shoulders. “I said I would, didn’t I? Can’t have Slytherin’s star
player put down.” She winked, but Aurora’s stomach sank. “Not that,” Dora started quickly,
“I certainly don’t think — oh, blast it, you know what I mean. They’re horrible things, those
Dementors. We’ve had a few training assignments on Azkaban, more recently — with the...
You know. I’m always cold afterwards. Still have to get Dad to make me a hot chocolate. I’d
hate to see them around a school.”

“They make me faint when I’m near them,” Aurora whispered, not meeting Dora’s eyes.
“And I can hear... Well, I think I can hear my mother.”

Dora’s face fell and before Aurora knew what was happening, she had wrapped her into a
tight hug. “Oh, I’m so sorry. That must be awful.”

“Yeah.” She was tense with Dora’s arms around her but after a second, it wasn’t so awful. It
was almost comforting. “It is.”

“Look, we’re on break from for the next few days. You’re not meant to practice magic, but
Dad won’t care, Mum’ll be out, and we’ve got that many wards up around the place at the
moment that it interferes with the magic energy signal, and they won’t really be able to tell,
especially since you’re around other wizards. Just as long as we don’t go overboard with it.”

“I know that,” she said.

“Exactly. We’re meant to keep you in check, but these are exceptional circumstances.” She
winked. “I’ll cover for you, just don’t let on to anyone at school. The charm to get rid of them
is difficult — loads of people struggle with it, I wouldn’t have bothered so much if I didn’t
have to learn it in training — but even just knowing the incantation might help set you at
ease.” She grinned. “And plenty of chocolate.”



Aurora laughed despite herself. “Thank you, Dora.”

-*

They got to work two days after Boxing Day. Andromeda was having lunch with friends, and
Ted roaming around the garden, though Aurora had no idea what he was doing.

She and Dora were in the attic, where there was a large bag hanging from the ceiling. “It’s a
punching bag,” Dora said. “I use it to train for physical combat work.”

“Do you do a lot of that?” Aurora asked, noting the wear and tear around the wrappings of
the bag.

“A little. Not so much now I can go into the Ministry’s facilities. But it could be useful.
Imagine it’s a Dementor.”

Aurora stared between her and it.

“It’s bright red, Dora.”

“I said imagine,” Dora repeated with a grin, and a sigh for dramatic flair.

Aurora pursed her lips, glaring at the punching bag. It was nothing like a real Dementor. She
didn’t hear her mother screaming, didn’t remember Arcturus dying, didn’t feel like she would
never be happy again. She was in a warm attic with someone she trusted and feeling, frankly,
ridiculous, staring down a red bag hanging from the ceiling.

“Now what do I do?” she asked, gripping her wand. She was still somewhat apprehensive
about using it here, half-convinced the Ministry was going to rain down on her head — and
that was the last thing she needed.

“Think of your happiest memory.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows. She had done her research, and the writing all said this was the
case, but it sounded ridiculous. Happiest memory. “Really.”

Indignant, Dora said, “Yes, really! That’s what you have to do.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Dora shrugged. “That’s just how it works. It is a charm, after all.”

Charms had never been Aurora’s favourite class, for a reason. “How does it work, then?”

“The Dementors feed off of negative emotions and your worst memories and fears. That’s
what makes them so debilitating. It’s what drives prisoners in Azkaban mad.” She tensed at
that. “I don’t say that to — oh, you know what. To counter a Dementor, you need to fight
them with positive emotions, and you need to retain that positive feeling. You can’t give into
the negative — that’s what they want. The positive emotion, and the pure power of the
Patronus, that’s what drives them away.”



“That also sounds ridiculous.”

Dora sighed and stared at the ceiling. “Aurora, it may sound ridiculous, but it works.”

“Right.” Aurora wished she had had the opportunity to do some more background reading, if
only to gain a better grip on the subject. It all felt so vague and loosely-defined and hazy.
Charms had never been her best subject — Transfiguration was precise, Defense was wilful,
Potions was measured, but Charms was pure intuition and emotion, things that had never
been quite her strong suit.

“You have to think about it carefully. It has to be a clear memory, and have a strong emotion.
The happiest thing you can think of.”

Aurora’s mind was blank. “What’s yours?” she asked, stalling.

“My Patronus?” Dora grinned, and said loudly, “Expecto patronum!”

A bright silver jack rabbit shot out from the tip of her wand, lighting up the room. It hopped
around the base of the sparring dummy, hurried over to Aurora and then back to Dora, who
waved her wand again and let it dissipate. The light faded. Aurora gaped.

“You did that with a happy memory?”

“The happiest,” she said. “The day I got into Auror training. Proved pretty useful considering
what I use the Patronus for now.”

Aurora bit her lip, trying to think of something that could match the fierce joy of Dora’s
Patronus. What meant enough to her that it could provide such strong magic?

“It’s alright if you can’t think of anything immediately,” Dora told her, as though she could
tell what was on her mind. “Any good memory will do for practicing the first time.”

She couldn’t go very far back in her memories. Most of her childhood memories were tainted
by the fact that the people in them were all dead. Anything from this year had the mark of the
Dementors and her father hanging over it, and second year she’d been mixed up and afraid
her roommate might get murdered.

Halloween. First year. She had been second out of all her Slytherin classmates in the House
initiation and had truly felt that she was living up to the person she was meant to be. She had
known Lucretia would be proud of her when she wrote, and she felt like she was soaring
when she took pride in her own work, her own creation.

“You ready?” Dora asked, grinning.

“‘Course I’m ready,” she told her, trying to replicate that same grin.

“It’s not going to be fully formed right away,” Dora warned, and Aurora tried not to be
annoyed by it. “It’s really tricky magic, you might not get anything.”



It was a charm, after all. Charms were emotional, they weren’t precise like transformations or
forceful like jinxes or measured like potions. But she needed to learn it, so she would.

She focused on the evening that she became a Slytherin, when she could feel the magic of the
castle and the dungeons wrapping around her, embracing her. She remembered clutching the
bust of her founder, and smiling around at her friends and she said as crisply as she could,
pronouncing every syllable, “Expecto patronum!

Nothing happened. She could feel magic pulse through her, felt it run right to her wand, but it
just didn’t escape. She couldn’t let it out.

“Expecto patronum,” she repeated, more forcefully.

“Concentrate on the memory,” Dora advised.

Her voice sounded far away as Aurora tried to focus on the words that bound her to her
house, her friends, her family.

“Expecto patronum!” There was a small movement, like slightly grey smoke, from the end of
her wand. It was entirely possible that Aurora had imagined it. “Expecto patronum!” Another
wisp, slightly blue, but it dissipated quickly in the air.

Aurora turned to Dora, who was frowning. “You’ve got something,” she told her, “but it
needs to be stronger, and the colouring is wrong, which likely means you haven’t quite got
the right emotion nailed down.”

She tried not to show her frustration. “Well, it’s a happy memory, that’s what you said!”

“It has to be made of pure joy,” Dora said, and Aurora thought fleetingly, with a stab of
annoyance, it was the most ridiculously Hufflepuff sentence that her cousin had ever said.

“Fine,” she said, trying to think of something else. There were many things that brought her
joy, but she wasn’t sure which of them would also qualify as powerful.

“And don’t overthink it,” Dora added. “You have to rely on the emotion.”

Brilliant, Aurora thought, trying to latch onto something. Perhaps, she thought, she could use
the memory of her birthday two years ago, with all her friends around her and feeling for the
first time that she had people she belonged with, people that she had chosen mostly for
herself, her first new friends at Hogwarts. She remembered Pansy’s laughter, Draco’s grin,
Millicent’s easy chatter, and the feeling that she was surrounded by joy.

That had to work, she thought, clinging to that feeling as she held her wand out before her,
took a deep breath in and thought back to that night, crying, “Expecto patronum!”

This time, the wisp that came out was pure silver, so bright it bordered on white starlight. She
thought she had it, thought it might become something, but it curled away just as soon as it
burst out. Her heart fell.

“That was good!” Dora said, grinning.



“It held for all of two seconds!”

“It’s your first time,” Dora told her encouragingly. “You produced something, a lot of people
can’t do that on their first go.”

She wanted to point out that really this wasn’t the first time, she had tried twice today, and
neither attempt was anything near impressive. “It isn’t about the showiness,” Dora said as
though she could tell exactly what Aurora was thinking. “I was really annoyed that I couldn’t
get mine to take on any sort of form for months.”

“But mine just looked pathetic.”

Dora chuckled wryly. “Aurora, it is a really difficult charm. You can practice, and based on
that, I’m sure that even if it takes a long time, you will manage it.”

She frowned, and leaned against the chest of drawers. “How long? Charms aren’t usually so
difficult to pick up.”

“This is a Patronus Charm,” Dora said. “It is quite a bit beyond third year level. We didn’t
even touch on it til my seventh year — Charms and Defense had to team up, it needs that
extra power behind the feeling to make it work.” Aurora pursed her lips. “I know you want to
get things right first time, but no one gets the Patronus right first time. You did good.”

“I’ll try it again,” she said determinedly.

“Three more times,” Dora said. “The Patronus can take a lot out of you, and Mum’d kill me
if I let you use too much magic. But don’t get too upset if it still doesn’t work right. It’ll take
time.”

“I’m not upset,” Aurora muttered, and Dora gave her a knowing look. “Just frustrated.”

She tried to let the emotion take over this time. Her friends laughing, her beaming, feeling at
home and glad that she could share this moment with this. “Expecto patronum!”

It was much the same as the last time. The spell came out like faint threads, twisting in the air
and then disappearing into nothing. The second time, it seemed slightly stronger — she could
feel the magic running in her veins and brushing through her arms. Still, even after the third
time she could get hardly anything more than those faint silver wisps, and she deflated. The
magic just didn’t take hold like it should.

“It was still good,” Dora told her, when they went back downstairs. She had promised hot
chocolate, even though there were no Dementor effects to deal with — Aurora just felt
annoyed with herself, no matter how much Dora insisted that she had nothing to be upset
about. She knew the charm was difficult to perform, but that didn’t mean she didn’t hate
failing at it. “You’ll be able to practice at Hogwarts too, just don’t overdo it — I’d say you
should ask a teacher to supervise, Flitwick might help you out if you ask.”

Aurora frowned. Flitwick was alright, as teachers went — certainly better than Snape — but
she didn’t want to fail in front of him. “I want to practice again tomorrow,” she said.



“I’ve got work, and Mum won’t let you. But now you know what to do, you can work on it at
school, where you won’t get in trouble.” Dora leaned against the kitchen counter, flicking her
wand to make the cocoa powder soar out of the cupboard, and summoning milk from the
fridge.

“What if I don’t get it though? What if the Dementors come onto the train when I’m on my
way back?”

Dora sighed, and reached out a hand to Aurora’s shoulder. It rested there for a second, before
Dora made a move to hug her. “Even a little bit is better than nothing,” she told Aurora,
holding her tightly. The warmth did settle her slightly. “You’ll be alright. I know you’ll get it.
You go back on the third, right?” She nodded. “In the meantime, you can focus on thinking of
a memory that might work. Trying to think of anything that sparks joy.”

But Aurora had no idea what that could be. Even if rationally she knew that Dora was right,
and she couldn’t possibly expect herself to pick up an advanced charm first time, and she was
tired after trying it, she was disappointed. But she resolved, as she and Dora set about making
two mugs of hot chocolate, that she would find something to make it work. She had to make
it work.



Portrait and Pity

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

On the final day of the holidays, Aurora visited the old family houses. Her reasoning initially
had been that she needed to check the wards and see if her father had intruded at all. She was
fairly certain, now even more than she had been earlier, that he had not dared to even do
much as look at Grimmauld Place or Black Manor, and from the shape of the wards as
Andromeda and Dora had checked, that was the case.

At Black Manor, she had been prepared to meet with a few of the local wizards whom the
Black family were supposed to claim responsibility. Technically, they were landlords — or
rather, she was landlady — of a portion of magical Cornwall, and in turn represented their
tenants in the Legislating Assembly, alongside whomever their elected representative might
be. Currently, it was one Carrick Bratt, who opposed essentially everything the Black family
had ever stood for and called for the dissolution of the current political system which allowed
them any power in the first place.

It was not a surprise that he didn’t want to speak with her. No one else did either, it seemed,
not even to complain. Aurora was in no way surprised by this, but at least she had tried to
carry out her duties. Maybe, once this blew over — if it did, perhaps if her father’s innocence
was discovered, if he was even innocent — then people might allow her to fulfil her role.

“Come on, sweetheart,” Andromeda had said while Aurora lingered in the family library,
considering the spines of the oldest books which she had not been allowed to touch when she
was younger. Any flutter of pages sounded like the whisper of a phantom. “One more —
though I still doubt he’d go back there.”

“Quite,” Aurora murmured, tracing the gilded writing on The Spirit of the Herbologist. She
cleared her throat. Andromeda’s eyes glimmered as she looked around, as they had
everywhere they had visited today. Memories weighed on Aurora the whole time and right
now, she swore she could hear Arcturus’s voice asking why she couldn’t use her words. She
missed him — she couldn’t help but feel that he would know what advice to give her over her
father, even if she knew rationally that he would not, and likely would hex him. Dora merely
stared. She had never been in any of the Black family homes. Though Aurora wasn’t quite
sure family homes were supposed to have accumulated this much gloom.

“Onto Grimmauld, then,” she said, allowing her cousin to lead her out of the library, where
she closed the door softly. One always had to be gentle with the library.

They Apparated from just outside the house wards — Aurora had, as she had everywhere
else, had to speak to the wards to force them to recognise Andromeda again, and then Dora
— to Grimmauld Place, where Aurora could see Number Twelve as clear as day, its gloomy,
curtain-shrouded windows staring out at her as imperiously as her grandmother’s eyes.



“It may be better if I go in alone,” she cautioned Andromeda and Dora, recalling how loudly
her grandmother’s portrait could talk, and knowing that nothing she had to say about
Andromeda and Dora would be polite.

“Are you sure?” Andromeda regarded the street warily — her eyes didn’t quite seem able to
focus on any spot for long, and Dora was merely politely bewildered. “I know Aunt
Walburga kept all sorts around the house.”

“Nothing in there will hurt me,” she said, quite assuredly. “And there are three house elves —
I told them all to meet me together. If I’m not out after ten minutes...”

“We will be able to do nothing, because we cannot get inside.”

Aurora did have to concede this point. “Alright. I’ll show you in — but let me handle
grandmother. If the portrait is the same as it was last time I was here, she — well, it mightn’t
be a pleasant conversation for you two.”

Andromeda winced but Dora shook her hair until it turned black and said with sarcasm
dripping from her tongue, “I’m sure Aunt Walburga’s lovely, really.”

Leading Andromeda to the foot of the steps, Aurora presses her hand to the iron railing,
feeling Dora stare over her shoulder. She wondered how this looked to her — what exactly
would Dora see her holding? — as she whispered, “I, Aurora Black, grant House access to
Nymphadora Tonks, renew access to Andromeda Tonks, by the command of the lady of the
family.”

She could feel the wards grumble as they gave way to her command.

“Try not to be too loud,” she said, already whispering as they made their way up the staircase
and to the dark door with a silver serpent doorknocker. “Grandmother doesn’t like noise.”

The look Andromeda and Dora threw between them — one of trepidation and concern —
was obvious, and Aurora brushed it away as the house let her in. One of the elves had at least
lit the candles in the hallway for her arrival, and Aurora pressed a finger to her lips as
Andromeda and Dora closed the front door. She got three steps down the hall before her
grandmother’s voice cried, “Who disturbs the House of Black?”

“Aurora,” she called back, quickening her pace as she rounded the corner towards the
staircase, where her grandmother’s curtains had blown away to reveal her face, younger than
Aurora’s remembered it though painted only two years before her death. “Remember me?”

Her grandmother’s eyes narrowed. “You have been absent for far too long, child.”

“I’ve been at Hogwarts,” she said, and her grandmother’s features twisted in annoyance.

“No one has visited me in two years! I should have known, should have known you’d
abandon your grandmother — but not even Cygnus, or Pollux, or Lucretia—”

“They’re gone, Grandmother,” she said quietly, because it occurred to her that no one had
thought to inform a portrait, even if said portrait was no more human than a memory could



be. Her grandmother stilled. “I’m Lady Black now.”

Her lips pursed. “Well.” Her voice was clipped and her expression slightly sneering. “It has
come to this, then? Daughter of a blood traitor and a mudblood.” Aurora flinched at the sharp
bite in the words, the pain they could inflict, even if not to her. “Centuries of pure blood —
and you are the last of us.” She let out a high cackle that Aurora couldn’t remember having
had associated with her grandmother — it raised the hair on the back of her neck and grated
cold on her spine. “How disappointing. At least you are better than nothing.”

This was worse than the screaming she had expected. Aurora knew Andromeda and Dora
could hear every word, and it made her cheeks blaze. Andromeda looked like she was trying
very hard not to step out right now and shut the portrait up.

“I raised you, though, didn’t I? I raised you right.”

Aurora nodded shakily. “You did. I’m in Slytherin, Grandmother. Did you know? I was so
pleased. And you remember Narcissa’s son, Draco? He’s in my house, too.”

Her grandmother didn’t look proud, but she did look satisfied. “There is hope for us yet,
child.” Her eyes didn’t soften any. “Why do you disturb me now?”

This matter Aurora knew, would have to be handled delicately. “Your son,” she began gently.

“Regulus?” Her grandmother’s eyes lit up. “He is here?”

“No,” Aurora said, “Regulus is dead.”

Her face contorted in fury. “My son—”

“Sirius has broken out of Azkaban prison,” Aurora said quickly, her throat feeling suddenly
tight and her head warm. “A few months ago now. I doubted he would have the nerve to
return here, but I had to check if only to stop the Ministry from doing the same for
themselves.”

“That boy will not set a foot in this house!” her grandmother said, voice getting dangerously
high and sharp as a knife. “I will not have such scum around him! No blood traitor brat will
defile these halls!”

“I know,” Aurora said in what she hoped was a soothing voice. “I will certainly not let him.”
She glanced to her left, where Andromeda and Dora’s shadows watched, both distinctly ill at
ease.

“You must not! You might save the family name yet — no one need know, no one need
know...” Her eyes were bright as a glint of steel.

“Exactly,” Aurora said, though she wasn’t quite sure where her grandmother’s thoughts were
going, if anywhere. “I won’t bother you for long, but I must speak with the house—”

She saw the hatstand falling before anyone else did, but it wasn’t soon enough to stop it
crashing to the floor. In an instant, her grandmother had started to scream, demanding to



know who else was here, and Kreacher had appeared at the noise and cried, “The blood
traitor!” and Dora darted out, looking furious even as she tried to right the stand.

“Dora, don’t—”

Walburga Black took a look at her niece and great-niece and burst. “Andromeda Black,” She
snarled, in a voice that would have made Aurora recoil had it been aimed at her. “You dare
walk these halls! Your feet should burn to walk on these stones!”

“Well, they do not,” Andromeda said, eyes flashing.

Walburga shouted, “BLOOD TRAITOR!” Her eyes whipped to Aurora, and it felt like they
pierced right through her. “YOU BROUGHT HER HERE! INVITED SCUM INTO OUR
FAMILY HOME!”

“They are helping to perform a duty—”

“BLOOD TRAITOR!” she shouted again, and now the words cut into Aurora. “SCUM,
FILTH OF MY BLOOD, SHAME OF MY ANCESTORS — YOU BRING BLOOD
TRAITORS AND HALF BLOODS—”

“Grandmother, please—”

“GET THEM OUT OF MY SIGHT, GIRL! I THOUGHT I RAISED YOU RIGHT,
THOUGHT I’D WIPED THE BAD BLOOD OUT—”

“Andromeda, Dora, please go—”

“YOU BRING SHAME TO ME!”

“Kreacher,” Aurora gasped, trying to usher Andromeda and Dora away despite the identical,
angry sets to their faces, “tell her to stop.”

“Kreacher will not. Kreacher agrees with his mistress, Kreacher—”

“I am your mistress, Kreacher,” Aurora said as sternly as she could while her voice was
shaking so. It felt like she’d just been drenched in icy water.

Grandmother continued screaming, “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE WITH YOURSELF IN
THESE YEARS, GIRL! WELCOMING TRAITORS AND FILTH!”

“Oi!” Dora said. “Who are you calling filth?”

“Stop it, Grandmother,” Aurora said again, trying to pull the curtains over her portrait.
“Shush, it’s alright, they’ll — they’ll leave, please stop screaming such things.”

The curtains ruffled and from behind them she hissed, “I raised you better than this, girl,” and
Aurora felt her chest seize.

“Kreacher.” Her voice wobbled. “Bring Timmy and Dippy. Andromeda, Dora—”



“BLOOD TRAITORS—”

“Wait — wait outside.”

“I will not leave you alone here, Aurora.”

“Please,” she said, “I’ll be fine. But she — she’ll just get angry if you stay here.”

With cracks, the other two, younger house elves appeared. Their eyes widened at the sight of
Andromeda and Dora.

“Visitors,” said the smaller, blue-eyed elf, Timmy. “The Lady brings visitors.”

“The old portrait was screaming again. Mistress Aurora, why was there screaming?”

“FILTH, SCUM IN MY OWN HOME!”

“Grandmother,” Aurora said, hauling the curtains closed again. “Please. We’ll be out of your
hair soon. Go to sleep...”

The portrait muttered, “Blood traitors and filth, raised you better...” but the energy seemed to
blow out of the curtains as they relaxed against the frame and the noise dwindled. Aurora
sent a pleading look towards Andromeda and Dora, but both shook their heads and followed
her as they went further down the corridor, towards the old sitting room. The elves had,
mercifully, kept it in a decent state of cleanliness.

“We made sure everything looks well for Lady Aurora’s visit,” Dippy explained with a bright
smile. “Kreacher was saying that the House of Black must be perfect, but he did not say we
had more visitors.”

Kreacher muttered, “Blood traitor and her daughter, worse and worse.”

“Please don’t speak like that,” Aurora said as mildly as she could, rattled. She hated how it
had bothered her. She wasn’t frightened by her grandmother. She couldn’t be. The portrait
merely awoke a memory, not even a fully accurate one — though how accurate could a five
year old’s memory be. The words still stung.

“I won’t be long,” she said, and pleaded with Andromeda and Dora to sit even though both
still looked angry. Andromeda’s anger was a cold, resigned sort of thing, but Aurora could
see the pain that glimmered behind it and knew they would need to discuss it. Dora’s was a
bright, burning anger which Aurora was just barely restrained. Both took tentative seats on
the sofas.

“I merely wanted to check on the upkeep of the estate. All the family houses looked very well
cared for on my inspection.”

Dippy swelled with pride. “I cleaned the Silver House library, Miss! It was a most beautiful
library.”



Aurora smiled faintly — the library in Silver House was more akin to a forest than anything
else, but that had its own charm, and it was impeccably clean. “I wanted to check again that
there has been no contact from Sirius Black?”

All the elves shook their heads, Dippy and Timmy looking aghast at the thought, Kreacher
looking like he wanted to spit curses at the name. “Good. And are you all still happy with the
work you are doing?” She felt she ought to ask. There was little for them to do, and
neglecting elves was not a very good idea. But they all nodded.

“Kreacher lives to serve the Noble House of Black,” Kreacher muttered, scraping into a bow
which the other two mimicked clumsily.

“There’s no need for bows,” Aurora told them quickly. “Er — are you? Happy?”

“Very much,” Dippy squeaked. “Dippy and Timmy enjoy cleaning, but—” She broke off, but
Aurora nodded.

“It’s alright, I’d rather you were honest.”

“Dippy would like to see people more, miss,” she said, looking almost guilty. “Dippy wants
to help Mistress Aurora, but Mistress Aurora is never here.”

“Dippy,” Timmy said sharply, “it is not the Mistress’s fault.”

“No, no,” Aurora said, “I know I am absent often. There isn’t much I can do about that — but
if you would rather be around people, I could have ask if there is a temporary place at
Hogwarts. This isn’t a dismissal,” she assured Dippy hastily, “but I want you to enjoy what
you are doing too.”

She recalled Arcturus saying that house elves’ loyalty had once been assured through
friendship rather than fear. Kreacher had bound himself to the family first — but Dippy and
Timmy had been taken on by Arcturus only a few years ago, while the other family elves had
moved on, and Aurora really didn’t know quite what to do with them. Clothes would be an
insult in any case, but she didn’t like the idea of keeping them in somewhere they were
unhappy with. Such a thing was pointless, in any case.

Dippy’s eyes swelled. “Lady Aurora is kind,” she said. “I would be very happy with other
elves, Miss, if that is what Miss wants.”

Aurora smiled awkwardly. “I’ll see what I can do? And Timmy?”

Timmy looked caught between the scowling Kreacher and the bouncing Dippy. “Timmy
wishes to remain,” he said, “Timmy would not serve any Hogwarts student. Timmy wants to
stay and be with Kreacher.” Kreacher hissed at him, which Timmy appeared amused by.
“Timmy will be here when Lady Aurora returns. Someone must keep the House of Black
clean and tidy.”

“If you wish,” Aurora said, with a nervous look at Andromeda and Dora, both of whom were
watching the interaction with varying expressions of curiosity. “So be it. Dippy, I will call for



you, if that is alright?” Dippy nodded enthusiastically.

“And Kreacher?” Kreacher looked up, ears drooping. “Are you happy here?”

“Kreacher serves none but the House of Black,” he said, with a fierce eye cast towards
Andromeda and Dora. “Kreacher stays.”

“Very well.”

She felt something more ought to be done, or said. She itched to go upstairs, to look at her
father’s old room, as if seeing it would somehow make things that bit clearer. But that was a
foolish notion and she knew it. Few secrets would be uncovered by snooping around
Grimmauld Place — and at any rate, she could see Andromeda was almost as uncomfortable
here as she had been at the house in Anglesey where she had grown up, and Dora eyed
everything around her with great suspicion. This environment was not good for any of them.
So Aurora said carefully, “Do try and keep Grandmother’s temper calm.”

It was a small mercy that the portrait did not wake on their way out. All were exhausted in
their own ways by the time they returned to the Tonks cottage, collapsing in the lounge
before the empty fire.

“I’m sorry about Grandmother,” Aurora said, feeling that she ought to get it ought of the way.
“She...” Words could not summarise Walburga Black.

“She is certainly my father’s sister,” Andromeda said, sitting down, “even as a portrait. Small
mercies, keeping my parents out of the front hall.”

“I can’t believe what she said,” Dora said, glare fierce though thankfully not aimed at anyone
in particular.

“I can,” Andromeda said darkly. “But she’s gone now. Her words don’t mean anything if we
don’t let them.”

“I can’t believe that’s your family.” Those words, too, hurt — though somewhat less, as
Aurora knew she didn’t mean them to. “I mean, I can, Mum, you’ve spoken about them
before. But...” She shrugged. “God, it was horrible.”

“It’s a portrait,” Andromeda told her heavily. Her eyes, when she looked to Aurora, were just
as heavy, but not angry at her. “You did warn us.”

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “I didn’t know what to say to — to get her to stop.”

Dora didn’t look entirely pleased with this explanation, but she didn’t say anything more
about it. “Dad’ll be home soon,” she said tightly, “I’ll put the kettle on.”

Aurora and Andromeda watched her go, and close the kitchen door, before the latter said,
“You looked like you were shaking, sweetheart.” Aurora tensed. “What Walburga said —
well, it’s not that I didn’t expect it. I’ve heard it all before. It just doesn’t make it any less
horrid. Dora’s never dealt with quite that sort of attitude. We always kept her away from all
that.”



“I’m sorry,” Aurora said again, feeling suddenly very small.

“It isn’t your fault,” Andromeda said, and moved so that she could have Aurora sit by her.
“We insisted on coming in with you, anyway.”

“Yes, but...” She had no idea what she was trying to say. “It was horrible. It’s like — like I
forgot.”

“You were only what, five, when she passed? It isn’t your fault. And she was hardly nice to
you.”

“She was nicer.”

Andromeda let out a dry chuckle and stroked Aurora’s hair in a gesture that made her throat
clog once more. It was almost maternal, but she shut that thought down quickly. “Dora’s
upset, too.”

“Yes,” Andromeda agreed carefully, “she’s angry, but not at you. She’s got a thick skin, and
believe it or not, she has heard worse.” Aurora still felt that uneasy guilt inside of her. What
was she supposed to represent? “I remember when I was your age,” Andromeda said, voice
quieter now. There was the telltale crash from the kitchen which signified Dora opening a
cupboard. “Just starting to rebel, to question my family. It’s difficult to hear your own family
spout such things about you.”

She could not dispute that. But something horrible and bitter had curled itself into Aurora’s
chest, something that wasn’t really guilt, but might have been shame. “That wasn’t your
fault,” Andromeda repeated, but her grandmother’s words still rang in her ears. It was worse
to hear them when they were aimed at the people she cared about. “Nothing that’s happened
this year is your fault.” Her eyes pricked with heat. “And you’re Aurora, remember? No one
else gets to define you.” The words comforted her only slightly, letting something warm
settle in the place the bitterness had carved out. “Your family aren’t your fault either.”

“But I’m — I’m supposed to...” Her words got stuck. “I’m meant to be in charge now.
Represent us. I don’t know how. I don’t know what I’m supposed to be, Andromeda.”

“Oh, Aurora,” Andromeda whispered, and drew her into a tight, warm hug. “It’s alright.”

“It isn’t,” she mumbled. “I don’t want to be... I don’t want to be that. But I don’t know what
else.”

Andromeda was quiet for a long moment before she said, “The Black family should be
whatever you want it to be, Aurora. You represent yourself, first and foremost, don’t you?”

It took a moment for her to nod. Technically it was true, but there was still so much
associated with the name. So many things she already could not live up to — but others that
she didn’t want to live up to.

Because Andromeda and Dora and Ted — well, Aurora decided then, on the sofa in the sort
of embrace she hadn’t felt for so long — they were family too, now.



-*

The necklace from her father sat in Aurora’s bedside table drawer all holiday, but the
morning she was due to head back to school she took it out again, holding it nervously in her
hand and worrying her lip. If she brought it with her, would people question it? Surely not. To
anyone else it was just a nice necklace with a pretty stone. She didn’t want to wear it, no, but
there was a certain comfort in just taking it with her, and so she shoved it into the pocket of
her overnight bag and hurried downstairs.

The train journey back to school was quiet, which unnerved Aurora. Draco seemed as
normal, and both he and Pansy seemed perfectly happy talking to her, but she still couldn’t
shake the feeling that something was off between the two of them. She knew that they would
have likely met over the holidays at the Bulstrodes’ annual New Year’s Party — everyone
except for Aurora and Theodore had been invited this year — but neither was forthcoming
about details, and no one else appeared to have noticed anything amiss.

Pansy brushed off Aurora’s concern with the argument that this quiet was usual for the
journey after the Christmas holidays — two weeks clearly wasn’t enough for people to be
excited about returning, but it was not a satisfactory explanation. Aurora herself grew uneasy
as they drew closer, and she knew Draco noticed it.

“This isn’t about Potter, is it?” he asked her as they stood waiting for the trolley witch.

“No,” she replied, though that wasn’t entirely true. “I don’t give a damn about him. I’m just
not looking forward to having to get up at half past seven every morning again.” He laughed,
but Aurora didn’t think she’d convinced him. “How is Pansy? You two seemed odd.”

He shook his head. “Nothing. It’s just — well, it’s more to do with our fathers than anything
else. They fell out over some business thing, I don’t know.” His eyes narrowed. “Something
is wrong with you.”

“And?” she asked sharply, still now too aware of all that had passed the term before.

“And,” he said, with a long sigh, “you can talk to me. I promise we won’t argue.”

She cracked a smile, but he couldn’t make such a promise. Still, she said quietly, “We visited
the Black family houses yesterday. Just... Routine checks. But it disturbed me.”

“The Manor?” Draco asked, eyebrows raised. “You haven’t been there since... You know.”

“I know.” She sighed, and waited until a group of second year Gryffindors trotted past, Ginny
Weasley among them, before she spoke again. “But we visited Grimmauld too and my
grandmother’s portrait... She just wasn’t very complimentary.” Draco frowned. “It bothered
me more than it should, but I’ll be fine.”

“How often have you said that?” Draco mused, and she sighed.

“I’ll talk to you once I know what I’m thinking.” Secretly, she thought — but couldn’t bring
herself to say — that there was no way he would even begin to understand her confused



thoughts. “But it oughtn’t to affect me. I’m just tired and overthinking. And anyway — let’s
talk about happier things? Did you get the Quidditch League annual?”

Draco didn’t look convinced, but they were both still being careful about more sensitive
topics. Quidditch, at least, was safe.

-*

When they got up to the castle, Dementors were already guarding the gates. She felt them
before she saw them, dark masses against the barely-lit sky. Cold seeped into her very bones
as she passed, and her carriage stilled. One of them came closer, and she tensed, hand going
immediately to her wand. “Expecto patronum,” she whispered under her breath, though
nothing happened.

Voices rang in her ears. It was like she was underwater, hearing from very far away.

‘Don’t do this, they’re going to kill her.’

Her breath caught in her throat. She tensed, hand tightening around Pansy’s.

‘Call off your bitch, Sirius. Maybe if you give up the location, we’ll let the girl live.’

She was here. Her friends were here. She was okay, it was only a memory.

‘Sirius, no, don’t do this!’

The voices rang all around her. She tried to think of something positive — she was with her
friends, safe, they wouldn’t hurt her, would they?

‘Don’t you dare hurt her! Don’t lay another finger on her!’

Then the Dementors retreated. She could breathe again, but her hand was tight around
Pansy’s, who was staring at her in concern.

Warmth came back to her as they trundled onwards towards the pale lights of the castle
windows. “Are you alright?” Pansy whispered. Aurora’s head still spun.

She didn’t answer, instead pressing closer to her friend and clutching her wand. She would
practice the charm again tonight.

-*

The first classes back passed slowly. Arithmancy was not awful, especially now they were
using charging equations to get a grip on laid spells — those whose effects did not come out
in a burst or rush, but instead unravelled slowly and steadily over time, usually cast upon a
certain object, building, or person. Aurora enjoyed the work immensely now that it didn’t
rely on prior knowledge of personal information she was half-embarrassed to admit to not
knowing, but Hermione Granger’s persistent sideways looks were now caught between
smugness, suspicion, and — possibly worst of all — pity.



“Please,” Professor Vector said at the end of the lesson, “ensure you read Chapter Five of
your textbooks — calculations and cursing.” Granger winced and a smattering of whispers
went around the room. “Yes, I agree it does not sound like the most palatable of subject
matter, but it is a vital element of our course and the title should not be treated as a taboo.
Curse magic is valuable magic nonetheless. You will be marked on a group project for these
next few weeks, and it is essential that all members have sufficient understanding to truly
power your spells — though not curses.”

Aurora tried not to roll her eyes. Her gaze slipped to Granger, who seemed torn between
giddiness at the idea of homework, and dismay at the assumption that they could easily wind
up in a group together. Aurora wrinkled her nose and collected her bags, but as she went to
turn, she thought of something.

“How are Weasley and Potter?”

Granger looked slightly frightened at the question and it was very unconvingly that she said,
“Fine.” Aurora raised her eyebrows. Granger hadn’t been sitting with them at breakfast that
morning — it was unusual, and very noticeable to anyone who paid attention to the three of
them. “If you’re angry at Harry...”

“Potter does not concern me. He is nothing but an idiot.”

“He feels awful about it, he knows he shouldn’t have reacted like that—”

“I don’t care,” Aurora said firmly, rolling her eyes and then assuming a colder expression of
calculated curiosity. “It’s just, I heard a rumour... About Weasley’s rat? You know, the little
ugly thing? I assumed it’s a rat, and not a hairbrush.”

Granger blinked. Her voice was even more strained as she said, “Scabbers is fine.”

So that was the rat’s name. “Really? Because I heard your cat is a menace, chasing him
around the common room — is that why Weasley isn’t talking to you?

She hadn’t really, but she had heard from Gwendolyn via Leah MacMillan via Frida Selwyn
that Granger had a cat, and it was apparently rather mad in general. The reach seemed to
work, as Granger said stiffly, “He does what any cat would.”

“Oh, I know,” Aurora said, “I have a cat, too. But that rat is awfully... Old, isn’t it? A bit
pathetic really, last time I saw it. Hasn’t Weasley had him since first year? Rats don’t live so
long anyway, I’m sure if you’re worried about your cat, the rat still has much bigger things to
worry about. Even if the cat does scare him to his death.”

It could have been the wrong thing to say, if Aurora had been trying to reassure Granger —
but she wasn’t. “Scabbers isn’t anywhere near dying, thank you very much! And not because
of Crookshanks! Ron’s family has had that rat for years!”

“How long,” Aurora taunted, and Granger stared at her. “I heard it was the Prefect brother’s
first, is that right? Is that a hand-me-down like everything else?”



It was a low blow, and if she’d asked Weasley himself she could well have been in for a hex.
But Granger, even as furious as she was, would never hex someone in a classroom. “If you
must know,” she said tetchily, “Ron’s family have had Scabbers since Ron was a year old,
and he will be perfectly fine! He’s well cared for! And Crookshanks is not — he’s not doing
anything wrong! It’s not my fault!”

Aurora did feel a small pang of guilt when she saw that Granger’s lip was wobbling and she
looked close to tears, for whatever unexplainable reason. She stormed past, but Aurora had
gotten the information she wanted. It stunned her enough that Pansy had to snap her out of it.

“What were you talking to Granger about?” she asked, wrinkling her nose as they made their
way out of the classroom.

“Merely asking after her pet,” Aurora said breezily, with enough of a smirk that Pansy would
know there was more to it but not feel the need to ask and implicate herself in anything. But
her own head was spinning.

She didn’t trust her father, or entirely believe that he was telling the truth. But, Weasley had
to have had that rat for twelve years. No normal rat lived for that long.

But an Animagus might.

-*

On Wednesday, Aurora headed to the library during lunch, hoping she might find more
information about Animagi that might clarify her suspicions about Pettigrew. Many of the
books about Animagi were in the Restricted Section — which Aurora thought was
ridiculously unfair for any curious students, solely because it was classed as being
‘dangerous’ — but there were enough in the general Transfiguration Section that she
managed to find in After Animagi: Life After Completing the Transformation a passage
which confirmed Animagi could often live for much longer than their usual animal
counterparts. Even if they remained in their animal form — thought the book very strongly
warned against such a stint — they could have a life expectancy of up to sixty years.

The knowledge made her only slightly more confident about her father’s accusations. But she
still couldn’t trust him, and she was uneasy as she made her way alone to class. Potter,
somehow, managed to find her just around the corner from the library, and followed her for a
moment in silence before she turned and said, “Spit it out, Potter.”

“I—” He floundered, as he came to her side. “I um... I just wanted to say about that day in
Hogsmeade. I... learned some things?”

She slowed, unsettled. “Learned what, Potter?”

“About... You.” He cleared his throat. “I, um — I guess I’m sorry?”

That made her stop in her tracks entirely. It was like the world had just slipped away from
her. “What did you say to me?”



“Don’t make me say it again—”

“Harry Potter is apologising to me?”

A scowl crosses his features. “Oh, sod off, Black.”

“What brought that on, Potter?”

“I — I don’t like you, Black.”

“Oh, thank goodness, I thought the world truly had gone mad.”

“I didn’t know...” He looked deeply uncomfortable now, but Aurora was too stunned and
confused to walk away. “Look, in Hogsmeade, I’d just found out what your dad did and I
mean, you haven’t exactly done anything to — I mean, you did, you... But I — I didn’t know,
I didn’t really realise... About your mum.”

Something cold fell into the pit of her stomach. Aurora could hardly do anything but stare at
Potter, incredulous. “I don’t like you, Black—”

“So you keep reminding me,” she said faintly, hardly hearing her own voice.

“But I didn’t mean to do that to you. I know it isn’t your fault, I was just so angry, I didn’t —
didn’t know what I was doing. But whatever you are... I know you’re not... Him.”

Again, she struggled to think, or speak. Rarely was she at a loss for words but this was an
exception to every known law of the universe. “Well,” she said. “Glad we sorted that out.
Stay away from me.”

She made to turn away, her blood cold and her very existence shaken by the fact that he was
apologising, that he was sorry, that he was pitying her — but Potter called after her, “I know
you’re my godsister!”

Aurora swallowed. “And?”

“You — how long have you known?”

“I’ve always known.”

There was a moment in which neither of them dared to move or speak. Aurora held Potter’s
gaze, thoughts in turmoil. What the fuck was happening? What was she doing — what did
Potter think he was doing?

“We first met in Diagon Alley,” he said. “Your Aunt was with you.”

“And?”

“You were upset.” Her cheeks burned at the memory.

“Shove off, Potter, this has nothing—”



“And then on the Hogwarts Express. I was so confused why you left like that, but it’s because
you knew. You realised who I was and you — what, went to fetch Malfoy?”

“No,” she said pointedly. “I wanted to stay out of your way, Potter, as a matter of fact. I had
plenty to concern myself with that didn’t involve you — as I do now, in fact.”

“But you knew.” The look in his eyes was like a betrayal. “You knew who I was. What we
were to each other.”

She let out a shrill laugh. “Potter, we are nothing to each other.”

He stared at her, but then his face hardened. “Yeah. I know. I just don’t understand.”

“Don’t understand what?” she snapped.

Potter swallowed. His eyes darted to the wall and then back again. “How could do such —
such a horrible thing.”

Her heart seemed to batter her chest in that instant. She thought back to her father’s words,
his pleading of innocence. She thought back to hearing her mother’s final moments, the cry
of I love you. She put on a look of cold neutrality and said, “It’s a mystery to us all, Potter.
Are you done dissecting my history?”

It took a second, but he backed away. Aurora let out a shaky breath.

“This doesn’t mean I like you,” Potter said hastily. “Just to be clear. But I dislike you because
you’re mean, not because of him. And I’m sorry, about your mother. I — I know she was a
Muggleborn, too.”

That word struck her somehow. “Oh, and have you come to tell me you’re going to share my
dirty little secret now, have you?”

“No.” Potter looked offended. “No, I just wanted to say sorry! About what happened, and that
I shouldn’t have — have reacted like I did. And that I should have realised this... Isn't exactly
easy for you.”

Aurora stared at him. She almost laughed. But somehow the sound wouldn’t materialise. She
could see, even though she didn’t want to, that he meant what he said about her mother. Her
voice came out as a faint, “I hate you too, Potter.”

“But I know you’re... Not as bad as he is. I still remember first year.”

She raised her eyebrows. “I thought you had a more selective memory than that, Potter.” His
cheeks flushed red. “Just keep your hands off me, won’t you? And don’t bring up my family.
Ever. Again. I won’t be so lenient in future.”

“But you...”

“Goodbye, Potter,” she told him faintly and then turned, stalking along the corridor.



She had barely come to her senses when she reached her classroom, the first one there. What
the hell did Potter think he was playing at, apologising to her? Was this some bizarre
Gryffindor attempt to gain the moral high ground? If he thought she was going to forgive him
then he was sorely mistaken. On the contrary, Aurora was certain there was far too much bad
blood between them for either to ever forgive the other for anything. The fact Potter had
actually said the word sorry, and said it with some sincerity, was enough to throw her off.
What business did he have, handing around apologies and shaking up the balance of their
dynamic? Did he expect something in return?

She hated that he’d spoken to her, that he’d shown what might be described as kindness,
because that wasn’t who she wanted to see in him, and she wanted an excuse to scream at
him. She hated that he knew anything about her mother, and that he thought it meant he knew
anything about her.

She hated, most of all, that horrible look of pity in his eyes.
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Histories Unearthed
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On Friday afternoon, Aurora and her friends all headed down to the edge of the forest for
their Care of Magical Creatures lesson, which was just as dull as always, feeding lettuce to
flobberworms. Draco, as usual, was taking great delight in mocking Potter, who didn’t seem
at all interested and instead, kept throwing Aurora curious, almost nervous glances. This
recent change was in many ways worse than any expressions of hatred or trading insults
across a classroom or hallway, because at least then she knew where she stood. This was
strange and confusing, and she still didn’t know what had spurred Potter to apologise to her,
or what he was expecting from her in return — because, surely, she thought, he was up to
something. Whenever he looked at her, she would look defiantly back, daring him to say
something. He didn’t, of course, whether good or bad. This new attitude of his felt like it had
tipped the world upside down and Aurora had no idea what to do with it.

She tried to distract herself through the lesson, and kept up a steady stream of gossip between
herself and Pansy. Apparently Jasmine Kerrick had been caught in a broom cupboard with
Louisa Barrow’s boyfriend and it was causing quite the scandal amongst the upper years — it
explained the weird tension Aurora had noticed between the girls in the common room,
anyway.

It was as they were just about to leave class that Aurora noticed the great black dog standing
just in the tree line, watching her. Her eyes widened and she glanced around nervously to see
if anyone else had noticed the dog, but it didn’t seem that they had. Silently, she glanced back
and nodded slowly before helping pack up. “I’m going to hang back for a little while,” she
told Draco, who frowned at her. “I need a run, I’m so out of shape after the holidays and if
Flint’s going to let me play again next weekend, I have to get my stamina back up. I won’t be
long, don’t worry.”

“Alright,” Draco said, not seeming convinced. “We’ll see you at dinner then?”

She grinned in response and nodded. Theodore shot her a concerned look, but she waved him
off. “I really am fine,” she assured him as he passed, “I just need to clear my head and have a
bit of exercise.”

He still looked concerned, but Theodore typically had that sort of look about him, so Aurora
headed off, going for a short walk in circles nearby until the rest of the class and Hagrid were
all out of sight, back up to the castle. It was then and only then, when she was sure no one
could see her, that she slipped into the forest where the black dog was waiting. Her father.

“Hello again,” she said stiffly, walking alongside him towards a secluded spot, far from the
eyes of the castle or Amy of the other forest creatures. This time of winter, it was already
growing dark — she wouldn’t have very much time, but at least the lack of light helped cover
her. “How was your Christmas?” He made a barking noise that sounded like a laugh. “That
good, huh?” She paused, listening to the silent forest around her. “I got your present.”



If dogs could smile, that was what he was doing right now. “I know I was a bit harsh to you. I
was shocked, and scared and confused, and honestly I just didn’t believe you. But I got near
those Dementors again and I heard...” She didn’t want to talk about it, but she let the
implication hang in the air. “And I know Weasley’s rat has been with him for far longer than
any really rat should live. So... This does not make up for anything, you have to understand.
You have to respect that I do not want my life shaken up simply because you have decided to
come here on a fool’s errand chasing a rat. It does not change the last twelve years. You
cannot replace my family, and I won’t stand for you blindly insulting them or disrespecting
the people who raised me when you failed to.” Her grandmother’s portrait’s words rang in
her head. It isn’t real, she reminded herself. It just hurt.

“But... I know you do not intend me harm, I think. I don’t believe you, not fully, you will
have to give me more proof at some point. But I’m not going to hex you.”

A second after she said that, there was a flash of light and her father reappeared before her in
his human form. Aurora blinked, then broke into a small laugh at the sight of his face
scrubbed clean of dirt. “You took a bath!”

He grinned crookedly. “I thought I ought to take my daughter’s advice. The lake is a lovely
place for a midnight paddle and the mermaids are friendlier than you might think. Bit chilly
though.”

Aurora frowned at him, pursing her lips. Even the way he spoke was reckless, far too breezy
and unworried. “We need to be careful. If anyone finds out about you, or that I’ve been in
contact with you, it’ll be trouble. And if I am asked, I will deny ever having anything to do
with you. But.” She sighed. “You told me Pettigrew was the killer and the traitor, not you.
And now he’s Ron Weasley’s rat.”

“It sounds ridiculous when you say it.”

She scoffed. “I know it does. But I think I may know more of what happened now.”

Her father took in a tentative breath. “I truly am sorry I didn’t see you grow up, I’m sorry I
left you. And I understand your anger. But, if it’s at all possible, I’d like to get to know you
now. If you’ll let me.”

She considered him a moment. “No one can think I’m communicating with you. I wouldn’t
be entirely opposed to seeing you again, if you are careful and not reckless, but... You may be
my blood but I have no obligation to you. But I want an explanation. Of everything.
Eventually. I won’t be entirely opposed to seeing you, but I — I don’t want a regular...
Anything.”

But somehow it still brought a smile to her father’s face. “I suppose that’s more than I could
hope for. I knew you’d never betray me.”

“How could I betray someone I’ve never had any loyalty towards?” she questioned, and the
smile slipped. “But I — I won’t hand you over. So long as you don’t interfere with my life.
No skulking around, no getting caught breaking into the castle.”



“Got it.” A strange half-smile came over his features. “Aurora, I just — I am sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t change—”

“I’d rather not have you hate me,” he said quickly, “so, alright.”

“And you won’t seek me out unless absolutely necessary,” Aurora added, feeling that some
kind of boundaries were needed. “But — this Peter Pettigrew, he is the reason my mother was
killed, and the Death Eaters did... Whatever they did to me?” Her father nodded, eyes wide
and imploring. “And he’s the reason my family name is even further besmirched than it has
already been.” At least Bellatrix had been lumped in with the Lestranges, and never been an
heir. At least Regulus was young and disappeared quietly. “So I suppose I can’t deny you
revenge, but... I don’t want to be caught out in anything.”

Her father nodded in agreement, a hard look on his face. “I told you in December that you
could be in danger. You certainly could be, if ever the tides change again. But I want to finish
what I started and kill Pettigrew.”

Aurora nodded. “He cost you your best friends, your wife, and essentially your life when he
faked his murder. I can see why you’d kill him.”

Her father smiled thinly. “Can you really?”

“There are some people you can’t forgive.”

She wasn’t a killer, she didn’t think, but if she was in her father’s position, what would she
have done? Revenge made sense. But if he killed Pettigrew, he would be guilty. She would
have no real grounds to argue against him being back in Azkaban. And she thought, perhaps
— such a scandal might still hurt the family name. What would be better: revenge or justice?
What would benefit her? She wasn’t sure, thought perhaps she was too bothered by feelings
at the moment and ought to consider the matter more when she wasn’t confronted with the
very man responsible for her turmoil.

She had no choice to voice any of these considerations, however, before her father asked,
“Do you know the secret passages out of the school?”

She looked at him curiously. “I’ve never had reason to investigate, but I know there are a
couple around the dungeons. I don’t know if they leave the school.”

“There are lots of passages. The one-eyed witch on the third floor, if you tap her and say
dissendium, you’ll come out in Honeydukes cellar. If you press the knot at the bottom of the
Whomping Willow — I don’t recommend trying, you might get injured — you come out at
the Shrieking Shack. It’s where I’ve been hiding out, when I’m not in the forest — I’ve got a
friend, a very large ginger cat, whose owner is a student, he helps me sneak around. It isn’t
safe to be in the open. Just — if you ever need to find me, or if you want to.”

“I can be sneaky,” Aurora told him, which seemed to be exactly what her father wanted to
hear. “So, is that passage that you mentioned the way that you got into the castle?” she asked,
not wanting to broach the idea that he could choose not to kill Pettigrew. But did her father



even have a long-term plan beyond murder? She doubted he had taken much time to consider
it, in all honesty. “You really gave us a fright, you know. And Dumbledore.”

“I wasn’t going to hurt anyone,” her father said, looking down. “I knew you’d all be at the
feast, but I had to find the rat. It was Halloween...”

“Yes,” Aurora muttered. “I know. Everyone whispered after me for weeks.”

“He cost me everything.”

“You never had to go after him,” she said quietly. “But if something ever happened to Draco,
I think I would have wanted to do the same.”

“Draco?” Her father raised his eyebrows.

“Draco Malfoy. My best friend. Your cousin Narcissa’s son.”

“Narcissa’s kid’s your best friend?”

“Yes,” she said through gritted teeth. She knew exactly why he had that looked in his eye and
she didn’t like it one bit.

He stared at her. “Really?”

“I didn’t come here for you to make judgments about my choice in friends,” she said stiffly.
“Seeing as you weren’t there when he was the only child my age that I was allowed to ever
interact with.”

His eyes softened, and he asked tentatively, “And Harry Potter?”

“He hates me. I think.” She wasn’t as certain of that, even though it made no sense for him
not to hate her. She gave him a sharp look. “I didn’t come here to talk about Potter, either.”

“You two are godsiblings. But you know that.” She nodded. “Does he?”

“He does,” she said, but declined to tell her father about what had happened in Hogsmeade
just after she’d left him. She didn’t want to invite him to pass judgment, and she didn’t want a
conversation about her mother either. “Now, anyway. But it doesn’t change anything. And
that isn’t why I’m here.”

“Of course,” her father said. “But you... You wouldn’t help me, would you?”

“With what?” she asked, although the answer was obvious.

“Trying to get into the school is difficult for me. But you...”

“You want me to do it?” Thinking about that out loud made her stomach lurch.

“No, no,” he said quickly. “There’s no... I don’t want you to kill the rat. But if you could just,
I suppose, capture it.”



That was a little too complicit for her, and the gravity of the situation seemed to catch up with
Aurora. “So you can murder him?”

“You were fine with the idea five minutes ago.”

“Before I was directly involved! I can’t — I can’t just—”

“Forget it,” her father said. “I shouldn’t have asked you. You’re only fourteen.”

“And what does that have to do with it?” she snapped. “Do you think I’m not up to it? I could
be.”

“What have you done, at fourteen?”

“That is none of your business.” She didn’t think he’d appreciate the words: well, I did get
away with non-fatally poisoning Potter once.

There was a shifting in the trees and Aurora’s heart leapt into her throat as she ducked behind
a tree, breathing heavily. But it wasn’t a person that emerged; it was one of the thestrals
which pulled the school carriages. She breathed a sigh of relief, moving to stand by her father
again, but her eyes were fixed on the horse.

Her father caught on the direction of her gaze. “You see them too?”

She nodded. “The thestrals? Hagrid told me about them — Professor Hagrid. Only recently,
but I should have known what they were.”

There was a sad downturn to her father’s face when he caught her eye. “They only reveal
themselves to those of us who have witnessed Death.”

“I know that,” she said, voice more brittle than she had intended. “They have something of
him around them.”

Her father turned silvery eyes on her. “You can see our old pal too, then?”

She blinked, startled. Her mind raced; she’d barely even realised what she was saying but —
“You can see him?”

“On occasion. Family curse, I believe, though my father thought it was something of a
blessing. It’s more common on his side of the family. I wasn’t sure if you’d get it passed on. I
used to always catch a glimpse in battle. Distracting, the first couple of times, but it still came
in handy. He never spoke to me or anything though, not like in the stories. I always thought it
was just some passed down nonsense, superstition I was making myself believe in. My
brother said he could see souls.”

“Souls?”

“Oh, yeah. He was dead interested in all that Dark stuff.” A shadow crossed his face and
Aurora knew why. From what she’d hard, ‘all that Dark stuff’ had cost Regulus Black his life
in the war. “But my brother is a story for another time.”



“Is he?” Aurora asked, frowning. That was another story which she had never gotten to know
in its entirety — though there was a large part of her which didn’t want to know.
“Grandmother said...” She found she didn’t want didn’t want to repeat the words aloud, but
she ran them over in her head. Foolish boy, could have been something, gave himself over to
a false lord. Broke his poor parents’ hearts trying to get out.

“It doesn’t matter what my mother said, Aurora,” he said, voice low. “None of them know the
truth.”

That caused her to frown. “Then what is the truth? Only no one ever seems inclined to tell me
— about anything.”

He was quiet for a long moment. “Regulus was only young. Barely eighteen. He was an idiot
and he was wrong, completely wrong. But he’d been messed up by our parents just like I had,
and if things had worked out different, who knows... He just went the other way. But he made
his choice, when he was old enough. I made mine, and we grew up in the same family after
all. It was a choice.”

Her heart seemed to stick in her chest. “I don’t... Grandmother never spoke about it very
much. Arcturus didn’t like discussing the war.”

A dark laugh escaped her father. “I doubt it. Had their side won, no doubt they would have
claimed to support Voldemort all along.” A shock and shiver went straight through Aurora at
the name. It raised the hairs on the back of her neck. “They were all so proud when Regulus
got into Slytherin, and then when he joined up. I was out by then.”

Something bitter curled in Aurora’s chest. “I know.”

“My mother always said we were Blacks first and foremost. Above everyone. I don’t know
what she taught you, Aurora.”

She shook her head. “She died when I was five, remember? Arcturus was... Not necessarily
approving of Muggles, but he didn’t outright hate them. I think, from everything, he knew
that such views couldn’t hold, and that we had to move with the mood of things. And he
knew I wasn’t pure of blood, after all. He said I was brilliant anyway. Because I’m a Black,
and I’m me.”

Her father nodded slowly. “None of the family strictly speaking opposed Voldemort —
though the same could be said of most families — but from what I remember Arcturus was
always a bit less extreme about blood status than my parents. Though not being absolutely
fanatical about blood is a very low standard to meet, and I wouldn’t imagine he was liberal
by any means. Then again, my parents were both fanatics. All that pure blood had driven
them mad.”

Something surged through Aurora as she said, “Stop speaking like that. They’re... My
family.”

He looked like he was biting back a curse or a snarl as he said, “It was their fanaticism that
drove Regulus to do what he did. To join up, in the first place. And it was that fanaticism that



drove them to hate me.”

“You... They said... You left.”

“Before that.” His eyes were clouded by something she didn’t understand. It made her
stomach swirl uncomfortably. “I was sorted into Gryffindor. I didn’t agree with what my
parents had taught me, and I wanted it — I wanted to rebel. They were furious. It... I don’t
want to go into all the details with you, Aurora. But they turned their backs on me long
before I left. They — they were not kind parents.”

Her words got stuck. “In what way? What do you mean?”

“They—” His eyes darted around the clearing. “They would hurt me.”

Cold washed over her, like a rain cloud had broken atop her head and the water ran all the
way down her body.

“Hurt you?”

“Yes.” He held her gaze. “I was the rebellious son, I always was. They didn’t like that. They
didn’t like me. When I was fifteen, they wanted me to go to some dinner. Set me up with a
nice pureblood girl who could set me straight — families do that at that age, at least the older
ones.” Aurora knew that. The thought of giving up her family name for a husband made her
skin itch. “I said I didn’t want any pureblood and I especially didn’t want one that fit their
values, considering they were cousins. My mother yelled the house down. Called me all
kinds of things, nothing I hadn’t heard before. She told me to accept I was a Black, a
pureblood, to follow in my cousin’s footsteps. I refused.” His eyes flicked away from hers.
“So she tortured me.”

Aurora felt sick. She didn’t want to hear this — any of this. “What do you mean? She — my
grandmother wouldn’t torture—”

“She did.” His eyes glinted. “Cruciatus and all. So I ran. Went to the Potters. I wanted
Regulus to come with me but he stayed. They had taken a hold of him just as they pushed me
away.”

Her grandmother wouldn’t torture someone, Aurora told herself. Least of all her own son.
But Aurora remembered the things she had said about him, in her life and in her portrait
form, screaming about blood traitors and filth and scum and mudblood, defiling the family
name, the son she never loved.

She didn’t want to believe it. That was her family, and she didn’t want anything to tarnish the
few memories that she hadz She didn’t want to outright say that she didn’t believe him either,
because her father looked like he would snap at anything.

“Regulus made his choice,” her father continued, “time and time again. He disappeared just a
few months after you were born. But before that, he found us.”

Her stomach dropped. “He what?”



“I had told him, when you were born. Just a note. I said it was a girl and we had named you
Aurora. I’m not honestly sure how he managed to find us, but he did — we had to move on a
few days later, just to be on the safer side. He said he was getting out. I told him to be careful,
that if he needed out, then I knew people who could help, but he was adamant that he did it
alone. But he wanted to see you.

“He said that the House of Black could have a better future, and he wasn’t going to be having
any heirs. I didn’t want you to have anything to do with them, but I suppose it wasn’t up to
me, was it, in the end?” A bitter smile. “He made sure that your magic could be recognised
by the family.

“Then he disappeared. Two weeks later, our parents announced his death, quietly. They never
found a body — but that was often the case.”

The words made Aurora feel sick. “I’m sorry,” she said, but her father shook his head.

“Who knows where he is now. Alive or dead. But I know he got out, one way or another, in
the end.”

He shook himself slightly, like shaking off the chill of a ghost’s hands from his shoulders.

“I’ll tell you if I see the rat,” Aurora said quietly, to try and avoid dealing with the
implications of what had been said, the cold feeling which hung between them. Her father
was shaking from what he’d said and she didn’t know what to do, what to say. She didn’t
believe it. “But — I don’t want to be the one to...” Even though she was confident there was
no one around them to hear, she lowered her voice as she said, “kill someone.”

“And I wouldn’t ask you to,” her father said. There was still a tremble in his voice. He was
scared. He shouldn’t be the one who was scared. “You don’t have to do this. I just wanted to
see you.” He looked like he was going to make a move towards her, but then stopped himself.
“I couldn’t come here and not speak to you.”

Aurora didn’t let herself smile. She didn’t want to want to smile. “So will you go on the run
again? After you kill him?” She bit her lip. “I don’t know if you know, but they’re talking
about giving you the kiss.”

His face paled. “I’ve hidden for this long.”

“Yeah, but...” Aurora looked away. “There’s still the risk.” She smiled tightly. “Do you even
know what you’re going to do? The whole world thinks you’re guilty. The whole world
judges me for that. You’re going to prove them right. Everywhere I go, people talk about me,
for all the wrong reasons, and I hate it.

“I have to kill him,” her father said, eyes glinting. “You understand that, don’t you?”

Aurora didn’t know what to say. She wanted to tell him that he had been reckless and foolish
in doing all this so far. She understood why he wanted to kill him. But his actions made her
uneasy.



“I should get back to the castle,” she said quietly at last, with a small nod. “It is almost time
for dinner. But I can try and sneak you some food if you want?”

Her father’s face split into a grin. “Knew I found you for a reason, Rory.”

“Don’t call me Rory,” she muttered, swerving away. “You named me Aurora.” She took in a
sharp breath. “Actually — I wanted to know something. What’s my middle name?”

The look in her father’s eyes was one of loss, like he thought it was the worst fate in the
world that she didn’t know. Aurora wondered how she would tell him that she had had to ask
Professor Lupin to tell her what her mother’s name was. She wasn’t sure that she could, or
should.

“Euphemia,” he said eventually, the name like a sigh.

She didn’t know the name from the family tree. Perhaps it was one her mother’s side. “After
whom?”

“Euphemia Potter.” That was one she hadn’t expected. What little warmth she had still held
slipped away. “She took me in when I thought I had nowhere to go. She was ill, at the time
you were born. It only felt right. She looked after all of us from Hogwarts — she loved
Marlene, too.”

Hearing the name Marlene made Aurora feel such a sudden tumble of confused thoughts that
she couldn’t speak. “I see. Thank you for telling me.” Her voice was empty, cold. Her
father’s eyes widened from sorrow. “You should turn back now.”

He swallowed and looked down at Aurora, who didn’t quite understand the look in his eyes.
“They both loved you so, so very much.”

He had to say that. She tried to appreciate the gesture.

“Come on,” her father said eventually. “Like you said, you ought to get back to school. Just
— tell me one thing.”

“Yeah?”

“Were you happy, growing up?”

She nodded, though she couldn’t meet his eyes. The answer she had likely wasn’t the one he
wanted to hear, but it was the truth, and it was a truth he had to live with.

“Yes,” she told him. “Yes, I was.”

There was a heaviness to the half-hearted smile. For a moment, Aurora thought he was going
to snap, that he’d be upset at the thought of her having been happy in a life where her own
father had not raised her.

But then he took in a deep breath and said in a resigned sort of tone, with closed eyes,
“Okay.”



He turned back into a dog and Aurora stifled a laugh as he led her back out the forest, where
the sky was already darkening.

She left him silently, but with a small wave, and remembered what he’d said about a secret
passage and the cat who was apparently his ally. She could see him again, could speak to
him. It wasn’t something she could truly even remember thinking of. Aurora didn’t really
know how to feel about it, if she even wanted to contemplate the possibility of such a thing.

Just because he didn’t mean her any harm didn’t mean that she could simply reconcile, even
if he seemed to want that. It had been too long, and enough time had passed that she knew
she didn’t even know him, spare for vague half-formed memories and words called across
chaos. Such a thing would be unthinkable to any of her family, too — he was still a traitor,
wasn’t he? But now she wasn’t entirely certain that she knew what that was supposed to
mean, what she was supposed to feel about it. He was no Andromeda, she didn’t trust him
like she trusted Andromeda — but could she dare to know him? She wasn’t even certain that
she wanted to. It felt too complicated, a matter impossible to wrap up and understand and
come to any correct conclusion about.

She kept quiet throughout dinner, feeling the weight of that conversation and everything that
it had unearthed heavy upon her shoulders. None of this, it seemed, could just be simple. If
she could, she would ignore it all, but that felt impossible to do now too.

So she waited, quietly, and considered Ron Weasley across the hall. At least, she thought, she
could keep an eye out for the rat.

Chapter End Notes

For those who are interested, the extra scene mentioned last update, with Harry in the
Three Broomsticks, has now been put up and can be found on my profile and as part of
this series!



Careful Caring

The Slytherin match against Ravenclaw came the next Saturday. It was a blustery and cold
day, sleet coming down outside the windows of the Great Hall while Aurora ate breakfast
with the team. In the past week, Aurora had not seen her father again, and she could only
hope that it was for the best.

“Chang looks peaky,” Draco said hopefully as the team ate breakfast, nodding to the
Ravenclaw Seeker, a pretty girl who did nonetheless look rather unwell and nervous. Last
year she had been, like Aurora, a mere reserve — and Hufflepuff, the only team she had
already played against, was nothing compared to Slytherin or Gryffindor. “Maybe she won’t
be able to play as good as usual.”

“You still have to play as if she’s at her best,” Aurora replied musingly, slicing off a piece of
bacon. “And prepare for it too. You’re more than capable.”

Draco frowned. “I have to win.”

“You will,” she said easily. “I believe in you.”

His eyes darted a few places along, where Flint was having a sobering breakfast of plain toast
and black coffee. Aurora didn’t know how he could stand the stuff. “Don’t reckon Flint
agrees. Look at his face.”

“Flint always looks like that,” Aurora dismissed, with a wave of her hand. “Don’t let it get to
you. Concentrate on the Snitch, that’s the most important thing, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Draco muttered. He scowled at his orange juice.

He was anxious all through breakfast, but Aurora found herself more or less at ease — she
would have been fine if she didn’t have him so jittery next to her, setting her on edge too. She
had already won a match for Slytherin. She had proved herself. Draco had work to do, and he
couldn’t afford to lose to Ravenclaw.

But on the Quidditch Pitch, even in the cold and damp, Aurora found herself rejuvenated. Her
hands were tucked into gloves, hair held back in a low bun, and even though she had to go to
the bench, Flint told her to stay alert, and she had a tight grip of her broom. When Madam
Hooch blew her whistle to begin the match, she sent what she hoped was an encouraging
smile in Draco’s direction, and watched the two teams kick off from the ground. Their
Quidditch robes whipped around them, bright against the dark grey clouds of the sky.

She followed the game eagerly, eyes snapping from Chaser to Chaser. Ravenclaw scored
once, twice, three times — then Derrick hit a Bludger at their Keeper, causing him to swerve
to the side just as Cassius flung the Quaffle through the centre hoop. The crowd went wild,
and Aurora leapt to her feet. “Yes! Go on, Warrington!”



She caught his grin as he flew a victory lap, then as Montague wrested control of the Quaffle
from Ravenclaw’s Davies, and went soaring. The game picked up pace, and was fought
bitterly. Chang was a sharp flyer, Aurora could see that — but she was assured that Draco
was better. The Ravenclaw Beaters were more brutal than she had expected. With the score
tied at one hundred points each, a Bludger went soaring through the air and before Aurora
could yell in warning, it hit Montague hard in the shoulder and sent him plummeting towards
the ground.

“Montague!” she cried. Madam Hooch only just got to him in time, grabbing ahold, and
called a time out.

“He’s injured!” she declared to the slowly assembling players, as though it weren’t obvious.
“Broken arm, most likely.” Montague groaned. “He’ll need the Hospital wing.”

Flint swore. “Trust you, Montague.”

“S’not like I wanted to—”

“Black. We’re subbing you in.” He glanced to Madam Hooch. “That allowed?”

“Fine by me, Flint. I’ll call for Madam Pomfrey.” When Aurora looked up, she could see the
crowd all clamouring for a look at the drama unfolding. Their voices were a low rumble. She
caught Potter half-hanging over the edge of the stands, staring, and gripped her broom tighter.

Madam Hooch shuffled a complaining Montague off, and Flint beckoned her over. The
Ravenclaws all muttered to each other, no doubt trying to work out a new strategy — they
hadn’t seen Aurora as Chaser of course, and her dynamic with the others would be different
to Montague’s. She could see them trying to recalibrate. “You know the formations?” She
nodded. “Good. Get up there, we’re doing a forward three, drop two.” That meant they would
all be in a line horizontal, but when it came to the Quaffle, the outer two would drop down,
so it was easier to move and to manoeuvre between them.

She steadied herself, waiting for the go ahead from Hooch. Montague looked like he was
going to be okay, though no doubt his pride had been wounded. “You ready?” Draco asked.

Her lips set into a grim smile. “More than ready.”

Moments later, the whistle blew. They took to the air and it was a blur of sounds and senses
and freedom and power — over the broom, forces of nature, over the Quaffle. There was no
greater feeling, she was sure, than when she hurled the Quaffle through the right hoop, and
the scoreboard ticked over. The Slytherin stands went wild and, heart surging with pride and
with adrenaline, she egged them on, flying a lap around the hoops before surging back to
Cassius, who passed the Quaffle.

They tossed it between them and then, with a shadow passing above, Aurora threw it up to
Flint. Davies got between them just as he got it, and seemed at a loss, as Flint surged ahead
and scored again.



It passed in a blur of sheer joy, and then she saw Draco out the corner of her eye, flying
around Chang. He looked almost conversational, though in a taunting way. But perhaps that
was his tactic. She tore her eyes away to dive down, intercept the Quaffle passed between the
Ravenclaw Chasers below her, and then surge back to Flint, who took her pass, and launched
it towards Cassius. He rushed forward, flinging the Quaffle at the goalhoops.

But they had hardly any time to revel in this. A roar had gone up from the Ravenclaw end,
and Aurora burled around to see Cho Chang rushing upwards, towards a glimmer of gold.
Her heart was in her mouth — the goal was two hundred and thirty to Slytherin, one hundred
and thirty to Ravenclaw — but Draco was gaining on her already, and fast. Both rushed
upwards. Aurora held the Quaffle close to her chest, flying forward, watching and waiting,
until Draco pulled ahead, until his arm reached out, until she saw his arm raised triumphantly
in the air.

She let out a yell of victory and flew towards him. The rest of the team did the same and the
Slytherin crowds went wild — they were two for two, with only Hufflepuff standing in the
way of a secured Cup Victory. Aurora was the first to reach her cousin as they sank to the
ground, him smiling wider than she was sure as she had ever seen him as he shouted over the
din, “I did it! I caught the Snitch! I won!”

Needless to say, the party that evening was extravagant and far beyond any Aurora had
witnessed at Hogwarts before — though of course, with one thing or another, she had never
gotten the opportunity to enjoy them. The first and second years had all been shepherded off
to bed and the third and fourth years made to swear they wouldn’t pester the upper years, get
drunk, or otherwise disgrace the noble name of Salazar Slytherin himself. Twice, Marcus had
had to swipe a bottle of Firewhiskey from Draco’s hands — “You’re thirteen, Malfoy, and
you could pass for ten, and I’m not explaining to Snape why our Seeker’s out of commission
stuck in the Hospital Wing!” — and twice Miles had stumbled over a sidetable and somehow
managed to find the whole situation hysterical while Aurora and Cassius stood by the wall
watching their teammates thoroughly embarrass themselves. At least Cassius could hold his
drink — Aurora had opted to abstain after taking a few sips of Cassius’s drink and deciding
the feeling of alcohol burning the back of her throat was not worth any of the supposed
cheerful side effects.

“You get used to it,” Cassius told her, before taking a long sip. “We all did. And, eh — you
could be a fine Chaser next year. You’ll have to get used to it.”

She smiled teasingly up at him. “Trying to talk me out of going for your spot?”

“Not at all.” He grinned at her, pushing back his long blond hair, parts of which were falling
forwards onto his forehead. “Personally, I think you’re much more agreeable than Graham.”

Graham was, of course, complaining of his injury to anyone who would listen, and gaining
the ear of many giggling girls on the sofas. Aurora smirked at the sight. “Poor Graham. You
going to chuck him over for me?”

Cassius shrugged, grinning lowly over his drink. “Depends if you help us win the cup or
not.”



He winked and Aurora replied indignantly, “I’ve done plenty enough already, I think!”

Cassius just laughed, putting a friendly arm around her shoulders. “I don’t think anybody’s
disputing that. Well, Bletchley might try, but Bletchley’s a wa— idiot.”

Trying not to laugh at his abrupt change, Aurora simply rolled her eyes and said, “You had
better remember that next year then. Seeing as you will be in a position to be captain.”

At that, Cassius pressed his lips together, looking slightly embarrassed, and glanced away.
“You think?”

“Well, it’s either you or Montague. Merlin knows we can’t have Derrick or Bole.”

At this, Cassius looked thoughtful for a moment. Then, he grinned, and finished off his drink
before setting it down on a table. “Come on,” he said to her, grinning, “let’s mingle before
our captain starts to really make a fool of himself and start a soppy speech on the table. I
intend to be thoroughly incapable of remembering that part of the night.”

Aurora laughed as he tugged her gently towards the centre of the common room, hoping that
maybe, she could pretend everything was alright tonight, surrounded by people who at least
for now were more preoccupied with the Quidditch Cup than any potential mass murderers.

-*

By the beginning of February, Aurora still didn’t know what she wanted to do about her
father. There was no more information on Weasley’s rat, and Granger had stopped
entertaining any of Aurora’s questions about the subject, not that that was entirely surprising.
She hadn’t snuck out to see her father again, paranoid that she would be caught if she did,
and despite their friendlier terms the last time they had spoken, she didn’t know how she
wanted to interact with him, if she did at all. She longed to be able to speak to someone about
it, anyone, but she couldn’t, and so she was left only to her own conflicted thoughts.

Her learning of the Patronus Charm wasn’t going very well either. She had managed those
same silvery wisps, and a rather flimsy shield, but nothing held for very long, and she didn’t
want to only have a shield — she wanted the Patronus to be corporeal, and wanted to know
what hers would present itself as. Just as Dora’s Patronus was a jackrabbit, Aurora wanted to
know her own. She tried to distract herself from her annoyance at that point with Arithmancy
research; she had, in fact, been paired up with Granger for the project, and realised quickly
that the girl was lonely. Potter and Weasley were no longer speaking to her, but Aurora felt it
was a rather touchy subject with Granger and didn’t want to jeopardise the project by making
the girl upset.

Then, in the middle of the month, while Aurora had made no progress searching for Peter
Pettigrew and was still caught up in her doubt and uncertainty, the Daily Prophet announced
that Aurora’s father was going to be given the Dementor’s Kiss when he was caught.

She couldn’t show the cold wave of fear she felt at the news. Going back to Azkaban was one
thing, but the idea that her father might lose his soul... That thought made her feel slightly
sick.



“But this is a good thing,” Pansy said, frowning. “If he stays close enough to hurt you or try
to get in contact, then he’ll definitely be caught. This’ll be a deterrent.”

Aurora had to remind herself that Pansy couldn’t know what she was thinking about her
father, that the irritation she felt blooming at those words wasn’t fair when her friend didn’t
have the information she did. “If he even knows about it,” Aurora said instead. “Which I
doubt.”

Pansy put a comforting hand on her shoulder, but didn’t seem to know what to say. Aurora
didn’t know what she would have wanted her to say, anyway.

On Friday, she noted, Hermione Granger looked positively wretched, her eyes red and puffy
like she had been crying, and Aurora had to approach her cautiously after a Care of Magical
Creatures class in which she had been conspicuously separated from Potter and Weasley.

“You alright, Granger?” she asked, trying to soften her voice as the girl turned around. Her
friends had gone on ahead, and though Potter did send a suspicious glance over his shoulder,
Weasley kept going and he followed loyally. She was awfully pale, Aurora realised, and
looked like she had hardly slept. A pang of sympathy went through her and she tried to
ignore Pansy and Draco staring at her.

“What do you want?” Granger asked in a brittle voice. “I have work to do—”

“Our Arithmancy project,” Aurora said quickly, starting to walk and gesturing for her to
follow, which she did with the downtrodden air of someone who had nothing else to do. “I
thought perhaps we could meet in the library on Sunday to go over the geometric equations? I
know you said you wanted to take charge of that aspect but I’d rather we were both on the
same page.”

Granger still appeared wary, and sniffled as she said, “Yeah, sure, that’s fine.” Her eyes
darted to Potter and Weasley’s backs. “I don’t have anything else to do.”

Aurora followed her gaze with a nervous sort of feeling in her stomach. “I do hope they
aren’t giving you a hard time.”

“No,” Granger said quickly, but from the way she looked away and wiped at her eyes, it was
clear something was the matter. Weasley seemed the more bothered of the two boys, and
though Aurora felt slightly guilty considering the emotional state of Granger, she knew there
may be something she needed to know. “Everything’s fine, Black.”

She gave an overdramatic sort of wince which she hoped still came across as vaguely
sympathetic. “This isn’t about your cat again, is it?”

Granger startled as though she had been slapped, and Aurora looked at her expectantly. “He’s
just upset just now, but we’ll be fine, and it’s none of your business what happened to
Scabbers anyway, Black, so leave off!”

She tried to hide her smile. “What happened to Scabbers?”



Granger huffed loudly and tossed her hair. “It’s none of your business, you only want to
know so you can make Ron’s life miserable.”

“Now why would you ever—”

“Leave me alone, Black,” Granger said, voice teetering dangerously on the edge of a sob.
“Please.”

She tightened her jaw in annoyance but Granger was already hurrying away up the slope
towards the castle, shoulders shaking. At the sight of her on her own, Aurora felt a twinge of
guilt — the girl really did look upset, and she was sure she had never seen her being friendly
with anyone but Potter and Weasley, but then, it wasn’t her fault if Ron Weasley was angry at
Granger. Once her friends had caught up to her though, she made a point of asking Gwen if
she had heard anything about Hermione Granger’s cat and Ron Weasley’s rat, to which she
just shrugged.

“Beats me,” she said, flicking her ponytail. “It isn’t exactly exciting gossip though, is it?”

“It could be,” Aurora said, with a shake of the head. “She seemed really upset, is all.”

Gwen frowned. “I still don’t know. I haven’t heard anything, except that Potter apparently got
a Firebolt for Christmas and he’s using it in the Ravenclaw match tomorrow. Everyone in
Gryffindor seems to care a lot more about that than someone’s rat, he’s only just had it given
back to him.”

“Given back?” Aurora echoed. “Was it confiscated?”

Gwen shrugged. “That’s just what I heard. Apparently McGonagall thought it might be
cursed or something — anyway, I’ll tell you if someone mentions Weasley’s rat, but I don’t
get why you care.”

Aurora shook her head and said breezily, “I don’t really, but it’s so strange to see the three of
them apart that I have to find out something. And Granger is alright, compared to the other
two — I’d just rather nothing interferes with our Arithmancy project.”

-*

Aurora snuck out on Saturday morning, hoping nobody would notice given the ongoing
Quidditch match — Gryffindor were playing Ravenclaw, and Potter was trying to salvage his
dignity. She had made to head for the forest, but she saw a big black dog by the Whomping
Willow, and when she nodded, it darted forward to press something at its roots. The tree
stilled. Seeing that there was no one around, Aurora hurried towards the branches, easing
herself down a hole into a long, dusty passage.

Her father led her down the tunnel, and she tried hard to push away her worries that if he was
playing a long game trying to kill her than he would have the perfect opportunity. When at
last he transformed, he was beaming. A bushy ginger cat brushed against Aurora’s legs and
her father gathered it into his arms with a disconcerting smile.



“What brings you here?”

“What, I can’t just want to see my father?” She opened her bag and took out some of the toast
and bacon she’d wrapped up at breakfast. “Here. It isn’t much, I didn’t want to make anyone
suspicious, but—” Her father all but leapt on the food, abandoning the cat to run around the
floor of the passage instead, and devoured the food with a dog-like appetite. “You are
disgusting.”

“Just hungry,” he said once he was done, licking his lips. “Can’t take the dog out of the man.”

Aurora huffed. “Still disgusting. Look, I just wanted to update you, there seems to have been
some sort of altercation between Ron Weasley’s rat — they call him Scabbers — and
Hermione Granger’s cat. They seem to have fallen out over it and it seems quite serious, so I
consider it a possibility that the rat may be dead. The cat’s been after the rat for months,
judging by Granger’s moods. I haven’t seen any sign of the rat myself, not that I imagine it
would be particularly inclined to come into the Slytherin common room.”

Her father blinked at her and gathered the ginger cat from before into his arms again. It did
look like Granger’s cat. “You mean this cat?”

“You know the cat?”

“Yeah.” He shook his head. “He hasn’t killed him or anything. Have you, Ginger?”

“Ginger,” Aurora muttered. What an uninventive name.

“Whatever’s happened, Peter’s still alive.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes I’m sure. I trust this cat. He’s my friend.” The cat mewed in response.

“That’s really sad.”

A smile ghosted his lips. “What isn’t?”

Aurora looked down awkwardly. This had strayed into the wrong sort of territory. She didn’t
want to talk about feelings. “How can you be sure? I mean, can you talk to the cat?”

“Not really, it’s more of an... Instinctual means of communication. But I know Peter isn’t
dead. If he was I’d feel it.”

“That’s preposterous. You can’t feel when people die.”

“Can’t you?” He licked his lips and his eyes glinted, stirring unease inside of Aurora. “But I
will know when I get my revenge. Ginger left Peter alive for me. I’m going tonight.”

“What?” Her mind seemed to grind to a halt. “But — but you can’t!”

“And why not?”



“They’ve got so many people looking for you, it’s far too dangerous! And you don’t even
know where the rat is — or if he’s alive!” She glared at him. “Do you even have a plan or are
you just going to go tearing off for revenge and get yourself caught and arrested? Again.” Her
voice went flat at the end and he caught her eye.

“I’m not going to get caught,” he told her softly. “I’m not going to leave you.”

“You’ve done absolutely nothing to prove that to me. And I don’t care if you leave me, I just
would rather you weren’t a fool about it.

“So are you going to leave me then?” He sounded almost amused.

“Of course not,” she spat back. “I’m not a traitor. I’d just rather you had a plan.”

“I do! I have the passwords to their common room, it’s likely he’s hiding there somewhere
and if I can get in—”

“He wouldn’t hide in the Gryffindor common room! That’s a ridiculous place to hide!”

“It was always where he was most comfortable. Surrounded by us, because we wouldn’t let
anyone hurt him.” Her father’s face contorted into a sneer.

“It’s also where he’s most likely to be found by Weasley and that cat.” She shook her head.
“He isn’t there. And you can’t break into school again.”

“And why not?”

“It’s too dangerous.”

“Never bothered me before.”

“It should,” she said coldly. “And it bothers me, too. Your breaking in last time affected me
whether you stopped to think about that or not. I’m going to keep my eyes out for this rat,
okay? But you should stay here, hidden, until we can come up with a decent plan.”

“And what if he hurts you? What if you find him and—”

“I’m a big girl,” she said with a thin, mocking smile, “I can take care of myself.”

“You don’t know what he’s capable of.”

“But I know what I’m capable of.” Aurora sighed. “Also, he has lived as a rat for the last
twelve years. That accounts for a third of his entire life. Somehow, I don’t think he’ll be up to
much.” Her father looked intensely worried. She shook her head. “Can you calm down? Stop
worrying over me.”

“‘Fraid it isn’t quite so easy as that, Aurora.”

“It should be,” she retorted, folding her arms. She sighed. “Sorry. I think that might have
been rude.”



Her father just chuckled. “What’s got your wand in a knot, Rory?”

“First of all, don’t call me Rory. It’s a boy’s name, you chose Aurora. Second of all, nothing.”
He raised his eyebrows and Aurora sighed as she leaned against the wall of tunnel, feeling a
leaf brush against the top of her hair. “Fine. They’ve given permission for the Dementors to
give you the Kiss if they find you. And everyone thinks you deserve it, and I can’t explain to
anybody why you don’t because if I started talking about your innocence they’d think I was
mad or try to lock me up too! And if you kill—” She cut herself off. She knew her father
wouldn’t agree with what she was going to say.

“What?” he asked, frowning. “What’s wrong?”

“If you — if you kill Pettigrew, then that means that you’re still guilty. That means they’ll
find you and they’ll take your soul.” She looked down at the ground again, cheeks burning.
“And there will be no chance at redemption. For you or for the family.” Her father seemed at
a loss for words. He tried to hug her but she shrugged him off. “Don’t touch me,” she
growled. “I don’t like people touching me.” And she especially didn’t want him thinking that
her grudging acceptance of his existence meant anything.

“Aurora, I would love to stay. If I had my way, I would have raised you. You would never
have had to live with my family.”

“They loved me,” she reminded him sharply, “I loved them, and they raised me. And it
doesn’t matter now, because they’re dead and you’re here but you still didn’t raise me.” She
swallowed. “You have a choice. You always had a choice. Merlin, I don’t even know why
I’m bothering. You don’t care.” She straightened up abruptly and her father grabbed her hand.
“I said, don’t touch me, didn’t I?”

“Aurora, of course I care,” he said, voice horrifyingly soft. She glared fiercely down at him.
“I’ve always cared.”

“And what have you done about it!” She wrenched her hand from his grip. “Left me at the
Longbottoms’, went after a traitor to kill him instead of trying to care for your own daughter,
got yourself imprisoned, didn’t even try and defend yourself, throgouhly ruined the family
name because all anyone thinks now is the family who killed so many and has to rely on a
fourteen year old to keep the name alive, and you come back after twelve years and now
you’re going to kill the man anyway when you could just hand him to the Dementors instead
and be free!” Her words came out in a rush, in the way they did when she hadn’t even
realised she was thinking them, but needed desperately to get rid of the awful feeling in her
chest.

“I went to kill him because if I didn’t I thought he would try to kill us! Because I was furious
that he betrayed us, betrayed James and Lily! Because I’d lost Marlene because of him and
I’d lost James and Lily and now Harry, too!”

“And you lost me too! Because you didn’t think! So you have no right—”

“You don’t know what it was like! And I am grateful every day that you didn’t have to grow
up in that world, and that’s why I’m going to kill him, so that he can’t hurt you!”



“He’s had two and a half years, and he’s done nothing!”

“That isn’t a guarantee of anything, Aurora!” Her father had a slightly crazed look in his eye.
“But don’t you ever say that I don’t care! Maybe I messed up—”

She made a strangled noise. “You were found guilty of mass murder and landed yourself a
life sentence in Azkaban!”

“—but I have never stopped caring about you! I’m sorry I wasn’t there while you grew up,
I’m sorry—”

“I didn’t need you anyway!”

“—but I’m here now and for what little time we have—”

“Which would be longer if you weren’t trying to commit murder—”

“—I want to get to know my little girl!”

“I am not a little girl!”

Her words rang shrill in the air and he stepped forward, eyes wide and watery, looking like he
wanted to clasp her hands but thought better of it. “Then show me who you are, Aurora. And
I’ll prove to you that I care about you, and that I’ve always cared about you.” His eyes were
still fierce and mad but they went softer. “That I’ve always loved you.”

She glared at him, lost as to what she ought to do, what she could possibly say. “I didn’t
mean to shout,” she told him in a clipped voice. “That was stupid of me, Father.”

“You don’t have to call me Father,” he said. “I’m your dad.”

She shook her head. “You’re not. That’s too familiar. Look, barring the fact that I have half
your genes, you’re not much more than an acquaintance. And I — I guess I don’t hate you
and I could come to care about you, but I don’t know you.”

He swallowed. “Then get to know me.” Looking pained but oddly determined he said, “And
what if I didn’t kill him? What if we found him and brought him to Dumbledore to show
him? If I was a free man, what would you do?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Would you live with me?”

It was a horrible question to ask her, in Aurora’s opinion. “You can’t just ask me that.” But
when she’d moved in with Andromeda, she’d only met her once before. She’d grown to, if
not love the Tonkses, like them and care about them. They were family now. She looked at
her father. He seemed willing to put in the effort. She didn’t want to live with him, but if he
was free, she supposed she would consider getting to know him.

“I understand if you’d rather stay with Andromeda but—”



“I don’t know,” she said quickly, and looked at the ground so he wouldn’t see her eyes. She
couldn’t leave them, not when she owed so much to them — and she didn’t want to be with
her father. Even the idea of being civil to him was foreign and vaguely uncomfortable.

Her father’s face fell. “Aurora, Peter is a murderer. He killed my best friends, he killed your
mother.”

“I know,” she said, “and I get it — I understand why you want to kill him and if you still do, I
— I’m not going to stop you. But if you do, then nothing will be better. Everyone will still
think you were the killer. Everyone will still hate you. Professor Lupin—”

“Professor who?” His eyes lit up and Aurora cursed internally.

“Lupin. He’s this year’s Defense Against the Dark Arts Professor.”

A strange looked came over his face. Perhaps it was wistfulness, perhaps remiscing.
“Professor Lupin, how about it.” His eyes flickered. “I suppose... But no, he wouldn’t want
me...”

He took in a careful breath and Aurora took an opportunity. “If you kill him, he still wins, the
Ministry will catch you one day, and the whole world hears the name Black and all they’re
going to think is murderer.”

Long silence stretched between them. Her father said carefully, with a tense voice like he was
trying to restrain his words, “I could... Not... murder Peter. But he tries to hurt a single hair on
your or Harry’s heads, and I will kill him. The slightest hint that he might be a threat—”

“My feet are big enough to squish a rat,” she said. Her father seemed to find this amusing,
face screwing up in laughter. “What?”

“Nothing, nothing.” A smile threatened his straight face.

“What?”

“So. Peter. You let me know if you find him. If you can, capture him and bring him to
Dumbledore. And keep an eye on Harry, too. Make sure no one tries hurting him.”

She pulled a face. “I can’t be nice to Potter.”

He laughed, throwing his head back and barking like an actual dog. “You sound so
disgusted.”

“I am disgusted.” She shook her head and folded her arms. “I’ll compromise and promise I
won’t try and poison him again.”

“The perfect solution.”

She was kind of glad that her father didn’t seem to care about the fact she’d poisoned Potter
once. Maybe he thought she was joking. Maybe they were a little more similar than she’d
hoped. “There’s something else. A map. We made it while at school — James, Remus, Peter



and I — and it shows all the secret passageways. It also shows the people moving around the
school. Filch confiscated it in seventh year, it should still be in his office.”

“A map?” she slowly. “It shows people — I could find him on it, couldn’t I?”

“You should do. The magic might have worn away after all these years, but it will show him
even in his animal form.”

“And I could find him if he’s hiding in the grounds,” she said, nodding. “Unless he’s already
run off to Inverness.” Unless this was a very clever and very convenient lie, to give the
illusion of evidence and buy some time.

“No,” her father said quietly, looking at the tunnel wall. “No, I think he’ll stick around. See
how it plays out. He’s got nowhere else to go — the Death Eaters aren’t too happy he led
their master to his death, you see.”

“That makes sense.” Aurora pulled her hair behind her ear. “You want me to find this map,
then?”

Her father nodded. “It’ll just look like an old bit of parchment, but if you tap it, and say, I
solemnly swear I am up to no good, then it’ll reveal the map. To make it disappear you have
to say mischief managed. And if you don’t say the right words, our teenage selves will
probably insult you.”

She grinned. “I bet you all had awful senses of humour.”

“Oh, my puns were the stuff of legend.”

Trying not to laugh, because she was still angry at him, and still certainly didn’t like him,
Aurora pretended to be very interested in the ants crawling along the top of the tunnel wall.
“Any other revelations for me?”

“I’ll get back to you on that.”

She nodded briskly. She still didn’t trust that he wouldn’t kill Pettigrew, or that he was telling
the truth — though she was coming round to it more and more. She didn’t want to believe
him when he said he cared about her but she realised she had to let him prove it. They both
had to try. “I’ll see you soon. I promise. And I — I’ll try not to shout again.”

“Oh, I think shouting’s good for your health. I rather enjoyed it — the Dementors aren’t great
for arguing with.”

“Don’t joke about that,” she mumbled, even though it was a little funny. Aurora shook her
head. “I’m going now. The Quidditch match could be over, Potter always catches the Snitch
quickly and it makes the games incredibly dull. Any food requests for next time?”

“Chicken’d be brilliant. Do they still make chocolate frog? I used to love them — collected
all the cards though I suppose they have a different run now.”



“Yes, they still make chocolate frogs,” she told him. “But I’m fairly certain dogs are allergic
to chocolate.”

“Not this dog,” he said with a wolfish grin.

“Ah. So you’re just greedy.”

He made an offended sort of face. “Get back to school, you.” Aurora snickered. “And be
careful.”

“I solemnly swear that I will be careful,” she promised sarcastically.

“I mean it.” His lips twitched in a half-smile.

“And so do I!” Aurora nodded to him. “Thank you, Father.”

He winced. “I told you, Father sounds far too formal.”

But ‘dad’ felt far too familiar. “Sirius, then,” Aurora said, with a tweak of a smile.

To her relief, he smiled. “Sirius it is, then. Now go.”

Still with the remnants of a grin on her face, Aurora made her way back out the passage.
Granger’s cat darted ahead to still the tree, and the sounds of the Quidditch match were still
ongoing. She made her way towards school feeling like perhaps she had, for once,
accomplished something good. Convincing her father not to murder someone definitely
sounded like a good deed on paper, though Aurora did have to wonder if it would work. The
foolish part of her trusted her father when he told her about Pettigrew, wanted, perhaps, to
know him, but she couldn’t allow herself to want those things. Aside from murderer, he was a
traitor, and try as he might to say so, he wasn’t family. He could become family, but she
didn’t know if she could ever reconcile what that meant.

And truth be told, she was scared that if she did allow him near her life, he would only let her
down, or else, she would end up losing him too.



Managing Mischief
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“Black!” Flint’s voice bellowed over the Quidditch pitch. “Get your arse up here before these
brooms freeze!”

Aurora snapped to attention, clutching her broom in one hand. The boys on the team had
been running drills, leaving her on the bench to ‘watch and learn’ but her own attentions had
drifted to her Arithmancy assignment and then to her father. It had been two weeks since they
last spoke and far as she knew, he had not come near the school again, but that didn’t mean
he wouldn’t, if he didn’t get what he wanted. She hardly knew what to do, and her attempts to
break into Filch’s office had failed — it seemed someone had put extra enchantments around
the door, rendering any unlocking spells useless.

But she swore to herself, as a matter of pride, and to her father, that she would manage to find
a way. She knew the part of her that wanted revenge, too. If her father was lying, she would
have revenge upon him — but if he wasn’t, then Peter Pettigrew would suffice too. And she
would do all that she could to find him, to find the truth. After that, she did not know. She
didn’t want to think of all the implications of her father’s freedom and innocence. She didn’t
want to think of what that meant for her.

“Black!” Flint yelled again, and she jolted. “Have you had your ears cut off or something?”

She shook her head, shivering as she mounted her broom. “Keep your hair on, Flint!” she
shouted back up at him, kicking off. “I’m coming!”

“Too busy painting your nails down there, Black?” Bole jeered, and she hissed in annoyance.

“Actually, I was contemplating what happened to your face to make it so ugly. Then I
remembered that’s just the way it was made.”

Bole scowled but she caught both Draco and Cassius laughing. “Both of you,” Flint snapped,
“shut up and listen. Gather ‘round.” They did so, meeting in a little circle of eight, high above
the ground. It was early March but a chill still lingered in the school grounds, helped along,
Aurora was sure, by the presence of the Dementors just outside the gates, leeching colour
from the sky. “Right now, we’re in the lead for the cup, but that could all change.
Ravenclaw’s lost two, won one, Gryffindor’s one all, and Hufflepuff are right down the
bottom, but they’ve only played one match so far. Right now, we’re without any losses, but if
we want to get the victory in the bag then we still need to beat Hufflepuff by a significant
margin next week, alright? We weren’t good enough against Ravenclaw at all.” They all
nodded. “That means I don’t want any slacking from the Chasers, and Bletchley, you had
better not let any goals in.” Miles Bletchley swallowed nervously and nodded. He had been
on edge all practice, Aurora had noted — since it was his last year, too, he was just as
desperate as Flint to pull off a cup win. “Malfoy, keep Diggory busy. Try and hold off on
getting the Snitch until we’ve got a good lead on them, yeah? Derrick, Bole, you know what



to do with Hufflepuffs.” The pair exchanged a savage look and Aurora tried not to roll her
eyes. “And Black?”

“Yes, Flint.”

“I might sub you in. Don’t get distracted by Diggory.”

She raised her eyebrows coolly. “Distracted? Why would I get distracted, Flint?”

Derrick and Bole laughed, and she resisted the urge to lunge across and slap their stupid grins
off. “Pretty boy Diggory,” Bole said, as if that was an explanation, “all the girls fancy him.”

“I’m not interested in pretty boys,” Aurora said, cheeks flaring at the insinuation. Regardless
of how Diggory looked, she was not going to lose her head — and she knew none of the boys
would have had a comment like that made to them. “Especially Hufflepuffs. Although, if I
remember correctly, it was Derrick who kept making eyes at Cho Chang last match.” Now, it
was his turn to go pink, and Aurora bit back a smirk of satisfaction. “Flint, I’m ready
whenever you need me. I promise I’ve a better brain in my head than these two goons.”

Cassius chuckled, causing Aurora to grin over at him, warmed by their alliance.

“Well, we may well need it,” Flint said, face still stony. “Gryffindor have one win in the bag
— we’ll need all three to be certain of a victory. And it can’t be by a slim margin. I want
Wood weeping and sobbing before his final match, understand?”

“Yes, Flint,” they all murmured.

“Alright.” He scowled round at them, and then without warning, pitched the Quaffle into the
air. “Black, catch!”

She jolted, and only just managed to get a grip of the ball that Flint had flung across the circle
at her. “Good. Now, Warrington, Montague — run those drills with her. I’ll assess.”

Aurora had to hide her scowl for the betterment of the team. Flint was a prat and he wasn’t
helped by Derrick and Bole. She could only hope Cassius or Graham was made captain next
year, and she wouldn’t have to deal with the boys’ bullshit so much.

Still, being up in the sky always made her feel better — something about the thrill of it, of
freedom to grin and let herself soar because no one else could truly see her, made it one of the
best feelings in the world. It didn’t matter, for a moment, what the boys on the team thought
of her, or what anyone else thought of her family, or what she thought of her father. All that
mattered was her and the sky and what she could do.

Though the match was still just over a month away, Flint bellowed at them throughout
practice and when Aurora returned to the dungeons for her shower, she was exhausted in the
best way, still racing with adrenaline from the flight.

Hair still slightly damp from an awry drying charm, Aurora sat down to have a think. It was,
of course, entirely possible that the map her father had mentioned was no longer in Filch’s
office at all, but this was the only lead she had to go on at all so far, even if she hadn’t



managed to get inside. But she did knew one person who had experience in that area — one
Robin Oliphant. It was the only lead she had to go on.

She bid her time until Gwen came back into the dorm, the boy in question at her heels.
“Aurora,” he said, tipping his head. “Nott’s seeking you out for some Ancient Runes?”

“As always,” she mused. “I’ll be through in a bit, once this hair’s dried out.” She leaned
back, tilted her chin. “Say, Oliphant, did you really get taken into Filch’s office for that Ever-
Bashing Boomerang the other day?”

“Yes,” he said with a scowl.

“Ever tried to get all of those things you had confiscated back?”

“I tried,” Robin said, grinning. “I’ve even taken more than I gave. The drawer isn’t actually
all that well protected, just the office door, but I can’t just sneak in. I’d have to take Mrs
Norris out first, for a start.”

“On a date? I could rope Stella into it.”

He rolled his eyes but she felt a small spark of satisfaction at the smile that tweaked his lips
as he sat on the edge of Gwen’s bed.

“What are you up to?” Gwen asked, and Aurora hummed.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I said nothing, would you?”

“Absolutely not.”

She thought quickly, smirking. “I heard last year’s class rankings are being kept in there,
since there weren’t any exams. I want to know how high I placed.”

Robin rolled his eyes, and Gwen sighed. “I hate that I believe that.”

“Well, I always assumed I was top of the year, but Hermione Granger seems to disagree and I
just can’t have that.”

“Of course not.” Robin snorted. “Filch keeps his office locked most of the time. You’d have
to make sure it was open already.” She pursed her lips, thinking.

“Thank you, Oliphant,” she purred. “You’ve been of great help.”

In truth, she could have worked the point about Mrs Norris out for herself. But the
confirmation on the door being locked was useful. She would have to be sneakier than
anyone else would normally — she suspected Filch was suspicious of her, and wouldn’t put it
past Potter to creep about after her if he thought there was anything amiss — but Aurora
assured herself that she could do it.

Her session with Theodore — and later a tentative Leah MacMillan — went well, even if
Aurora was distracted by thoughts of her map mission. Theodore seemed to notice, but he



mercifully didn’t press the subject.

It was that afternoon when she attempted her office break in — best to be efficient, she
thought. As it was a Sunday, students were cramming in the last of their weekend homework,
or else running between common rooms and the Great Hall. This was when Filch tended to
be in his most foul moods, and she intended to take advantage of that. The easiest way to get
attention in the castle was to get Moaning Myrtle to get it for you, and so she heaved multiple
Arithmancy textbooks into her arms, hurried up the stairs from the dungeons to the first floor,
and made a point of tripping over the uneven stones just outside the door. Her books went
flying far more dramatically than normal, and she made sure one hit the door. She stumbled
into it, and waited for Myrtle to start yelling.

Mrs Norris darted down the corridor almost immediately, and Aurora sank down against the
wall, squeezing her eyes shut. It had rather hurt her hip, actually, and it wasn’t long before
Filch was barrelling towards her too.

“Bloody students!” he cursed, and she moved hastily to try and gather up her books.
“Throwing books in the corridor.”

“I didn’t throw them,” she contested, with just the right note of petulance. “I tripped, these
stones are dreadfully uneven.”

That had him seething. His grip was tight on her arm, while the other was left trying to clasp
all her books. “You’re disturbing the peace,” he said.

“Oh, but I didn’t mean to—”

“Come with me,” he barked. “That’ll be a detention.”

“That really is ridiculously unfair! You can’t give me a detention, I just dropped some
books!”

“Property of the school library!” he shouted, and she did feel ever so slightly guilty about
their unwitting role in her possible criminality. “You’re coming with me, there’ll be house
points taken for this.”

She groaned as he led her away, and this time it wasn’t fake. She didn’t care about detentions
for herself too much, they were bearable. But house points being taken hurt everyone, and
made people unhappy with her. She would have to earn them back.

Having never had cause to go into Filch’s office, Aurora found it be worse than she had
imagined. There were chains and handcuffs lingering somewhere in the back — she did not
like to think about why — and the whole place smelled distinctly of cats. She was sure Stella
didn’t smell as bad as that, though.

“Sit down,” Filch barked, and she did so primly, setting the last of her books down on the
desk. Then she had to wait. The clock ticked. At precisely eleven minutes past four, Peeves
— with bribes of general mischief-making to get him do it, and a threat to set the Bloody
Baron on him for blowing out all the torches in the Slytherin Common Room three nights ago



— was going to knock over a shelf in the library, thus distracting Filch’s attentions and giving
her ample time to search. Again, she felt guilty for implicating the library, but needs must.

Filch was almost done writing out her detention slip when she heard the crash and schooled
her features into polite surprise. “Peeves!” Filch yelled. “That blasted poltergeist—” The ink
blotted where he jabbed his quill into parchment. “You,” he snarled. “Stay here.”

She held her hands up. “I’m not going anywhere. But it sounded like the library — could you
take these up for me?”

Of course, he said no — but it was worth chancing it, for him to take longer. He glared at her
finally, before storming out and slamming the door behind him.

Aurora grinned and, once his footsteps had silenced, she stood. There were multiple drawers,
but she eyed the obvious first — the confiscated drawer.

Unlocked. She grinned and wrenched it open, eyeing all manner of contraband: very out of
date droobles, three Fanged Frisbees which snatched at her, an interesting pair of violet
spectacles, a black box with wires and blue sparks coming out of it which Aurora thought
was some Muggle music device, and a very shrill sneakoscope which would not shut up. But
no parchment. Nothing which even resembled parchment.

“Shit,” she muttered, and slammed it shut. “Where now?”

She started in the desk drawer, but there was little of interest. Her father had said it would be
blank, but everything was paperwork — rules about safety in Care of Magical Creatures
class, notes on the upkeep of the Quidditch pitch, and plans for some sort of tournament
which made her frown. In the bottom, she found a piece of parchment marked REMOVAL,
and beneath it were the titles of dozens, probably hundreds, of books. She stared at it.
Presumably these had all been in the Hogwarts library at some point or another, but titles like
The Darkest Art had been removed. Dumbledore’s doing, she was certain of it.

But she couldn’t linger. She put everything back in its place and closed the drawer, moving
onto the next. Then, a prickle went up her neck. In a second, she saw a low flash, a shadow,
of death, appearing by the door, warning. She shot over to her seat, cringing when the legs
scraped against the floor.

Not a moment later, the office door opened and she turned. But it wasn’t Filch. It was Lupin.
She exhaled.

“Hello Professor. Filch hasn’t given you detention too, has he?”

His smile was somewhat humourless and she bit her tongue. He looked awfully unwell, green
about the cheeks, and his eyes kept darting to the window, outside of which the sun was close
to setting.

“I believe my mischief making days are behind me, Aurora,” he said, with a small and forced
laugh.



“I don’t have mischief making days,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “All I did was trip and
drop some books which startled Moaning Myrtle. Filch is just in a bad mood. He’s off
upstairs just now — it sounded like someone dropped something big in the library.”

He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. She didn’t like that he seemed to know when she wasn’t
quite telling the truth, and wondered, idly at first and then with a greater sense of panic, if he
saw her acting the same way her father once had, in their ‘mischief making days’.

“Detention slip?” he asked, instead of interrogating her.

“Yes,” she said, pursing her lips. “I think it’s rather extreme, but I am clearly not the authority
on what constitutes detention. Just ask Snape, he’ll give me one for breathing.”

Lupin did smile somewhat at that. “It does seem a bit extreme, yes. But as a matter of fact, I
was just here to discuss some maintenance matters with Mister Filch, before popping
downstairs for a chat with Professor Snape.”

“Sounds wretched,” Aurora said.

His smile was ghostly. “You have no idea.” He raised his eyebrows. “Interesting reading
material?”

“Arithmancy,” she replied. “So, somewhat.”

“Ah, yes.” Something came into his eyes then, but he seemed to blink it away. “Say, that slip
seems to assign your detention to your Head of House.”

Aurora let out a groan. “That would be my luck.” Words formed before she could stop them,
“I just wish I had something to warn me if he was coming. Filch, I mean. He’s everywhere.”

It had the expected effect of disconcerting Lupin slightly. His eyes flickered to the
confiscated drawer and back again. “Say, I haven’t given a detention in a while.” She grinned
pre-emptively. “I may as well volunteer while I’m here. Save you the trouble from Professor
Snape.”

Aurora beamed. “Sir, have I told you you’re my favourite teacher?”

“Well, I would hope I’m above Severus in your rankings.”

“Anyone’s above Severus in my rankings,” she said.

“Professor Snape to you,” Lupin corrected, but he was grinning.

“Sorry. Professor Snape.” She grinned. “But seriously, thank you. I’m never entirely
convinced that he isn’t going to turn into a bat.”

His lips twitched but she saw the weariness behind the action. She lulled back into her seat,
just as Filch came storming back inside. “Blasted polter—” He stopped short, lip curling.
“Mr Lupin.”



“Mr Filch.” Lupin smiled. “We meet again.”

He snorted. “What do you want?”

“I — would rather keep that matter for discussion without a student present.” Aurora
frowned. That was interesting, but she wasn’t going to push it, not as Lupin said, “I’ve
offered to take Miss Black for her detention next weekend. Professor Snape seems very busy
at the moment.”

Filch muttered something under his breath which Aurora couldn’t make out, but made Lupin
tense. Nevertheless, he filled out the form as requested and handed it over to Lupin.

“Seven o’clock, Saturday evening.”

Aurora grimaced. “Great.” But she did send a grin Lupin’s way as she gathered her books up
and swept out of the room. “Thank you, Professor. Have a nice evening!”

But from the look of his tight smile, he didn’t think he would.

She spent the walk to the library, and then back to the common room, considering the
absence of the map in Filch’s office. Someone else must have gotten there before her.
Probably an absolute bastard, probably a Gryffindor.

Knowing her luck, she was certain it was Harry Potter.

-*

Saturday came as a delightful reprieve for most of her friends, who were beginning to feel the
pressure of their upcoming exams and the mountains of extra homework their professors
were unloading on them. For Aurora, though, the trip into Hogsmeade was no time for
relaxation. If she knew Potter at all — and she was fairly certain that, after almost three years
of fighting and sniping at one another, she had to know something about the boy’s nature —
then she knew that he would take the opportunity to sneak into Hogsmeade with Weasley, if
such an opportunity presented itself. He already had taken the opportunity before; now the
question was, would he risk it again?

When she saw Weasley looking far too pleased at heading into the village by himself at ten
o’clock, she thought to herself, yes. As far as she knew, Potter was no animagus, and she
would have been greatly surprised if he possessed any of the work ethic to become one, so
the only other way she knew he might be able to get out of the castle was if he knew one of
the passages from the map. And then, it stood to reason, he would have the map.

It may have been a far-fetched theory, and desperate to her own mind, but it was all she had
to go on. And she supposed she might as well take the opportunity to see what he was up to
— he had been far too quiet the past few weeks, and it was disconcerting.

She ventured down with Draco, Pansy, Theodore, Blaise, Lucille and Daphne, with Millicent,
Vince and Greg pulling up the rear someways behind them. The girls, on Lucille’s word,
insisted on visiting Madam Puddifoot’s tea shop after shopping, but the boys were all happy



to go for a wander around the village, after a mandatory stop in Honeydukes and then
Zonko’s. It was there that Aurora first saw Ron Weasley. When he caught her eye, his mouth
was already half open like he was speaking to someone. But Aurora pretended not to notice,
and when he slipped out — with an unexpected extra foot following him for a second — she
hurried Draco to the counter to buy the firecrackers he’d found, bought a small bag of
dungbombs for herself thinking they may have their used, and insisted he come with her.

Vincent and Greg tailed them, of course, and Aurora said as they began the brisk walk
towards the outskirts of the village, “Weasley’s acting awfully funny, don’t you think?”

Draco just shrugged and gave her a strange look. “Weasley always acts funny, why’s this any
different?” She gave him a significant look and then his forehead cleared.

“He looked like he was talking to himself.”

“Even Potter isn’t that stupid?”

Aurora laughed. “You would hope not, yet here we are here.” She gestured to the flash of red
hair a little ways in front of them. “Looks like they’re headed to the Shrieking Shack.”

“They’re?” Vincent grunted from behind them. Aurora jumped, having almost forgotten
about his presence.

“I don’t know how they’ve done it, but Potter has a way of getting about unseen. Maybe an
Invisibility Cloak... Either way, Weasley isn’t alone down there.”

“But—” Greg started, “What about the Dementors?”

“He knows some passageway,” Aurora told him. “To get out of school. It’s ridiculous, he
really ought to have reported it, but he is a Gryffindor.”

Draco gave a low snort at that, and even Vincent cracked a grin. Keeping her eyes on
Weasley and his invisible pal, Aurora led the boys around the back of some hedges,
obscuring them from view until they could be sure Potter was there.

“Why are we hiding?” Greg asked, and she swatted at the air to get him to keep his voice
down.

“Biding our time,” she whispered back. “See, I want to know if Potter is there — or if
Weasley’s just lost it and is wandering around by himself instead of talking to Granger.”

It soon became apparent, as they squatted in the cold, that Potter was taking pains to keep
himself hidden; but she noted the slip around the ground, the occasional flutter in the breeze
that revealed the soles of shoes. He was using an Invisibility Cloak, too, she thought bitterly,
wondering how and why Potter always got such things.

“Alright,” she said, “he’s definitely here. The bastard.”

A smirk came over Draco’s face. She noted similar looks on Gregory and Vincent.
Anticipatory. She swallowed. “Come on then,” Draco muttered, getting up. She let him go,



leading Vincent and Greg and teasing Weasley loudly about standing by himself, staring at
the shack.

Aurora pointedly ignored some of the nastier comments, instead focusing on the space just
beside Weasley. She had to admit, she was starting to doubt herself. That cloak — if it was an
Invisibility Cloak, but she really doubted Potter knew how to do a Disillusionment Charm —
was good. Really good.

Nerves worked up in her throat. But she tried to trust her instincts.

Carefully, she stood, shook out her legs, and strolled out from behind the hedges.

“Come now, Draco,” she drawled, smirking. “Weasley’s all alone.” The boy in question
paled. His eyes flicked guiltily to the side, where there was apparently nothing but thin air.
Aurora couldn’t see Potter at all, to the point she doubted if she had even seen anything. Was
this merely wishful thinking?

“Shove off, Black,” Weasley muttered, the tips of his ears going red.

“I’m merely stating a truth, Weasley.” Deliberately, she raised her eyebrows. “Aren’t I?”

The anger with which he said, “Yes!” proved that he was not.

Aurora held back her smirk. “How sad. Still not made up with your girlfriend?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Black,” Weasley snapped, going pink. She had
touched a nerve then.

“And what about Potter? Finally learned not to start fights in the middle of the—”

Mud came flying out of nowhere and slapped her straight on the cheek. Aurora was too
shocked to move, as her whole face filled with warmth. Draco and the boys stared at her
bewildered.

“‘Rora,” Vincent started, “you’ve got a bit of...”

Another ball of mud came flying and hit Draco. Aurora turned to the source, seething. “You
prats,” she said, eyes latching onto Weasley. And then, she lunged forward, trying to catch
onto something because she knew Potter was here, he had to be, who else would throw mud
at her?

“Who did that?” Draco asked, turning around. “Aurora, what are you—” But she could see
faint footsteps in the soil, dancing just around her.

“Very haunted around here, isn’t it?” Weasley said casually, holding back a laugh, and she
tried not to scream.

“Oh, you absolute—”



More mud splattered her hair and she shrieked. “Harry Potter,” she seethed, and as she
turned, reaching, there was a gasp, and something slipped from the air.

Bright green eyes stared back at her.

She pounced. There was a corner of a piece of parchment poking out of the pocket of his
robes, and she made a snatch for it, but he had swept his cloak back over himself and
vanished, without a single trace.

Aurora turned, at the same time as Draco yelled, “I’m telling Snape!” and bolted in the
direction of the castle.

Furious, Aurora turned around stupidly on the spot, trying to catch any sight of Potter. But
there was none. She turned back to Weasley, glowering. “What exactly is the meaning of
this?” He burst out laughing, even though he looked frightfully pale from shock. “You
absolute—”

But she couldn’t even find the words as Weasley turned and started running just after Draco,
leaving her standing alone in the clearing, covered in mud.

A great black dog came padding out from behind the bushes, grey eyes shining. Aurora
ground her teeth. “Don’t,” she muttered, scowling. “Bloody — Potter!”

Then, trying to avoid the mud that clung to her bag, she turned and hurried back up to
Hogwarts. Would she have a better chance of getting the map if she confronted Potter?
Almost certainly. Draco was going to go to Snape, and Snape would confiscate the map
himself. He’d be the possibly most difficult person in the entire castle to steal it back from —
especially for her.

Heart pounding, she wondered if Lupin would recognise the map. Presumably he would. But
she couldn’t go to him, her father had told her not to... She tore her fingers through her hair,
trying to scoop out the clumps of mud. It was absolutely vile. Potter was absolutely vile, she
thought, running as fast as she could. She could see Weasley someways in front of her, and
Draco even further in front of him, with Vincent and Gregory keeping pace. She bit back
swear words, rushing up to the gates, shuddering at the Dementors and trying to focus on
anything other than how much she hated Harry Potter in that moment.

She tried to shake the cold feeling off as she rushed through the courtyard, and then inside.
Hardly anyone was around but a couple of younger Hufflepuffs who caught sight of her and
laughed.

Scowling, she decided to turn and run down towards the dungeons. She pelted along, but then
Draco reached around and clasped her arm. “I’ve already told, Snape,” he said. “Potter’s in
there now.” He wrinkled his nose. “Your hair stinks.”

“So do you,” she snapped, turning around. “For goodness’ sake!”

“Snape’s going to rip him apart.” His eyes were gleeful. Aurora couldn’t let on her private
disappointment.



“No,” Aurora said shakily, glancing along the corridor. “Brilliant. Good. My hair — I can’t
believe —“

Snape’s door opened and Aurora turned around sharply, seeing Potter being escorted out of
the office by Professor Lupin. He didn’t look as angry as Aurora thought he ought to, but he
looked certainly disappointed. When he caught sight of Aurora, his eyes widened.

“Are you quite alright?”

“Ask Potter,” she said, trying to mask most of her irritation when she addressed Lupin. Potter
stared at her, and Aurora made a sound of disgust. “I hope Snape’s given you detention for a
week!”

-*

Her own detention that night did nothing to improve her mood. She was just glad that it was
with Professor Lupin rather than anyone else. He greeted her warmly when she entered the
room.

“Aurora. Seven o’clock on the dot, I’m impressed.”

“I do try to be punctual, Professor.”

“A rare trait among third years, unfortunately. I had two Ravenclaws twenty five minutes late
yesterday, if you can believe it.”

“Wasn’t Entwhistle and McDougal, was it?” She raised his eyebrows at the surprised look on
his face. “Gwendolyn is certain they’re dating.”

“Well, I’m not particularly invested in the Hogwarts gossip,” he told her primly, but he was
still grinning. “Now, to detention. I suppose I have to give you something to do. You could
write your essay for my class, if you’d like to make the most of your time — I’d be more
than happy to help you with it.”

The essay was about dealing with selkies and kelpies, two fascinating magical creatures, who
required more brain than brawn to get around. They were tricksters, not fighters — and
Aurora had already started it, but left the parchment in her room. And a tentative thought
came to her.

She met Professor Lupin’s eyes, considering, before she asked, “Would you look at my
Patronus Charm?”

He stared at her, with an uneasy smile. “I’m sorry?”

“My cousin Dora,” she started, clasping her hands together, “taught me about the charm,
since I’ve been having trouble with the Dementors. I’ve been practicing on my own in the
dorms, but haven’t yet made as much progress as I would like. I thought you might have
some pointers?”



Lupin at least managed to cover up his surprise fairly quickly. “Well, I can certainly try,” he
told her. “How far have you gotten?”

“I can get a sort of mist. Sometimes it looks like it’s going to take a form, but doesn’t quite
get there, and I can’t keep it up for very long.”

“And you’ve been working on a happy memory?”

Her chest tightened. “Yes. But I still don’t think I’ve got it right. I’m trying to recreate a
happy feeling but...” She couldn’t meet his eyes, feeling her cheeks flush. How to admit that
she simply couldn’t seem to reach that happiness that lay inside of her? “Practice makes
perfect,” she said instead of addressing the issue.

Lupin raised his eyebrows. “Of course. Just so long as you are comfortable with what you’re
doing.”

She wasn’t really — Aurora barely knew what she was doing — but kept up a polite,
confident smile as she stood. Professor Lupin was no Dementor, and even her imagination
could not make him appear as one. “If you at least show me what you can do so far, then I
can advise as to what you need to work on. You can point your wand at me,” he said, “if you
need something to focus on.”

Aurora nodded, gripping her wand tightly and trying to focus on the feeling of soaring
through the air on a broomstick, with the wind blazing against her cheeks. It was a feeling of
complete freedom, of being above the world and all its material concerns. No one could touch
her when she was flying. But it was a difficult feeling to recreate. Her last Quidditch match
was tinged with the bitter cold of the Dementors, and even now her parents’ words rang in
her ears. She tried to steady herself as she said, “Expecto patronum!” and let the words glide
out of her.

From her wand came a feeble silver wisp that she frowned at. “Expecto patronum,” she
repeated, more furiously, and slowly, something began to take form. Aurora scowled. “See, it
still—”

“Positive memory,” Lupin said quickly, “have patience with it.”

Aurora forced herself to smile again and focus on the sensation of the wind tangling her hair,
of letting the world drop away from her sight.

“Expecto patronum!” More silver mist, the vague shape of something canine, a high and
bushy tail. It took no clearer form, despite Aurora’s repetitions, as she clung to the feeling of
freedom, soaring through the air. The patronus seemed to shift with that thought, becoming
faint wisps and then a shield that ran all around her. She let it slip away, when it became clear
nothing more was going to materialise.

She looked to Lupin. “I don’t understand. It’s like I get so far and then it all just stops.”

“There’s something hindering you from truly connecting with the emotions behind the
memory,” Lupin explained. “That’s the most reasonable explanation. Out of curiosity: what



did you choose to focus on?”

Aurora felt her cheeks heat. “Flying,” she told him, looking pointedly at the floor.
“Specifically Quidditch training. The books said to have a memory connected to a feeling. I
think flying’s the best feeling in the world.”

There was something his eyes as she said that, like recognition. He blinked it away as
suddenly as it had appeared, leaving Aurora to wonder why. “Perhaps it’s making you think
back to the Gryffindor match,” he suggested. “Are you...” He didn’t seem to know how to
phrase his question but Aurora felt sure that she knew what he meant.

“It didn’t exactly evoke a happy memory that day,” she said. “But I don’t know what else I
can really think of to make me feel like that.”

“And how does that make you feel?” Lupin asked, frowning.

Aurora didn’t want to reply. Not because the feeling was shameful, or anything of the sort,
but because she didn’t know quite how to explain it, or explain why the feeling was so
precious. “I don’t know. Just... Happy, I suppose.” Lupin raised his eyebrows. Normally
Aurora would close off at this point, but Lupin was looking at her so expectantly that she
couldn’t stop herself from answering. “It makes me feel... Freer. I don’t have to worry about
anything.” He was frowning at her, in the same way again, like he recognised something in
her statement. It disconcerted Aurora.

“It sounds like a good start,” he said at last. “But your memory needs to be much stronger —
and you need to allow yourself to truly connect to it. Perhaps though, now you know the
feeling, you should latch onto a more specific moment. Prevent your mind from straying.”
That did make sense. Aurora nodded softly. “If you want to fight Dementors, you can’t let
them into your memory.”

“Of course,” she said. “Should I try again?”

Lupin smiled weakly. “Perhaps take a small break.” There was something odd in his voice,
still. He tilted his head towards his desk. “Sit. I would like to talk to you.”

At this, Aurora frowned, but she didn’t question it, just put her wand in her sleeve and sat
down, eyeing the creatures and pictures that lined the walls, and the trinkets decorating his
desk — spinning tops, little stands, a small rotating globe. “Have I ever told you,” she said,
“you definitely have the best interior design skill of all our Defense teachers.”

Lupin laughed. There was still something unsteady about it. “I will take that as the highest of
compliments, Aurora. Out of curiosity, what were my predecessors like?”

She pulled a face. “Lockhart had an awful lot of self portraits. It was obnoxious — not that
one could really expect any different from him. Quirrel was just rather boring — though, I
suppose, he turned out not to be so boring after all.”

Lupin sighed, glancing away. “Yes. Dumbledore told me all about your first year at
Hogwarts.”



Cold went through her. “I see.”

He coughed awkwardly. “That actually has something to do with what I wanted to discuss
with you. I heard you were with Harry at the end of the fight with Quirrel.”

“Oh.” Her stomach dropped. Anything that involved Potter was never anything good. “What
is it, Professor?”

“I’m sure you’re aware that Harry managed to find his way into the village today.”

She let out a mirthless laugh. “Oh, I’m perfectly aware, Professor. He covered me in mud
before revealing himself.” She scowled.

Lupin’s answering smile was tense. “Harry mentioned to me something rather unsettling
which I thought I perhaps ought to relay to you. About a large dog hanging about in the
trees.”

She tried very, very hard not to let her shock show and keep her voice even. The face of
trained neutrality was one she had picked up from her Aunt Lucretia, but this called for
something slightly more akin to thoughtful confusion. “I don’t think I saw anything today,”
she said slowly, “but I was a bit preoccupied. Though.” She gnawed her lip. “There was some
stray hanging about last term. I don’t think I’ve seen it since, though.” She looked back at
him. He seemed to be puzzling something. “I’m sure a dog is nothing to worry about though,
is it? Unless it’s the grim, which I doubt. I’ve heard Professor Trelawney likes to make
predictions about it.”

Lupin didn’t appear amused. Aurora’s heart was in her throat. Her father had been seen —
the idiot! “I’m sure it is nothing to worry about,” Lupin told her after a long, torturous
moment. “Just rather unusual.”

She gave a small laugh, forehead creased. “Suppose. Though I wouldn’t be surprised if some
wayward Gryffindor had snuck a dog into their common room.”

The corners of Lupin’s lips twitched upwards for just a moment before he stopped himself,
and the action became tinged with sadness. “Nevertheless. You will be careful, won’t you?”

Aurora raised her eyebrows. “More careful than Potter at any rate.”

He pursed his lips. It was then that Aurora’s eyes caught the yellowed, old piece of folded
parchment lying on his desk. She tried not to look at it for more than a second, but her father
had told her of the mark hiding in the top right corner. Lupin had it the right way round and
everything.

“You may not want to hear this,” Lupin continued, and Aurora tore her gaze from the
parchment, “and I don’t say it to frighten you, but you are in, I think, a lot more danger than
you realise. I’m glad you’re taking an interest in Defense Against the Dark Arts, though. But
— do be careful.”



She nodded hastily, hardly daring to look back at the parchment. It couldn’t be — but of
course, if Potter had used it to sneak into Hogsmeade, and Lupin had caught him, then he
would have confiscated it, especially if he knew what it was. “Of course, Professor. I am
being careful. I just all of this would stop.”

Professor Lupin’s eyes glimmered with sympathy. “We all do, Aurora. I know it must be
affecting you, and I am so sorry.” She tried not to let her discomfort show. “But we will find
him soon.”

Her eyes darted curiously back to the parchment on his desk, certain on a second glance that
it was the piece described. For a second she considered telling Lupin about her father and his
innocence — but she didn’t have proof, he would think she was out of her mind and besides,
she was terrified that he wouldn’t want to hear it, that in trying to let anyone in on this, she
would make everything a million times worse.

“I have every faith in the Ministry,” she said, trying not to sound sarcastic. “Even if they have
proven less than effective already.”

She looked back to the parchment, certain now that this must be the map described, yet
worried that if she tried to mention it, she would be wrong, that it would ruin any chance she
had.

“I believe I’ve taken up enough of your evening with detention,” Lupin told her quietly, and
Aurora started, blinking over the desk at him. There was a lingering doubt in his eyes, and a
sadness.

She stood up quickly with a small smile. “Thank you, Professor. I appreciate the concern.
And the help with the Patronus. I’ll work on it.”

He smiled only faintly as Aurora stood. “I have no doubt that you will. Good evening.”

Her own smile was sharp and tense. She nodded and then turned, leaving.

Once she was in the corridor and the door firmly closed behind her, she let out a ragged
breath and hurried down the hallways. She couldn’t go to the common room immediately
when her heart was pounding so terribly. She felt like she was going to be sick. He knew.
Lupin knew her father’s Animagus form and Potter had seen him. He would have to run. The
stupid idiot had gotten himself seen and now he would have to go. She had no idea where.
The continent would be safest. The further away from Britain the better — the Black family
had a house in Russia, where the Ministry couldn’t get to him, and the Russian Ministry had
little to do with the British, thinking them backwards.

Aurora ducked into the nearest bathroom, and went to the sink, staring at herself in the
cracked mirror. Her father had been foolish and reckless — as he always was, as he always
had been — and now he was going to have to leave. Again. Anger swelled within her.

Lupin had the map and he knew how to use it. He would be able to see if her father came into
the grounds just as he would be able to see if she was sneaking off them. While there was a
possibility he could see Pettigrew on it, she knew she couldn’t count on that. Not for the first



time, she considered trying to tell him the truth, but she still couldn’t believe he would react
well.

This was all Potter’s fault, she thought, just for a moment, as she clasped the cold porcelain
edge of the sink. But she also knew that it wasn’t. This was her father’s fault, Lupin’s fault,
the Dark Lord’s fault — the universe’s fault for conspiring against her and her family. Potter
didn’t know the truth, nor did he know the real consequences of his actions. He didn’t know
that he would condemn an innocent man. Aurora had not known either.

With some effort, she stood up straight. She undid her tie and then did it up again, perfectly
neat, and she let her hair out of its ponytail, allowing it to fall over her shoulders. At least it
lessened some of the strain on her head.

“Get a grip,” she whispered at her reflection, plucking down the sleeves of her robes.

When Aurora got to the common room, no one seemed to notice the turbulence of her mind.
She felt she had to warn her father as soon as possible, but surely Lupin would be looking at
the map. She couldn’t sneak out at night, that was simply too dangerous, and her absence
would definitely be noticed by Gwen. There wasn’t another Hogsmeade weekend for ages as
far as she knew, and she couldn’t miss the next Quidditch match either. She would have to
see her father at some point. But what was to say that he would go, and that he would even
find somewhere to go? She hadn’t seen any of the houses abroad in years, she didn’t know
what state they were in, and asking Kreacher might rouse suspicion.

Just as she thought she had been on the verge of something, her control was slipping away
again, and she was terrified of losing that.

Chapter End Notes

In the PoA book, it seems to be the case that there is a week between the
Gryffindor/Ravenclaw match and the Hogsmeade visit. For pacing purposes in this fic,
there are three weeks between these events, but this won’t have a major impact on later
dates. I just wanted to clarify that for anyone who might have noticed the timeline not
adding up to the book, it just felt like it worked better plot-wise and pacing-wise and
doesn’t cause a major disruption to other events.



Beneath the Willow

Aurora liked to think of herself as good at hiding her emotions — unless said emotion was
anger. She was practiced at it. She knew when to let them out with the minimal risk to
exposure, and more often than not when she did reveal her feelings, it was of that angry sort.
Her anger was always the thing that got the best of her.

But the anger she felt the next morning was resigned, almost cold. It wasn’t an anger directed
at a particular person, not even Potter, but instead at the universe and whatever forces were so
determined to mess with her life. It was an anger she had always associated with loss, and the
fear of loss.

In the Great Hall at breakfast, she only picked at her food, despite trying to appear normal.
“I’m going to head to the library,” she told Draco and Pansy, just as Professor Lupin sat down
to breakfast — he wouldn’t see her sneaking off on the map, that way. “I’ll see you at lunch?”

“Sure,” Draco said, brow furrowed, “but aren’t you going to stick around a bit longer?”

She shook her head. “Half of Ravenclaw look like they’ve already gone. I want to find
somewhere I can avoid people — namely Potter.”

Pansy sighed. “Sometimes I think you should join that house, Aurora, the amount of time you
spend with your nose in a book.”

“Someone has to earn our house points, dear,” she said, and Pansy bristled at the endearment,
opting to sip her tea rather than respond immediately.

“Do remember we promised Lucille and Daphne a girls’ night tonight.” Aurora blinked and
Pansy huffed. “Remember, Darren Avery just started dating Ilona Thorel?” Lucille had had
her eyes set on Darren Avery — one of their housemates in the year above — for all of two
months, but she had not taken the news about his girlfriend well, and had, apparently, insisted
on a ‘girl’s night’ to resolve her emotions.

“I’m not going to spend all evening in the library, too, Pans,” she promised. “I’ll be there.”

“You’re having a girls’ night?” Draco asked, wrinkling his nose. Aurora grinned at him as
she got to her feet.

“You aren’t jealous, are you, Draco?”

Draco rolled his eyes. “Definitely not of you. I expect you’ll have a miserable time.”

“Excuse me, I will have the best company in the world,” Aurora said, and winked at Pansy.
“Enjoy playing snap with Vincent and Greg.”

Draco scowled, but Aurora gave him and Pansy both small smiles before heading out on her
own. She didn’t dare look to see if Lupin’s eyes were following her, or anybody else’s.



Granger’s mad cat seemed to realise where she was going, because it appeared at her feet just
as she moved out into the grounds. Aurora smiled faintly, following it to the Whomping
Willow, which it stilled easily.

The passage to the shack felt longer and more claustrophobic than ever before. Her father
was on the top floor, asleep by a dilapidated wardrobe, but he leapt up when she entered, ears
pricked up.

“Don’t look so excited,” she told him, moving forward. “I haven’t got any food, and I don’t
have good news either.”

There was a flash and her father transformed back into a man, brow creased with worry. It
occurred to her for the first time that Draco looked rather similar when he made that
expression. “What’s happened?” he asked. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” she said sharply. “You, on the other hand, were seen by Potter yesterday.” He
flushed. “Potter was then caught by Professor Snape, who summoned Professor Lupin, who
confiscated the Marauder’s Map and also knows — or at the very least suspects — you have
been hanging around in your dog form.”

Her father went white and stared at her. “Shit.”

“My sentiments exactly. Now, we need to begin to formulate a plan to get you out of the
country—”

“I’m not going to run!” he said sharply, looking at her as if the suggestion was actually worse
than murder.

“You are if you know what’s good for you,” Aurora said, ignoring the part of her that didn’t
entirely want him to. “Frankly, lingering for so long was irresponsible, I should have sent you
away weeks ago. We have property in France, Italy and Russia, as you know—”

“I’m not going there!” he said, louder this time. “Aurora, I can’t just leave because Remus
might have something that could lead him to me.”

With that statement, all she could do was stare at him. “In that case, you’re even stupider than
I thought. Are all Gryffindors the same?”

“I came here for a reason,” her father reminded her. “Originally, to kill Peter — now to clear
my name. I can’t do either if I run. And if I do, when will I see you? I’m not leaving you
again.”

She didn’t know what to do with that statement, whether she could allow herself to be
pleased at the sentiment or furious that he was being so foolish. “It wouldn’t have to be
forever. Just stay away long enough that things die down, and Professor Lupin is assured that
you aren’t going to come back. He has the map now, he’ll know if you come onto school
property, and he’ll be able to see me sneaking off using your secret passage, too.”



“But if Remus has the map,” her father said, looking far too pleased with himself, “he might
see Peter on it. Then he’ll know — he’ll know I didn’t kill him, he’ll know something’s off
—”

“That would not prove your innocence in and of itself,” Aurora reminded him. “And we have
no guarantee. The odds on him seeing you and him seeing Pettigrew are likely around the
same, but the risks are different.”

Her father pursed his lips and started to pace around the room. Aurora curled her hands into
fists. “You’re certain Remus has it?”

She nodded. “Our only other option is to appeal to him, but I don’t know if that will work. It
might be too great a risk.”

He looked doubtful, too. “Remus thought I was the leak, after... I was too far gone, wouldn’t
let anyone in. He wouldn’t trust me. And I don’t know if I can trust him.”

That was not so different from what Aurora had expected. She laced her fingers together,
frowning. “If we could get him to hear you out... But I really don’t know if he would. He’s
loyal to Dumbledore, I don’t think he’d break that. I get the impression he’s very reliant on
this position, he was so unwell looking when he arrived. He’s still ill...” Her father’s eyes
darted away from hers for an instant, and he looked almost contemplative, like there was
something he wanted to say, but didn’t know if he should. Then he turned back to her. “I
think he likes me, but not well enough to believe me if I started going on about you being
innocent and Peter Pettigrew being alive. And he definitely likes Potter better than he likes
me.”

That was also a good point, she thought. Potter was never going to believe that his best
friend’s rat was an Animagus turned mass-murderer. She had to remind herself, then — she
couldn’t get attached. If it turned out that he was indeed lying, she would have to cut ties. By
this point it was clear he wasn’t going to hurt her, but that didn’t mean he didn’t still want to
hurt Potter. He could be using her.

But she didn’t truly manage to believe it.

“As I said,” Aurora continued, “we must prepare. Italy would be nice, you look like you need
some sun, but Russia is further away and you’re less likely to have the Ministry after you
there. Of course, there is the issue of security, I’m not certain what state the wards are in, but
Kreacher and the elves would be able to assist on that front, I’m sure.”

“Aurora—”

“Of course, getting across to the continent would be a problem in and of itself. Apparating
across Magical borders proves difficult and with your twelve year stint in Azkaban,
splinching is a real risk. Portkeys are too regulated, obviously, and getting you to a Floo
sounds like a nightmare—”

“Aurora—”



“—so I imagine the best course of action would be to get you across the English Channel,
Dover to Calais is, I believe, the shortest crossing but it would still be dangerous, and you’d
have to rely on no tourists noticing a dog swimming all the way out—”

“Aurora, stop!” His voice cut through the air. He ran a hand through his hair. “I know you’re
worried, and I’m flattered by the concern.” She scowled at him. “But I am staying here. I’ll
be more careful, now that I know the situation. I have served twelve years in Azkaban,
thinking of my revenge. I’m not going to let Peter slip away from me.”

“No,” she spat, “you’d rather the Dementors take your soul. I can handle Pettigrew.”

“Rory, you don’t even know where—”

“Don’t you Rory me,” Aurora snapped. “If he believes you have moved away, Pettigrew may
be inclined to stick around here. I might still be able to find him. You said I could find his
name on the map?” Her father nodded. “So I may still be able to do it. You have to go.”

“No.” He took a step forward, eyes light. “Aurora, you yelled yourself hoarse a few months
ago, furious that I had, in your words, left you.” She winced but held his gaze.

“I don’t take them back.”

“Exactly,” he said, brow creased. His eyes shone and she looked away uncomfortably at the
affection in them. “I’m not going to leave you again. There is one thing more important than
revenge, and that is my daughter.”

“I’m not a thing,” she told him. “You don’t have some claim to me.”

“I’m not saying I do. I’m just telling you that I want to be here for you.”

She scowled, looking away. “Why? Why now? Why couldn’t you have decided this twelve
years ago instead of letting them take you?”

As soon as she spat the words out she knew they were harsh, and her father did recoil.
“Aurora, I wasn’t — I couldn’t cope—”

“And you think you can cope now? You think that you, as a wanted Azkaban escapee, can
now somehow offer me — what, exactly? Stability? Nurturing? Love?” Her father opened his
mouth and then closed it again. “Just leave! Go, and make everyone’s life easier!”

“Aurora, don’t use Azkaban against me!”

She let out a shrill laugh. “You went and got yourself locked up in prison! And now you
come back, asking me to let you into my life, saying you want to protect me, you want my
help — and when I try to help you, against everything I’ve been told, you won’t leave! You
won’t go because of your stupid pride!”

“You’re not listening to me!” It came out far louder than Aurora had expected, even seeming
to surprise her father. “Aurora, I can make my own decisions.”



She sneered. “Well, you certainly can’t make good ones—”

“Don’t talk to me like that! Aurora, I’m here for you!”

“I don’t want you to be!” She regretted the words almost immediately; it was funny how
those things happened. Her father blanched, sinking backwards. “I’m sorry. Father — Sirius
— I didn’t mean it like that. I spoke wrongly. It’s just that it would be easier, and safer, if you
were to leave. I’ll be quite alright. You won’t do me any good without your soul, will you?”

That seemed to hurt him even more. She didn’t know what to do to remedy it, so she ran her
hand over her ponytail, smoothing her hair.

“I know you’re only trying to get me to do what you think is best. But running away won’t
get me anywhere. And I want to be able to be a father, Aurora.”

She tried to keep her voice even, unsure of her spinning anger and confusion and guilt over
what she had said. “Twelve years,” was all she managed to say. “I know you want to be a
father. I appreciate it, but you have no right to demand that I — that I become a daughter.
And you’re being foolish. I don’t need you here and I certainly don’t need you to get yourself
captured again. So just — just go.” He met her eyes, unmoving.

“I know you’re worried. But this is my decision. I can be careful, I know the map’s
boundaries and its limits.”

She felt strangled by her words as she tried to speak. “Fine,” she said, voice slightly cracked.
“If you’re going to be foolish, then stay. See what happens. I don’t care.” Even as she said the
words, she couldn’t quite make them sound right.

Her father’s face crumpled. “Aurora, I know you don’t—”

“It’s fine,” she spat, “do what you want.” She told herself she didn’t care, because she
shouldn’t. She didn’t care about him, but she did, somehow, care about what happened to
him. “Just don’t get yourself caught.”

Face burning, she turned around and made to leave the shack. Her father didn’t follow, but
over her shoulder in her reflection she could see a great black dog had taken his place. It
started to whine as she left.

-*

By the time she returned to the castle, having narrowly avoided detection by Professor
Hagrid, Aurora had calmed down just enough to realise that this foolish venture had done
precisely nothing to help her and her father’s situation. In fact, it had likely made everything
worse, and now she had undoubtedly upset him, too. That wasn’t something that should have
bothered her, she thought — and yet, somehow, it was. She maintained that she was right,
that he ought to leave instead of being reckless, and let her deal with it, but she regretted what
she had said, the way she had said it. Speaking to her father like that had not been her
intention, and she knew she had upset him, but there was nothing she could do right now.



Going back out there would arouse suspicion, and she felt perhaps they both needed some
space, lest they argue over the subject again.

No one seemed bothered by her absence or the scowl she wore, skulking along the corridors
and towards the library. A couple of first year Ravenclaws did seem bothered by the scowl,
but that wasn’t out of concern for her. And she did manage to find a quiet corner of the
library to stew in, by the windows, where weak sunlight dappled her skin. But she couldn’t
focus on her work. Instead, she gnawed at her lip, thinking over what she’d said to her father,
and what he had said to her. He was staying.

It made her feel weird. There was a part of her that was relieved, but she wouldn’t admit that
to herself for anything. And she was, also, scared. Her father was reckless and he had proved
it time and time again. She should have pushed harder, should have told him he was leaving
for his own good. It didn’t matter that he was the adult — he was being stupid.

But she couldn’t go back today. Not only was she too annoyed, but it was getting close to
lunchtime, and Draco and Pansy would notice if she didn’t appear as she had promised.

As it turned out, they had saved a seat for her between them, which she dropped into
elegantly, suddenly famished.

“Transfiguration homework take that much out of you?” Draco asked as she started piling
food onto her plate, lifting his eyebrows.

“Yes,” Aurora told him shortly. “Maybe you’d know if you put work into yours.”

Draco scoffed. Pansy leaned over and said, “Are you in a foul mood again?”

“Not at all,” Aurora told her breezily, pouring herself a glass of orange juice. “Just reminding
Draco of his educational responsibility.”

Pansy grinned and leaned back. “We were speaking to Cassius Warrington when we were in
the common room,” she told Aurora, and Draco snorted.

Aurora looked at her. “And?”

“And,” Draco said with a great and suffering sigh, “he was asking after you, so naturally
Pansy has taken this to mean something absolutely ludicrous—”

“I think he fancies you,” she said, and Aurora choked, feeling her cheeks warm at the
thought.

“Pansy!”

Her friend leaned back with a triumphant grin. “It wouldn’t be so bad,” she told her. “He is
good looking, isn’t he?” Aurora tried to form an argument against this, but couldn’t. “The
Warringtons may not be on the list, but they are relatively pure. You could do worse, in terms
of betrothal.”

Now it was Draco’s turn to splutter. “She isn’t getting betrothed!” he said, too loudly.



“I’ll decide what I’m doing, thank you very much,” Aurora told her cousin sharply, and then
in the same breathe, “and I am absolutely not getting betrothed. I’m fourteen.”

“I’m getting betrothed,” Pansy said, and then dropped her eyes to her lunch, cheeks pink.
Aurora’s heart twinged. “Someday.”

“You have a family,” she said sharply. “Besides, I am certain Cassius has no romantic
inclination towards me. He is a friend. What did he want with me anyway?”

“Something about Quidditch,” Draco mumbled, shooting Pansy a sharp look.

“Exactly.” Aurora rolled her eyes. “He keeps asking me to go over Quidditch formations with
him. It’s hardly romantic, and even if it was, I’m not interested.”

Pansy sighed. “Aurora, that’s so boring!”

“That’s practical,” she said in a clipped tone, drawing her eyes from Pansy to Draco. “And
besides, I think that if anyone does have romantic inclinations, they would be better off
sharing them with the object of their affections, rather than trying to project them onto
someone else’s social life.”

At that, Pansy went red, and Draco said, “What are you on about?” which meant Aurora had
to try very hard not to laugh.

“If you don’t know, I can’t tell you,” she said, flipping her hair. “Now, might I eat lunch in
peace?”

The conversation did one thing well though, and that was to drive her worries about her
father out of her head for most of the next hour, at which point she went to the common room
with her friends and was startled into remembering by, of all things, the sight of Theodore
Nott lounging across their usual sofa, glaring at a crystal ball. Maybe it was because the mist
inside was grey, or because Divination was strange and mention of it always unsettled her
somewhat, but Aurora stumbled over the threshold, and Draco had to steady her, staring.

She brushed him off with a lump in her throat, already thinking back to the Shrieking Shack.
Part of her wanted to turn around and run, but that would achieve nothing, and her friends
were already guiding her inside, clearly bemused by the situation. Aurora didn’t have the
words or the means to explain any of it, of course. No one questioned the way she focused
only on her studying that afternoon, even if in truth she knew she wasn’t concentrating right.

Girls’ night was only something of a relief. Aurora didn’t quite have the energy to worry
about Lucille’s crush or Daphne’s debate over the cut of her new dress robes, or Millicent’s
sister’s constant snapping, or even Pansy’s demand to know if Draco had any feelings for her.

“He obviously has feelings,” Aurora told her tiredly, flipping through an old copy of Witch
Weekly from Lucille’s sidetable. “I just don’t know of what nature. You’re better off asking
him or giving up — he’s a teenage boy, and teenage boys aren’t generally good at
communicating these things.”



“I can’t ask him,” Pansy huffed, “I’ve told you this already.”

Aurora tutted, nodding. “I know,” she said, and turned back to the column about stitching
rune patterns.

Lucille just said haughtily, “Boys are all a waste of time, Pansy. Every last one of them.”

Aurora glanced over at her. “Listen to Lucille, Pans. She speaks the truth.”

But Pansy only grumbled something about a lack of understanding — which, in fairness,
Aurora really could not understand why Pansy would fancy Draco — and demanded that
Millicent let her pleat her hair for her, something Millie was only too happy to oblige. It
wasn’t completely awful, but most of the time Aurora could only pick up snatches of
conversation as she skimmed the magazine. Her mind kept drifting back to her father — what
she had said and what she had done. She kept telling herself that she was being silly for
worrying and really she had no obligation to concern herself with him anyway, but that didn’t
stop her.

When they all snuck quietly back to their rooms just after midnight, Aurora was still stewing.
Pansy caught her arm shortly before they arrived at her and Gwen’s room, and motioned for
Millicent to leave them. Once she was sufficiently out of earshot, Pansy turned and Aurora
braved herself for a question or interrogation about Draco.

Instead, Pansy said, “Something’s wrong.”

Aurora blanched and fumbled for her words. “No it isn’t.”

“Yes it is. You read, like, three pages of that magazine.”

“It is Witch Weekly.”

Pansy let out a long and low sigh. “Precisely, Aurora. You could read a page in about a
minute. It’s obvious you’re not yourself—”

“Who else am I, then?”

“—the others may be too stupid to see it, but I’m not.”

“Are you including Draco in others?” Aurora teased, hoping to steer the conversation away,
but Pansy shot her a frightfully stern glare that insisted she stop.

“There’s something you’re not telling us,” Pansy said, and then raised her eyebrows. “Yes,
there is. I can tell in your eyes.”

Aurora blinked. “What? No you can’t!”

“Yes, I can,” Pansy told her haughtily, with the sort of tone Aurora usually reserved. “I’m not
going to say what I think it concerns because that’s probably obvious, but really, Aurora, you
can tell me.” Her heart felt like ice in her chest. “I’m not going to blab to anyone, obviously.
And I’m in no position to judge you.” She folded her arms, and when she stood up straight, it



surprised Aurora to realise her friend was actually that bit taller than her now. “But I’d rather
not see you worry on your own. Again.”

“What do you mean, again?”

“You know exactly what I mean, Aurora.” Pansy pressed her lips together and sighed. “The
fact that you don’t want to tell me means it’s probably a big deal, which means you probably
haven’t told anyone else because that’s just what you do, which means you’re worrying on
your own, and to be honest, Aurora, you need to stop.”

“Who are you tell me what I do and don’t need to do?”

Pansy just sighed again. “Your friend, maybe? Look, if you don’t want to talk to me, at least
talk to someone. I don’t like you looking so out of sorts.”

And for a moment, Aurora really considered telling Pansy everything. She considered
spilling her bloody heart out in the hallway and letting Pansy tell her she was being an idiot
and everything would work out fine, or just clinging on to her friend for dear life. But she
could not. She could not put that burden on her friend, and besides, she didn’t know how to
tell her everything that was happening when she barely understood herself.

So, she said, “I can’t tell you.”

Pansy looked at her flatly. “Why not?”

“I just — I can’t, Pans.”

“You can’t,” she repeated slowly, “or you’re scared to?” She didn’t answer that question.
Pansy groaned and held up her hands. “Fine. Fine, if you don’t want to tell me, if you want to
keep on keeping this to yourself, I can’t make you tell me.”

Aurora swallowed tightly. She reached out to take her friend by the arm, hold her for a
second, ignoring Pansy’s stare. “I can’t tell you because I’m worried it’ll end badly.”

“Surely that’s all the more reason why—”

“No, Pans.”

She gave her that shrewd gaze. “I’m not stupid. Your father’s tried to contact you, hasn’t he?”

“No,” Aurora lied immediately. Pansy wasn’t fooled.

“Draco told me about your birthday. He was worried,” she added quickly when Aurora
opened her mouth in indignation, “if your father’s threatening you, tell me and I will tell my
parents and my father will get his contacts together and—”

“No,” she said quietly, holding Pansy’s frightened gaze, “he won’t.”

“He will,” Pansy said fiercely, and Aurora felt her chest shudder. “I know you think he won’t
because of their backgrounds, but he has changed! He’ll be more concerned with the fact that



a friend of the House of Parkinson is being threatened by a blood traitor than whatever
allegiances they may or may not have shared twelve years ago!”

Her lip wobbled treacherously. Aurora held Pansy tighter and before she could stop herself
she put her arms around her and held her tightly. “Aurora, what are you—”

“It’s alright,” she whispered. “I’m going to be fine, Pansy. He isn’t threatening me, not at all.
Just trust me.”

“You don’t sound very fine,” Pansy said, with a tremble of fear in her voice. “Aurora, what’s
happened?”

“I really can’t tell you,” she told her, shivering as she stepped back to see her friend’s face
drawn in confusion. “Much as I want to. Not yet.”

“What exactly have you gotten yourself into?” Pansy asked, and her heart dropped into her
stomach.

“You can’t say anything—”

“I won’t,” Pansy cut her off, “I won’t tell anyone, I told you I wouldn’t. As long as you’re
safe?”

It was a question more than anything. But after a moment of hesitation, Aurora nodded. “It’s
safe.” The only person, she told herself, who wasn’t safe was Peter Pettigrew.

Pansy still considered her with great caution, which wasn’t surprising. Aurora knew she
wasn’t stupid. She knew she could probably put together some of what was going on. But she
seemed to trust Aurora. “You have to be careful. I can tell it’s upsetting you, even if you say
he won’t hurt you, I don’t know if that’s right. And you’ve been upset all day, don’t think we
can’t tell. If he hurts you—”

“He isn’t going to hurt me,” Aurora said, and she believed it. “I... I can’t explain, especially
not out here. But I know that, whatever else is going on... He isn’t going to hurt me.”

For a very long, drawn out moment, Pansy merely stared at her. Then, to Aurora’s relief, she
nodded. “If you tell me,” she said, “I can help you. But. If you can’t. Be careful what you get
yourself into. I don’t want you getting hurt, or getting in trouble. Don’t be stupid. I know
you’ll say you’re not stupid, but, Aurora—”

“You’re just worried about me,” Aurora said quietly, her voice sounding far away to her own
ears. “I know, Pans.”

Her friend still looked nervous. “You will tell me, if it all gets too much? Right? I don’t know
what you think you’re doing, I want to trust that you’re in the right, but — I’m worried,
Aurora. You’ve been off all year, and I mean, it makes sense, I know why. I can tell you’ve
been even more upset since Christmas.” Aurora felt a lump well in her throat. “Please be
careful. And... Tell me. When you can. I can help, I’ll do anything I can. You’re my best
friend.” The confirmation made Aurora want to tell her the truth all the more — but she



didn’t want to take the chance of putting her friend in any danger, or of implicating her. Yet
she trusted Pansy, enough to know that she meant what she said, and that she’d help her, that
she wouldn’t tell anyone. “But please,” Pansy added, when it became clear Aurora wasn’t
going to tell her the truth, not yet, not until it was safe, “for the love of Merlin — don’t fool
yourself.”

With that, and a quick squeeze of Aurora’s hand, Pansy disappeared down the corridor and
Aurora leaned against the wall, head spinning. She couldn’t believe she had said that; had let
her feelings give her away. It made anger flare in her chest, not at Pansy but at herself. She
couldn’t drag her friend into this. The implications were bad enough...

Aurora sighed, massaging her temples. This was all a terrible mess, but she knew she still had
work to do. She would talk to her father again, apologise for her outburst — she knew she
hadn’t reacted well, had let her emotions get the best of her, but she didn’t know what else to
do.

But even still, she knew, there was one thing that could prove her father was telling the truth
— or rather, one person.

And his name was on the map in Lupin’s office.



The Marauder’s Map

Aurora knew she had to bide her time when it came to retrieving the map. First of all, she
would need a time in which to access it. It was not out of the ordinary for her to stay behind a
class with a question, but getting him out of the room while she got a proper look would be
much more difficult, and there was something most definitely worse about the idea of
snooping through Lupin’s desk rather than Filch’s confiscated drawers, and Aurora felt guilty
at the thought, after the kindness he had shown her. It felt like a betrayal, even if it was for
the greater good.

It had occurred to her, of course, that she could use Peeves as a distraction again — but she
didn’t have anything over him this time and would rather avoid relying on someone else.

So, while Aurora worked on getting Lupin to trust her enough that he might actually leave
her alone in his office in the first place and not be suspicious, she focused on acting as normal
as she possibly could. The day after her argument with her father, feeling ashamed of the way
she had left it, she sought out the mad ginger cat and gave it a small piece of parchment
which bore only the word: sorry. He did not reveal himself to speak, but she saw him in the
grounds on Tuesday afternoon. He had not left, which was not a surprise. At least she could
say she tried — but she could not tell him what to do. Potter seemed to have been
embarrassed into quietness after Snape had caught him and Lupin had taken the map from
him, and Aurora could not have been more glad for a bit of peace in the run up to Slytherin’s
game against Hufflepuff at the end of March.

It was played in better conditions than they’d had all year, but Aurora was still apprehensive.
They had to win this game to secure their Quidditch Cup victory. If they lost, they were still
in the lead, but stood the risk of Gryffindor winning their Hufflepuff game with a great points
difference. There was, of course, still the possibility of Hufflepuff snatching an overall cup
win, but they were running such a points deficit after their humiliating 300-140 defeat to
Ravenclaw last term that it would take either a miracle or a highly suspect cheating curse —
which was unlikely from the badgers — for them to win it back. Still, it was a possibility, and
Aurora thought anyone who believed the cup in the bag to be a fool.

She started off on the benches as usual, with a clear view of the pitch. The Hufflepuff Seeker
was attractive, she had to admit. Lucille had discussed Cedric Diggory’s hair at great length
that morning, before hurriedly assuring the girls that she would never, ever go for a
Hufflepuff, even if the Diggorys were generally pureblooded. Still, Aurora wasn’t going to be
distracted by it, and was frankly offended that the boys had suggested she would. She knew
why of course — because they were pathetic bastards.

They took to the air in a flurry of colour. Aurora watched carefully, tracking the Chasers and
then the Beaters and Bludgers. Draco was trailing Diggory around the pitch, eyes peeled for
the Snitch.

The Hufflepuff Chasers’ defense was, frankly, atrocious. Their Keeper wasn’t much better,
and stood absolutely no chance against Flint. His energy and frustration had been building



and building for the past few weeks, and he was as formidable as ever. That energy spread to
all the others, too. Derrick and Bole hit the Bludgers with a ferocity that really could take
someone’s head off their shoulders, and seemed to realise that Diggory was their greatest
challenge.

But Aurora had to admit that Diggory was a good flier. He twisted away from Bludgers at the
last second, and when he wasn’t doing that or looking for the snitch, he was diving down into
the throng of the Chasers and thoroughly disrupting all of Flint’s carefully worked out
formations and plans. It was a point of both frustration and admiration that Aurora realised he
did it all while smiling, caught in the rush of flying. She knew the feeling.

The more the game wore on, the more she found herself itching to get on her broom and join
her team in the sky. But their Chasers were relentless, scoring goal after goal. The score
ticked upwards, passing through the hundred mark. The Slytherin end of the stands grew
louder and louder; it was now entirely possible that they would surpass a hundred and fifty
point lead and take away any chance of Hufflepuff comeback. It had been known to happen.

Aurora twisted her hands in her lap as she watched, eyes flicking back to Draco every now
and then. But he didn’t seem to have spotted the Snitch anywhere, and she hadn’t caught so
much as a glimmer of gold wings. Cassius scored, then Montague, and the quaffle fell to the
Hufflepuffs, bringing the score to a hundred and thirty to twenty. Aurora bit her lip, watching,
as Hufflepuff scored twice more and then one of their Chasers took a Bludger to the shoulder.

Then, just as the score got to a hundred and seventy in Slytherin’s favour, Diggory went into
a steep dive. He was on the other side of the pitch to Draco, and Aurora could see the Snitch
hovering by the goalposts. She shrieked for her cousin, and he was speeding downwards as
fast as he could, but it wasn’t fast enough.

“No, no, no,” she muttered, clasping her hands. “No, Draco, no—”

But the roar from the Hufflepuff stands was enough to drown out all her words and thoughts.
They went wild; the score had ticked over to a hundred and ninety to a hundred and seventy,
and Slytherin had lost.

Flint’s face was scarlet and furious as the team rushed towards the ground. “Malfoy,” he
barked, and Draco hurried to Aurora’s side, where she quickly stepped just in front of him,
meeting Flint’s eyes. “What are you playing at? You missed the Snitch!”

“I tried!” Draco said indignantly. “I was too far away!”

Flint looked at him in disgust. “You could’ve just lost us the cup!”

“We don’t know that, Marcus,” Cassius said, before Aurora could. “Gryffindor and
Hufflepuff have still to play, and we’ve the biggest point lead.”

“You think Oliver Wood’s going to let his Seeker get away with missing the Snitch?” Flint
bellowed, and Cassius flinched. “You think Gryffindor are going to let up? Bullshit! You’ve
lost us the cup! All that whining about your arm, it’s your bloody nerve that’s the problem—”



“Shove off, Flint,” Aurora snapped at him, stepping forward, anger bursting through her.
“What’s done is done, like Cassius said, we don’t know what’s going to happen. Even so,
we’ve won two of three games! Draco beat Chang!”

“I don’t care!” Flint yelled, now attracting the attention of Madam Hooch. “He didn’t beat
Diggory! Fucking Hufflepuff!”

“Diggory’s good!” Draco shot back. “I’ll do better next year!”

“I won’t be here next year!” Flint yelled, and then, clasping his broom so tight Aurora
thought he might snap it, he stormed off to the changing rooms. “Fucking Hufflepuff!”

They all watched him go. Bletchley threw Draco an unnecessarily scathing look and storm
after Flint. Derrick and Bole glanced at each other, shrugged, and they slunk off too just as
Diggory and the Hufflepuff Captain came jogging over.

“Good match,” he said, though the words were lost to half the time. Aurora tried to mask her
irritation at the loss, for Draco’s sake, but seeing the Hufflepuffs all grinning made it worse.

“Yeah,” Draco muttered, kicking the ground. “Well done, Diggory. Good catch.”

Then he turned, robes whipping around his ankles and strode not to the changing rooms but
out of the pitch towards the castle. Aurora sighed and exchanged a glance with Cassius.
Diggory’s hand was hanging out in mid-air, and his eyes shifted uncertainly. He coughed.
“Um, you all played pretty well. ‘Specially you, Warrington.”

Montague glared, but Cassius gave a grudging smile and shook Diggory’s hand. Aurora
exhaled and met his eye. “That was a good spot from you, Diggory,” she said. “Well played.”

“Right.” Never had she seen such uneasiness in his smile. “Cheers, Black.”

Then he withdrew, and with one last tight smile, went running back towards his cheering
team and the riotous Hufflepuff stands.

The three of them stood uncertainly together for a moment longer, before Montague grunted,
“Better get to Flint,” and trudged off.

Cassius winced. “Has Draco just... Gone, then?”

“Looks like it.” Aurora groaned. “I can’t believe we lost.”

“We were doing well, too,” Cassius muttered, motioning for her to walk with him. She was
glad of the excuse to get away from the Hufflepuffs and the approximately three quarters of
the school who were far, far too pleased to see the Slytherin team lose. “Ten more minutes,
and they wouldn’t have stood a chance even with the snitch.”

“I know.” Aurora scowled, dragging her broom behind her. “Fucking Hufflepuffs.”

Cassius grinned. Aurora didn’t know how he managed it. “Still,” he said, “there’s always
next year, right?”



“Suppose,” Aurora said with a frown, “But I can’t stand the thought of Gryffindor winning
this year, can you?”

“I can’t stand the thought of them winning, ever,” Cassius told her, and Aurora gave a weary
laugh.

“It’d be even worse than giving the cup to Hufflepuff.”

Cassius shook his head. “Potter’s got a Firebolt,” he reminded her, much to her annoyance.
“Diggory’s decent, but he got lucky — and he’s on a Cleansweep.”

“Their Chasers might scrape it,” Aurora suggested, but she knew it was unlikely. Diggory
was Hufflepuff’s best player, and their Chasers had proven their incompetence. They weren’t
beating Gryffindor, and they probably weren’t going to stop Gryffindor from getting a high
enough point lead to win the whole damned Quidditch Cup.

Neither of them were convinced by the other. They paused at the changing room door, on the
other side of which Aurora could already hear Flint ranting and raving about their loss,
swearing about Draco. She clenched her fists. “It’s not all bloody Draco’s fault,” she said to
Cassius. “If he’d wrangled Derrick and Bole into shape maybe they could have done
something about Diggory. He got lucky, that’s all.”

“He’s just upset,” Cassius said. “He’ll cool down once he’s said his piece.” His eyes darted to
meet hers. “You should probably get to Draco, anyway. Wherever he’s gone.”

Aurora scowled at the thought of returning to the common room. Slytherins didn’t lose well.
“Yeah,” she muttered, handing her broom over to Cassius. “Put this in the team store for me,
would you?”

“Course,” Cassius said. There was something troubled in his eyes as he took the broom,
somethig uncertain. “Here’s to next year?”

“Yeah.” She swallowed tightly over the bitterness of the loss. It wasn’t over yet, she told
herself. “Better get practicing.”

Then, trying not to show her fury at the extravagant celebrations of the raucous Hufflepuff
team behind her, Aurora stalked off of the pitch towards the castle.

As predicted, Draco was in an awful mood. Even as Aurora tried to cheer him up — “You’re
still a great player, it’s just one game” — she knew her own irritation with the outcome of the
match seeped through. And he wasn’t the only one. The whole of the dungeons was somber
and quiet, and the corner of the common room inhabited by Flint and Bletchley’s group of
seventh year boys was snappish and brittle enough that no one, not even the usual entourage
of sixth year girls, wanted to go near.

Potter looked far too smug when Aurora saw him at dinner, just as she was trying to shield
Draco from the crowing looks of most of the school. Bastards, she thought, seeing even a
group of Ravenclaws cheering on the loss. The whole lot of them.



Even Professor Lupin gave his condolences when she stayed behind for a moment after class
on Monday. “Slytherin did play well,” he told her as he scanned over the essay she had
handed him. It wasn’t homework, but instead more of a working out of her own research on
Red Caps, as practice for the exam. “Much as it pains me to say it.”

“That just makes it all the worse,” she sighed, dragging her hands through her hair. “Draco’s
been beating himself up about it all weekend. I think Flint’ll lose it if Gryffindor end up
winning the cup when they play Hufflepuff — not that he didn’t lose it on Saturday.”

Lupin winced. “Yes, I was unfortunate to witness a bit of that post-match...”

“Tantrum,” Aurora filled in flatly. His lips twitched. “It was a tantrum.”

With a chuckle, Lupin said, “Well, I’m sure all Quidditch Captains have had a meltdown or
two in their time. This passage about the blood spawning is interesting, Aurora, I’m not sure
I’ve read the book you cited—”

A bang went off in the corridor outside and Aurora jumped out of her skin. Lupin knocked
over an inkwell, standing abruptly. There was a high pitched whizzing sound and then the
sound of another explosion further away. It sounded like...

“Fireworks,” Lupin said.

Aurora sneered. “Weasleys.”

Lupin glanced at her. “Stay in here, just in case it’s — not Weasleys. Zonko’s fireworks can
be pretty dangerous, not that students ever give enough thought — I won’t be a moment.”

He darted out quickly, far quicker than Aurora would have imagined. To her surprise, he
slammed the door behind him.

She had only a second for her mind to reel before she hurried around the edge of his desk,
and opened the drawer in which the map had been. Shaking, she took it out and laid it flat on
the table. Her father had created this — along with James Potter and Remus Lupin and Peter
Pettigrew. She clenched her jaw. So he said. This map could prove he was telling the truth,
and it could also condemn him.

There was no time to waste.

Aurora took at her wand and pointed it at the arm parchment, whispering with trembling lips,
“I solemnly swear that I am up to no good.”

It felt like quite the understatement, given her motivations.

But she found she didn’t quite care, as deep red ink began to spread across the parchment,
revealing the words: MESSRS MOONY, WORMTAIL, PADFOOT AND PRONGS ARE
PROUD TO PRESENT THE MARAUDERS’ MAP.

It was real. He hadn’t been lying. The thought swelled inside Aurora as she hastily opened
the parchment, trying to keep an ear out for Lupin’s footsteps amongst the shrieking



fireworks. They had started making a noise like a lion’s roar — definitely Weasleys.

Her eyes slipped over the map, scouring it for the name Peter Pettigrew. She could see herself
in Lupin’s study, with the professor himself three corridors away, leaving her enough time to
look through it properly. She saw Harry Potter’s name with Granger and Weasley in the
direction of Gryffindor Tower. There was Albus Dumbledore, pacing in his office,
McGonagall seemingly running out of hers, to confront the source of the fireworks.

She looked into the grounds, seeing no Peter Pettigrew in Gryffindor Tower, though all the
names were clustered so closely together that she could easily have missed him. There were
the names of Cassius Warrington and Graham Montague with a group of other Slytherins and
Gryffindors heading up through the grounds from the Care of Magical Creatures ring. Rubeus
Hagrid was headed towards his little hut that sat by the edge of the forest, and she looked
further, towards the marked out treeline near the boundaries of the map and—

The name Peter Pettigrew was marked in a clearing of trees.

The breath was swept from Aurora so suddenly she could hardly think. It was real. It was
real, her father had been telling the truth — Pettigrew was alive and he was the reason her
mother had been killed.

For a long moment, it was all Aurora could do to stare at the map, as the Peter Pettigrew label
scurried around at the edge, and then slipped off the end. But she had seen it. He was trying
to keep off the radar, hide — but she had seen him.

Caught up in her discovery, Aurora almost didn’t notice the noise outside fading or Lupin
coming closer, until he was just outside the door.

“Mischief managed,” she said hurriedly, and barely waited for the ink to fade before she
shoved the map back into the top of the drawer and hurtled around the side of the desk,
leaning against one of the tables at the front of the class, just in time for Lupin to open the
door.

Her heart was hammering so loudly in her chest that she was certain Lupin could hear, certain
that he knew exactly what she was thinking and what she had just done. Indeed, he did give
her a funny look, and Aurora wondered if it wouldn’t just be easier to tell him, to unveil the
truth to him as well. He could help, she thought, maybe. But she couldn’t know, and she
didn’t think her father would appreciate if she told him. Still, she wasn’t sure why she was
supposed to listen to her father.

“Sorry about that,” Lupin said before Aurora could speak — though what on earth she was
going to say, she didn’t know. “It was the Weasley twins, as you guessed. Celebrating the
match.”

She scowled as he sat down, glancing over her essay, seemingly oblivious to what was in his
drawer. Proof. “Of course they were.”

He just nodded in response and then read her essay silently. Aurora stood, growing more
uncomfortable by the second, until finally he said, “It’s good. You’ve researched it well,



though I’d like a little more incorporation of the nature of the Red Cap and how we
understand it from a Defensive standpoint. Other than that, I think it would stand you well.”
The corners of his eyes crinkled when he looked at her. “You’ve nothing to worry about on
the written paper, Aurora, I am quite sure of that.”

“Thank you, Professor,” she said quietly, but she wasn’t quite ready to go yet. “And the
practical? What do you think?”

At this, his smile grew — if possible — even more strained. “The Boggart will prove
difficult, but you knew this. I believe you are capable. But you must keep a clear head.”

She nodded hastily. Truth be told, she wasn’t even certain what her Boggart would be now. If
it changed, that might give her away too, she thought suddenly. But there was more about her
father she was scared of than his physical presence; she was scared she would end up like
him, alone, kicked out of the family, a traitor. She was scared to be like him, even now. And
she was scared to care for him.

With that thought, she took her essay back from Lupin. “Thank you, Professor. I’ll see you in
class.”

He nodded, and she had just turned around when he asked, “Would you like me to take a look
at your Patronus work again sometime, Aurora? You made good progress last time, I think
you could manage it soon enough.”

The offer was slightly unsettling, but she knew he meant well. And even just being nearer
him and getting him to trust her could prove advantageous. Plus, she knew Lupin knew more
about the charm than she did. So she smiled carefully. “That would be brilliant if you would,
Professor. I still haven’t managed to get it to take a very clear form.” She grinned at him, and
was pleased to note his own smile.

“I have no doubts that you’ll manage it,” he said warmly. “We can schedule a meeting for
after the Easter holidays — I have a lot of marking to catch up on.”

She nodded hastily. “Thank you, Professor. I really appreciate it. Enjoy your holiday.”

He watched her go with a bemused sort of look, and Aurora tried to keep herself steady on
her feet. Her father had been telling the truth after all.

There wasn’t much left of the term. The Easter holidays were next week and then exams
came not long after. Hermione Granger was stressed out already. She had to get back to her
father, tell him what she’d learned — and then what? She needed to get the map, but Lupin
was still there. She should have taken it when she had the choice, and cursed herself for not
doing so.

But she knew now. She knew that, even if her father wasn’t telling the truth about everything,
he was telling the truth about one thing. He had not killed Peter Pettigrew, and therefore had
not killed those twelve muggles either. As for the reasons why Peter Pettigrew had faked his
own death and spent twelve years hiding as Ron Weasley’s rat... She had trouble believing an



innocent man would run like that, when people like Dumbledore would have been options for
him to seek shelter with.

That led her to a conclusion that shouldn’t have been as terrifying as it was, that hadn’t been
until she was truly convinced by it.

That her father was truly innocent. And she could, in fact, prove it.

-*

The Easter holidays were hectic, to say the least. Their professors had all piled on the
homework ahead of their exams, and even Aurora found herself struggling to get through it
while her mind was elsewhere. A few of her friends had gone home for the holidays, but
Dora had her Auror exams coming up soon and Aurora hadn’t wanted to get in the way,
knowing just how nervous Dora was and how easily distracted she could get.

It was on a bright Tuesday afternoon when all of her friends were caught up in a Potions
essay that she went out on a run by the treeline, trying to keep her eyes out for either her
father or any out of place rats. It was her father’s dark dog form that she identified lurking in
the shadows, and Aurora jogged over nervously. No one was around to see her, stuck indoors
studying, and so she ducked into the trees, and when she was far enough in that she knew
there was no one else around, she said quietly, “I saw him on the map. Pettigrew. You were
telling the truth.” She could have sworn the dog was smiling. “My exams are coming up. But
we likely don’t have much time, he could make a run for it. Lupin doesn’t seem to have
noticed him yet. I was thinking — perhaps we should tell him.” Her father barked loudly in
protest and she sighed. “If we have proof, he can help. People trust him.” But the dog shook
its head. “You know I’m right,” she grumbled, staring at the faint light beyond the forest.
“We need a plan.”

There was a flash of light and her father transformed back into a man. It still startled her, but
she covered it with a glare. “You shouldn’t do that. It could blow your cover.”

“You need to get the map,” he told her.

“Well, I tried, but—”

“Where was he?”

“At the edge of the forest. He was sort of just scurrying about — you might be able to find
him, I don’t know. If you do...” She wasn’t quite sure how to finish that sentence. It seemed
he didn’t know either. “Find me.” The thought made a lump rise in her throat, but she nodded
as evenly as she could. “You need to keep your eyes out,” she told her father. “If he is lurking
about the forest. And you need to be careful too. If you’re seen on the map...”

“I know,” her father said, gnawing at his lip. “Still. It’s Remus.” His smile flickered with an
uncertainty which Aurora did not appreciate.

“I could tell him the truth. It may help.”



But still he shook his head. “No. I can’t burden him. I doubt he’ll want anything to do with
me after all these years... I believed him the traitor.”

“And he believed the same of you,” she reminded him sharply. “Father — Sirius — at least
consider it.”

His answering smile was so similar to Lupin’s that Aurora couldn’t help but be taken aback.
“I’ve considered it a million times,” he told her. “And yet... I can’t bring myself to do it. To
see him again, after everything.”

“That’s stupid and you know it.”

She wanted her words to cut into him but he seemed, to her chagrin, unaffected. “Perhaps. If
we find Peter, then I can tell him. But I don’t know what he might do. How he might react,
and I don’t want to put you in harm’s way.”

She tried not to answer that she was in harm’s way already. She could not force her father to
reveal himself, and in truth, she didn’t know how Lupin might react either. He already
seemed wary after their last conversation, when she had inexplicably made the wrong move.

“I’ll get the map,” she said at last. “But you — stay out of trouble.”

He shot her a wolfish grin. “You know me, Rory.”

“I don’t, actually,” she muttered under her breath, but he appeared not to hear her, or perhaps
he was trying to ignore it. He turned back into a dog in a flash, and with a sharp nod of the
head, Aurora turned and left the forest, head whirring.

-*

The load of homework only got heavier after the Easter holidays, as the students were
plunged into studying for the end of year exams. Aurora split her time between that and
trying to get back to Lupin’s office and get the Marauders’ Map, something which was now
proving more and more difficult. At the end of the holidays, Lupin looked incredibly wan and
pale, and she barely got a chance to greet him before she was being waved off and Draco and
Pansy had swept her along to their next class.

And by the end of the week, the whole castle was abuzz with anticipation for the final
Quidditch match of the year. It was one match which Aurora truthfully, would have rather
avoided. She didn’t think she could stand it if Gryffindor won, and won the cup, and had
planned to camp out in the common room with Theodore all day. She had hoped that Lupin
would go to the match, giving her some time to sneak around to his office, but it seemed fate
had other ideas. She followed him out of breakfast — which had been awful, since the
Gryffindors and Potter entered the hall to an actual round of applause, which made Aurora
want to be sick — and he went straight to his office. As far as she could tell, he didn’t leave
when the rest of the school trudged down to the match, and she eventually admitted defeat
and returned to the common room to theorise some more.



Theodore did still seem surprised at her choice of company, but didn’t question it when she
asked him to budge up and make room for her on the sofa beside him. He was quiet, but he
was better company than the roaring crowds and Potter’s ginormous ego.

Aurora was fairly sure that, with exams coming up, all the professors’ offices would be
guarded more than usual, to prevent anyone from getting a sneak preview of the assessment
content. That made everything all the more trickier, and she felt she would have to find a way
to get to it whenever she and Lupin met to go over the Patronus Charm, but something about
that specific circumstance made her less comfortable with the idea of taking from his office.

The Slytherins returned to the common room sulking at one o’clock in the afternoon and
Aurora wanted to bury herself in the sofa. They couldn’t have even one thing go right this
year, not one thing go her way. The Quidditch Team got together for one last declaration of
their desire to defeat Gryffindor, which fell short: they had just missed out on the cup, as
Gryffindor had taken an astonishing two hundred and twenty point lead in the end, and edged
just above Slytherin in the rankings.

“Hufflepuff didn’t stand a chance,” Cassius told her mournfully, as Flint blustered about how
the trophy should have been theirs, if it wasn’t for stupid Cedric Diggory and an
absentminded Seeker, a proclamation which had Aurora’s temper rising and Draco shouting
in retaliation.

“Bloody Gryffindors,” she muttered, leaning against Cassius slightly, thinking of Potter’s
smug face and then Weasley and Granger, and then Lupin and her father, all of them bloody
Gryffindors indeed. They couldn’t just make her life easy.

The next two weeks were a lesson in restraint from Aurora, both in restraining from either
spilling the truth to Lupin or tripping over it whenever she tried to get near his desk, and in
restraining from hexing Potter every time he brought up his victory — which was often.

“Better luck next year, Malfoy,” he’d crowed to Draco as they left Care of Magical Creatures
after their last lesson before the exam. “Pity that shiny broom doesn’t do you any good.
Maybe you do need to add an extra arm.”

Aurora had sneered at him, about to retort, when she saw something small and grey scuttle
along the windowsill of Professor Hagrid’s hut. She tried to get a better look, her heart in her
throat, but then Weasley called, “You’ve been awfully quiet, Black. Suppose you’re
embarrassed. You all thought you had it in the bag, didn’t you?”

“Embarrassed by what?” she asked him sharply, turning around. “The most embarrassing
thing here is your stupid face.”

She took Draco’s arm before anyone could retort, and when she glanced back at the hut
where she could have sworn she saw a rat, there was nothing. Still, her heart hammered as
she made her way up to the castle.

Soon, she thought to herself nervously all the way. It had to be soon.

-*



She had told her father already that her exams were coming up, but she hadn’t really expected
him to care beyond the disruption it posited to their plan. Yet, in the morning, she received a
note at breakfast, two words: good luck.

She didn’t want to smile at it, and so tucked it in her pocket. It had been stupid of him to
write to her. She would have to burn the parchment, to be safe.

Draco stared over at her. “Who’s it from?” he asked through a mouthful of toast, nodding to
her pocket.

“Just the Tonkses.” The lie came easily. “They’re wishing me good luck for the exams.”

Draco snorted and shook his head. “Because you need luck. You’ve barely looked up from
your books. You’re getting as bad as Nott.”

Theodore, who had indeed been reading over his Charms textbook, glanced up at the sound
of his name. “What have I done?” he asked, and Daphne swatted his shoulder.

“Being the biggest swot in the year,” she said, causing Theodore to blush.

“I’m just studying,” he said, with a glance along at Aurora. “It’s important, isn’t it, Black?”

“Very.” The corners of her lips twitched up, and she caught the fleeting uncertainty in Draco’s
eyes. “I’m sure we’ll all be fine, though.”

Even so, she wondered in a moment of panic if she should be reading over her Charms
textbook too. Theodore was the best in their year at Charms, apart from Granger, and if he
was nervous and still studying, surely she should be too? She couldn’t afford her grades to go
downhill, not this year.

“I’m probably overdoing it anyway,” Theodore said quietly, closing his book. “My
grandfather thinks... Well, I have to do well, is all.”

Pansy tutted loudly, rolling her eyes. “We all have to do well, Theodore. Don’t act like you’re
stupid or something.”

Aurora could see the faint smile those words garnered from him, as he reached for his orange
juice. Still, there was something more worried in his gaze, she noticed, a slight stiffness to the
set of his smile and a coldness to the edges of his eyes. When he caught her looking,
Theodore turned away sharply, and Aurora felt warmth rush to her cheeks.

Nerves over the exam ate her up inside all day, but Aurora knew she couldn’t let it get the
better of her. She had studied as hard as she could, especially given the circumstances, and
she knew she was a good student. Somehow, though, that made her fear of failure worse,
even if she knew it was entirely unfounded.

And the exams didn’t go too awfully, she did have to admit. Granger, predictably, was in all
of a flap after Ancient Runes, chattering away to a bored Frida Selwyn about her mishap with
Elder and Younger Futhorc.



Though she would never admit it, Aurora was most nervous about her Defense Against the
Dark Arts exam. She wanted to impress Lupin, wanted to show him just how good she was.
She had been practicing her patronum charm, too, of course, when she took a break from
studying, and while she was able to sustain the charm for much longer now, and it was
getting stronger, the patronus itself still wasn’t corporeal by any means, and she desperately
wanted to achieve that by the end of term. Her spellwork was a matter of pride — but it
wasn’t the only thing she had to worry about.

Aurora visited his office three nights before the day of her final exams — Defense Against
the Dark Arts and Arithmancy. There was a genuine question that had been eating at her, but
she also had the hope in her that he would let her in. That she would have a chance at getting
the map.

“Aurora,” he said warmly when she appeared. Though, she noted, he looked rather wan, and
slightly sickly. “What can I do for you?”

“Oh,” she said quietly, ducking her head. “It’s silly. I know you’re probably not allowed to
say anything, I just... I’m so nervous about the exams. I wondered if there was anywhere I
could use to practice. Especially... The Boggart.”

She let him fill in the gaps, slightly guilty for using him like this.

“You shouldn’t be ashamed of it,” he told her sternly. “Everyone is scared of something. I
recall...” His voice faded, and Aurora took the opportunity to edge further into the office.
“You were very capable the first time in class, and I’m sure this will be no different.” She
nodded thickly, and lingered in the doorway for just long enough that Lupin sighed and
nodded for her to sit down.

“Professor, I did wonder — now the exams are at a close, would you be able to help me with
my Patronus again before the end of term? I’ve still been practicing by myself, but I think
I’m close to achieving it and some extra help could really get me there.”

His smile flickered but he said, “Certainly. This weekend may be difficult, but sometime later
next week may work once I’ve completed my marking.” She stared down at the desk, waiting
for him to continue. “I remember your mother learning the Charm,” he said suddenly,
completely throwing Aurora off. Her head snapped up. “She was insistent that she master it
before any of us. I believe a fair few of her memories pertained to flying, too.” Aurora felt a
flush rise to her cheeks at the comparison. “She loved Quidditch, much as you do. Helped
win a lot of matches for Gryffindor, as a Beater. Marlene was very sporty.”

A faint smile traced Aurora’s lips; she saw no reason to suppress it. “It would be Gryffindor,
wouldn’t it?”

Lupin laughed. “I see a lot of her in you. More than I expected, I suppose. She was a
marvellous woman, Aurora.”

“I’m sure she was,” she replied quietly. It was a pity she had never gotten the chance to know
so for herself. “Did she manage it? In the end?”



Lupin nodded, eyes distant from her. Remembering the past. “Her Patronus took the form of
a lion.” She almost laughed. “I don’t think any of us should have been surprised by it, really.”

“No?”

He shook his head. “She was rather fierce. Gryffindor through and through. Patroni generally
are the sort of thing, you’re never sure what form it will take, but often once you see it, you
realise it could never have been anything else.”

Aurora nodded. “Well, I’m not sure my Patronus will be a lion.” He chuckled lowly. “But you
will keep helping me?”

He couldn’t very well say no now. Lupin nodded. “Yes. I will, Aurora.”

“Good,” she said, with an only slightly exaggerated sigh of relief. “It doesn’t look like
they’re going away any time soon, anyway.”

“No.” His lips twisted uncertainly and he cast his eyes down in a sigh. “It certainly does not.”

She let that thought linger for a moment. The clock in the corner of the room ticked over, and
she glanced at the darkening sky outside the window. “I ought to go,” she told him. “I still
have exams.”

“Oh, yes,” Lupin said with a small chuckle. “I’m sure you have nothing to worry about
though.”

“Thank you, Professor,” she said, and slipped out.

-*

It was two nights later that she dug out the trip-wire dungbombs from Zonko’s joke shop —
which she knew to be a favourite of Fred and George Weasley — and set them two corridors
away from Professor Lupin’s office. She felt the barest twinge of guilt, but had to shrug it off.
It was for the best, and if she worried about such things then she would never get anything
done. And this needed to be done.

She waited in the alcove hidden by a tapestry just around the corner from Lupin’s office. It
didn’t take her too long — the office’s positioning between the library and Ravenclaw Tower
meant this corridor was often frequented — and then she heard shouting. Aurora hid her
snickers, waiting with bated breath for Professor Lupin to run past and around the corner,
swearing all the while, before she ran, too. He had left his office door just ajar and she bolted
in, opening the drawer and going through it as quickly and carefully as she could before her
fingers closed around the familiar map. She wasted no time in wresting it out, then closed the
drawer, making sure everything else was just as it had been, and ran for it.

On her way past, she tossed one of Robin’s motion-sensitive fireworks as far as she could
down the corridor that led to Gryffindor Tower, to be on the safe side.

She didn’t stop running until she was in the safety of her room, and sighed, leaning back
against her pillows. She had done it.



Aurora opened the map up quickly, and searched for the name Peter Pettigrew. It didn’t take
long to find. He was in Hagrid’s hut, as she had expected. It might be tricky to get in and get
to him, as Hagrid spent so much time in his hut — and he had that rather large dog to guard it
— but she had to find a way. She could see her father lurking at the edge of the forest and
sighed.

Now she only had to wait until the right moment.



Cat, Rat, and Dog

When Aurora saw the obstacle course Professor Lupin had set up for her Defense Against the
Dark Arts class, she felt nerves knot tightly in the pit of her stomach.

He explained quite cheerfully that they would take it in turns to go through the course,
tackling the creatures they had encountered over the course of the year. Pansy eyed the mud
at the start with disdain, and Aurora mourned the hem of her robes for the state it would
surely get into. At least she only had one exam this afternoon — Arithmancy — and then the
assessments were over for the year. Then, she thought, she could turn her mind to other
things, matters more important than grades and teachers’ opinions.

She hung back with the rest of her housemates, watching the Gryffindors go first, so as to
gather some idea of what to expect. Predictably, Potter was one of the first to go in, and came
out looking far too pleased with himself.

“Aurora,” Lupin called, seeing her gaze and the large cluster of green and black robes,
“you’re up next.”

She cast a superior sort of glance over to Potter and then tilted her chin up, striding to the
beginning of the course. “You should be fine,” Lupin told her, “got your wand?” She nodded,
waving it slightly in the air. “Good, good. On you go then, good luck.”

She didn’t dare look at anyone else as she went in. First she had to make her way through a
paddling pool with a vengeful grindylow, then a stretch of field from which red caps kept
popping up to snatch her around the ankles, marshland full of hinkypunks, and at the end, a
trunk which was bigger on the inside, and which she had to crawl into. She got a great feeling
of unease as she crept inside, feeling it shudder around her.

Something flew at her from the darkness and she stumbled back, seeing it change shape and
twist in the air, before taking on, as before, the shape of her father.

But it was different. His eyes were softer, less deranged, and he said with a lift of his lips,
“My little girl, all grown up. And just like me.” Those words made her heart tremble. “Isn’t
that right? You’re going the same path now, I can tell.” Fear gripped her heart. She couldn’t
— she wouldn’t. She would never turn on her family. Her legs shook. What if she already
had? “I’m proud of you. Little blood traitor, just like—”

“Riddikulus!” she snapped, coming to her senses, but she couldn’t get his words out of her
head.

The Boggart changed but this time it became her grandmother, fury etched in the lines of her
face.

“You stupid little girl!” she shouted, and Aurora jumped back, heart stuttering. “Don’t cry,
don’t make a scene! Blood of a blood traitor, I should have known, there is no place for you
in this family! You are an embarrassment, a disgrace!”



Her heart got stuck in her throat and Aurora wasn’t quite sure how to breathe. Her
grandmother’s words rang in her ears. “You have failed us! You have failed the Noble House
of Black! You do not deserve to wear that ring!”

“R-Riddikulus,” she managed to say in a short breath, hating the feeling of terror that coiled
in her gut. It wasn’t real, she knew that, but the words sickened her anyway.

“YOU ARE FILTH, BORN OF FILTH! YOU ARE NOT WORTHY OF YOUR NAME,
YOU ARE NOT A BLACK AND NEVER WILL BE! YOU ARE THE SHAME OF THIS
FAMILY!”

“Riddikulus!” she cried again, feeling her eyes pool with hot tears.

“DON’T CRY!” her grandmother shrieked. “DON’T YOU DARE CRY, YOU FOOLISH,
WEAK LITTLE GIRL!”

Not real, she reminded herself, throat clogged by fear. Her grandmother would never say such
things, not to her. She tried to imagine her in a wig, curly and blonde. “Riddikulus!”

There was a loud crack and the Boggart changed, replacing Walburga Black with someone
more akin to Celestine Warbeck. Aurora ran, tumbling out of the chest, her heart pounding.
Her breathing still came shortly, as those words rang in her ears. Lupin caught her by the arm
as she stumbled on the grass, concern etched on his face.

“It’s alright, Aurora,” he told her quickly, but it didn’t help. Her cheeks and eyes both were
burning. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. Weak, foolish little girl. “It wasn’t real, you managed
to fight it. You did well. Your father isn’t here.”

“It wasn’t him,” she choked out, and immediately regretted it. She wrenched herself out of
Lupin’s grip, seeing his shocked face. “It was but then it wasn’t — it was my grandmother.”
Failure, blood of a blood traitor. She felt like she was going to be sick. She wasn’t a blood
traitor — she wasn’t.

“Aurora,” Lupin said quietly, and she tried to get her breathing under control. She could hear
whispers, feel people staring at her. Could feel Potter staring at her, damn him. “It’s alright.
What the Boggart shows you isn’t real. You can fight it — you did fight it.” A small smile
graced his features, but it did little to comfort Aurora. She felt like she was burning.

“I — I know,” she said, schooling her features into cold neutrality. She was making a scene.
That was exactly what not to do. She curled her hands into fists in her robes. “I’m fine,
Professor.”

He didn’t believe her. She could tell. But he still had an exam to run. “Remember,” he said,
“you can speak to me. My door will be open all afternoon.”

She didn’t dare reply to that, and instead hurried off towards her friends, as Lupin called,
“Frida! You’re next!”



Aurora lurked with the group that had already completed the exam. Draco, Pansy and Gwen
kept glancing over their shoulders at her worriedly, but she ignored them, shaking her head.
She was fine, she told herself. She knew she wasn’t a blood traitor — it was just fear. A fear
she couldn’t let become reality.

Potter’s eyes remained on her. But they weren’t angry, as they usually were. He looked like
he was trying to figure something out, a puzzle he didn’t have all the pieces to. She
remembered the Boggart’s words — stupid little girl, embarrassment, disgrace — and
shivered, staring instead at the wide expanse of blue sky beyond the grounds and lake.

“Stop looking at me like that,” she said to Potter a moment later, when his gaze was still fixed
upon her. “Your face will get stuck.”

He glared back at her in response, and she looked determinedly away, trying to give off an
impression of disinterest. Today of all days, she had to be careful with her emotions. And she
would not have Harry Potter think her weak, or frightened. So Aurora waited, trying to avoid
the subject of the Boggart, until her friends joined her one by one.

Gwen was the first, seemingly unbothered by her own Boggart, but she bounced over to
Aurora and made to hug her. “You look upset,” she whispered in her ear, so that no one else
could overhear. “Did the Boggart turn into him? Your dad?”

She shrugged. “It did. Then... It became my grandmother.”

“Oh.” Gwen pulled back, frowning. “Why?”

She didn’t want to say. Her stomach twisted unsettling. “I suppose my fear of my father,
comes out in the fear of what my family might think of me. Maybe the spell wasn’t strong
enough the first time.” It was an embarrassing admission.

“What d’you mean?” Gwen held her shoulder, concern etched in her face.

“My father was a traitor, remember?” She tried very hard to get the words out, the
explanation that would be best believed. She couldn’t betray a hint of sympathy for him,
daren’t give anyone cause to think she might have changed her view. “I was scared of him,
and of being like him, initially. But I suppose there is more than one aspect of him that scares
me.”

That seemed to confused Gwen, but Aurora daren’t elaborate further. Soon, she promised
herself. Soon, everyone would be able to know the truth, and she wouldn’t have to fear
slipping up.

Draco was next to arrive after Blaise, and latched onto Aurora’s arm with the same concern
as Gwen had shown. “Are you alright?” he asked in a low voice.

She nodded, pursed her lips. “Fine. I managed to pull of the spell alright, I just had a minor
blip, but Lupin assured me it’s nothing to worry about. I just got slightly overwhelmed.”

“It was him,” Draco said quietly, “again, wasn’t it?”



She glanced to where Potter had been joined and thoroughly distracted by Weasley and said
in a whisper, “It turned into my grandmother.” Draco blinked in surprise. “She was
disappointed in me. It’s stupid. I know it isn’t real. It called me blood of a blood traitor, said
that I was a disgrace to the family...” She inhaled sharply, as Draco moved to hug her tightly
around the shoulders.

“It’s not real,” Draco told her. “And you managed to do the spell! You’ll be fine, Lupin’s not
going to mark you down! And besides,” he added, patting her shoulder, “you’re not a
disgrace.”

Her lip wobbled. “Thank you, Draco.” Aurora coughed, shaking out her hair, and asked, “Are
you ready for Arithmancy this afternoon? At least it’s the last one.”

He didn’t appear pleased at the sudden change of subject but he at least didn’t question it,
instead asking of the Chaldean, Pythagorean and Agrippan methods they would have to use
for calculations, before Pansy ran over to them, looking flushed after her own exam. “That
was rough, wasn’t it?” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t believe we had to wade through
that pool, my stockings are completely soaked through.”

Aurora laughed, feeling only a little bit empty, and waved her wand to cast a warming charm
over Pansy. “There,” she said, “it should help them dry off.”

Her friend shot her a grateful smile and then sidled up to her, leaning her head on her
shoulder. “Did it go alright for you both?” she asked, the question light but laden with
implicit meaning.

Aurora nodded. “The Boggart was difficult to face, but we both managed. I suppose that’s all
we can do.”

And Pansy smiled uncertainly at her, with only the barest flicker of unease in her eyes.

When they made their way up to the castle, Aurora was surprised to see Cornelius Fudge
with someone she recognised vaguely as being of the MacNair family. Draco beamed as they
passed, and whispered loudly to Aurora and Pansy, “That’s the executioner. They’re doing it
at seven o’clock — there’s to be an appeal, but Hagrid won’t win.”

There was a sudden sick swoop in her stomach. Of course, she should have realised that
tonight was the date set for the hippogriff’s execution. She tried not to dwell on Draco’s glee
too much. Tonight, Fudge himself would be in the grounds. Hagrid would be distracted, and
she would bet that Potter and his friends would try and see him, or stop the execution,
something ridiculous like that. If she could find a moment, just a short one, when everyone
was out of the hut, but it wasn’t locked...

She swallowed tightly, thinking of the map buried in her bedroom drawer. She had to warn
her father.

“You two go on ahead,” Aurora told Draco and Pansy, just before they got to the entrance
path. “I need to clear my head.”



Pansy sent her a sympathetic look. “Do you want us to come with you?”

She shook her head. “No, I’ll be fine. I’ll be up for the end of lunch and the exam — just
need a moment.”

They both looked wary, but let her go. She swore to herself that she would tell them
everything, eventually, when she could. She tried not to dwell on the implications of her
father’s innocence, what that meant for her own standing. It shouldn’t adversely affect her,
not really. But it was still an uncertainty, however small.

She got down to the forest, around the other end from Hagrid’s hut, and walked along the
treeline. It was relaxing to be out there in the quiet, especially on such a lovely day. Only one
exam to go, and then...

She turned towards the thick trees, glimpsing her father’s dog form. She nodded slowly, and,
seeing that there was no one near her, ducked into the darkness.

“Don’t transform,” she told him quietly. “I can’t stay long. But I have it, the map. The rat is
in Hagrid’s hut, and his hippogriff is being executed. But Cornelius Fudge is here, you have
to careful. Meet me by the Willow at around seven o’clock.”

The dog gave a small nod, and Aurora dipped back into the light, stomach squirming.
Tonight, she thought.

Tonight.

-*

All through lunch, Aurora thought of her father and Peter Pettigrew, and what she might have
to do tonight. Her father had given her his assurances that he would spare Pettigrew’s life to
gain his freedom, but she wasn’t sure if, in the heat of the moment, he would be able to keep
to that promise. There would be Potter to contend with too — he had such a frustrating habit
of appearing right when she least wanted him around. She would have to make sure he
couldn’t get in her way, that he didn’t know what was happening until they had Pettigrew
secured. He was a loose cannon too — most Gryffindors were, it seemed — and she couldn’t
afford for him to misfire.

Arithmancy was a struggle to get through, but it was important, so Aurora managed. Sitting
at dinner, though, with her friends around her all chattering with hardly a care in the world
except their excitement at being done with their exams, Aurora felt nauseous. She excused
herself earlier than she would normally — “I’m so sorry, Draco, I’m just not feeling well
after the exams, we can have a proper celebration tomorrow anyway” — and fetched the map
from her room. Everyone was in the places she had expected them to be, and Pettigrew was
still in the hut, unmoving. That was good.

She drew in a shaky breath as she changed into less distinctive robes with deeper pockets,
pulled her hair into a tight plait down her back, and fastened a snake necklace around her
throat. Her thumb brushed over the family ring and she remembered the Boggart, shouting at
her, that she had brought disgrace to the family. Her eyes burned, and she clenched her fists.



She was no disgrace. Her family had been wronged when her father was wrongfully
convicted, their name diminished by his associations. It was all people thought of her —
murderer’s daughter or blood traitor’s daughter, whichever took their fancy or suited their
agenda.

Tonight she would change that. Tonight, she would see that justice was done for all her
family. She was not a disgrace, and she told herself she never would be, as she stared at her
reflection in the mirror. A furious girl stared out at her, someone Aurora was determined to
reconcile with herself.

She was a Black through and through and she would defend the family name.

It was with this thought that she made her way out of the Slytherin common room, following
all the secret passages she could — and there were a great many — so as to avoid being seen
on her way out of the castle. There was one passage which took her out at the east wing, so
that she could avoid the main doors, and Aurora crept down through the grounds slowly,
keeping to the bushes and trees and keeping an eye on the map for anyone coming near
enough that they might see her.

It wasn’t long before she got to the Whomping Willow, and ducked down to hide in the circle
of bushes just by it, waiting for her father. From here, she could just see Hagrid’s hut, but
from the lights inside it was clear that he was still there. There was no sign of Potter or his
friends but that meant little considering he had that annoying habit of becoming invisible.

After some time, when Aurora’s knees started to get stiff, she felt a warm presence behind
her, and her father’s ragged fur brushed against her robes as he joined her. His eyes were full
of questions, and she shook her head, nodding to the hut. He had the usual large ginger cat
with him. She patted its head gently, and it curled up against her with a low purr. It trusted
her. That was a good sign. Worst came to worst, no one would be too surprised at a cat
snatching up a rat. Especially this one.

They waited nervously and silently in the bushes, Aurora watching the map for Potter and his
friends’ names. But when they crossed in front of her, they were nowhere to be seen. She
glanced carefully at her father, but he just shook his head knowingly, and grinned in that dog-
like way. Something like annoyance bit at her chest, but she couldn’t dwell on it.

The three Gryffindors were making their way down towards the hut, where Peter Pettigrew
was still marked along with Rubeus Hagrid. She saw the door open, and then close behind
them, and they were in.

Aurora bit her lip, wondering if she should start moving now, or wait until she knew the
Ministry officials were in a position where she could hide from them — but then Peter
Pettigrew started moving. He was only running around the hut, but it was movement
nonetheless, and then he stilled, basically on top of Weasley.

“He’s got the rat,” she whispered, and then, catching sight of Cornelius Fudge’s name,
pressed lower to the ground. Up in the castle, she could see Professor Lupin pacing his office
and a pang of guilt went through her. So long as he didn’t notice before she had time to get
Pettigrew...



The Minister and MacNair went past on the other end of the grounds, taking an alternate
path. She breathed out, trying to keep calm even though her heart was pounding in her chest.

Then Potter, Weasley and Granger started moving out of the hut — taking Pettigrew with
them.

“Shit,” she murmured, and her father let out a small growl which might have been an attempt
at a laugh. “They’re coming this way.”

The four of them passed just by the Minister and his entourage, coming closer to Aurora. Her
heart thumped so loudly she was sure it could be heard all the way down by the hut, but she
couldn’t focus on that place now. Her eyes were fixed on Potter, Weasley, Granger and
Pettigrew, and she held her breath tightly as they came to a stop.

Aurora tried her hardest to block out the sounds of the ax swinging through the air down
below them, and Professor Hagrid’s muffled sobs — she tried, too, to forget the reason for
them.

She couldn’t react. It was growing dark enough now that Potter and his friends wouldn’t be
able to see her in the long shadows of the trees and bushes, but she didn’t want to take any
risks until she was ready. Until she could control the situation.

As Granger murmured and sobbed softly, the three Gryffindor’s made their way up the hill,
coming closer. Close enough that if she coughed or sneezed, or even just breathed too loudly,
then they would know. The ginger cat got a furious look on its face, yellow eyes fixed beadily
on the empty space before them. Aurora dug her hands into the ground, trying not to rustle
anything, as she heard faint whispers from the air in front of her.

“It’s Scabbers — he won’t stay put.”

The air seemed to move, revealing the bottom of a pair of shoes. Aurora’s heart stuck in her
throat and she snuck a glance at her father. She wished she hadn’t. The hatred shone from his
eyes.

“... it’s me you idiot, it’s Ron.”

The ginger cat snuck around the edge of the bushes and Aurora dug her hands into her
father’s fur, hearing the voices from Hagrid’s hut. She could hardly look at the map, too
distracted by the scene unfolding before her, of feet moving on the ground, stumbling. “He’s
going berserk.”

“...please, Ron, let’s move, we have to get back to the castle.”

“I can’t — he won’t stay put — Scabbers, don’t bite me!”

“Come on, we have to go...”

“No,” Granger said in a low voice, “Crookshanks, go away. You’re scaring him, go.”



But the cat — Crookshanks — didn’t go. Aurora held her breath, waiting for the moment to
sieze.

“Scabbers — no!”

Weasley yelled, and then in a flourish, the air rippled and the three of them were revealed.
Weasley went off running, snatching his rat from the ground. Aurora’s heart hammered,
watching the thing writhe in his grasp, and then, knowing she could not wait any longer,
seeing the fury and hatred in her father, she put the map in her pocket and moved round the
edge of the bushes, getting to her feet.

“Weasley,” she said in a low voice, seeing him go pale at the sight of her. “What is wrong
with your rat?”

Potter’s hand darted to his wand, which stuck out of his pocket. “What are you doing,
Black?” he asked, looking sharply over his shoulder towards Hagrid’s hut. “Come to enjoy
the show?”

If he heard the low growl from behind her, he did not make a note. “Not in the slightest,”
Aurora told him, heart pounding with the enormity of this situation. “As a matter of fact, I
would much rather be up in the castle right now. I’m sure you all would rathe rthat, too.”

“I’d rather you got out our way,” Weasley said, still struggling with the rat, who had started to
squeal.

Aurora smiled coldly at him. “Your rat seems rather distressed.” It squealed loudly, beady
eyes darting around the shadows. There was no way to get around the issue at hand, and
Aurora doubted she had much time, both from the intensity of the rat’s struggle and the fact
that the Minister was still only a few hundred yards away, and could leave Professor Hagrid’s
hut at any moment.

“Give him to me, and I won’t tell anyone about your Invisibility Cloak, or you breaking the
school rules. Again.”

He stared at her, as did Potter and Granger, all of them shocked into rare silence. Scabbers —
Pettigrew — squealed within his grasp. Aurora took a step closer and Weasley took one back,
finding his voice to stammer, “What?”

“I said,” she repeated, voice as even as she could keep it, “give the rat to me.”

“Ron,” Potter said, voice high and warning, “get away from her.”

“I’m not going to hurt anyone,” Aurora told him, knowing this was not the time for her usual
sneers and insults. The rat was writhing in Weasley’s grasp. “I just need the rat.”

“For what?” Weasley bit out. “You’re not getting Scabbers! You’re mental!”

“I am not mental, Weasley,” she said in a clipped voice, holding her hands out. “I can’t
explain now, but I will, eventually, once — once you give him to me.” Her eyes darted



nervously between the three of them. “I can’t explain why right now, because you’ll think
I’ve lost it—”

“I already think you’ve lost it!”

“—But if you give him to me and come with me to Professor Dumbledore’s office, I promise
I’ll explain everything.”

“Absolutely not!” Hermione Granger cried. Aurora stared at her. “What do you want with
Scabbers anyway?”

“As I just said, I’ll explain when we get to Professor Dumbledore’s office.” She sighed.
“Listen, I know none of you trust me, or like me. That’s fine. But I swear on my own life I
am not trying to hurt any of you, I have a very valid reason for needing that rat, and if you
hand him over, then everything will start to make sense. Including,” she added with a nod to
Granger, “why your cat hates the rat.”

“Because it’s a cat!” Granger said, flabbergasted. “That’s why he doesn’t like Scabbers, and
don’t bring him up!”

“You’ve lost it, Black,” Potter told her with a disdainful look. She was sure that if she tried to
explain her reasoning then he’d think she’d lost it even more. Why couldn’t the rat have
belonged to someone she could actually persuade to hand it over, rather than Weasley? She
didn’t know if she could take on all three of them, but she needed that rat.

“Potter,” she tried desperately. “Harry.”

“Don’t call me—”

“You had the Marauder’s Map, didn’t you?”

His mouth fell open. “How did you know—”

“Never you mind, like I said, I’ll explain everything. But did you ever see the name Peter
Pettigrew?”

The rat stilled. The three Gryffindors stared at her as if she had gone mad. Potter looked like
he was going to explode. “Are you trying to threaten us or something?”

“No! No, why would I — Okay, no! Not right now!” Oh, this was all going horribly wrong in
all the worst ways. She cursed Pettigrew’s choice of owners. “Do you know who Pettigrew
is?”

The rat squealed. “Yeah. Yeah, your dad killed him!”

She winced. “No, Potter. This is why I wanted to wait until I was able to show you the proof,
but never mind... Pettigrew is alive. And he’s Weasley’s rat.”

Potter’s face was going an interesting shade of red, and his green eyes seemed all the more
prominent for it. “You’re absolutely mental!”



“Well, I did think that was what you were going to say — but, Potter, please, you have to
listen to me. I’m sorry for everything that’s happened between us and I know I’ve given you
no reason to even like me, but I do not say sorry very often at all so you had better know this
is important... You have to trust me. My father did not betray your parents. I thought he did
too, I thought he murdered my mother, but he didn’t. There is so much we weren’t told, and
that we couldn’t be told, but it isn’t his fault. They changed secret keepers at the last minute,
because a spy let slip that my father was secret keeper, and the Death Eaters took me as a
hostage. My mother was killed in the attempt to get me back, and they had to change secret
keepers, and my father and I went into hiding too. Because the spy was Pettigrew. He’s an
Animagus.”

“You’re insane!” Potter shouted. “You’re insane just like him!”

“Potter, please—” She moved forward and it was a mistake.

In an instant, Granger had her wand out, but Potter had lunged forward to shove her away at
the same time Weasley did. His fist appeared in Aurora’s vision, cracking against her cheek,
and then there was a loud bark, a growl, and a great black dog leapt from the shadow. “No!”
Aurora cried, but her father’s dog form had already sank his teeth into Ron Weasley’s leg and
was dragging him to the Whomping Willow.

She staggered on her feet, vision blurring. “Come back!” she screamed, already trying to run
after her father. Potter was just after her, yelling Weasley’s name in terror. None of them were
quick enough to stop her father dragging Weasley and his rat down the tunnel towards the
Shrieking Shack. A most undignified stream of swear words left her lips. She would have
blamed Dora if she had the presence of mind to think in anything other than expletives.

“Get back, Harry,” Granger was calling as Aurora watched any chance she had of clearing
her father’s name disappear down a hole in the ground. Innocent men weren’t meant to
violently kidnap children. This was not helping her case at all.

She turned around, feeling rather numb, but Potter was pressing forward. Aurora brought her
wand out, pointing it sharply at him. Her cheek still throbbed.

“Where did he go?” Potter demanded. “Where’s that dog taken Ron?”

She debated on how much to say, but at this point, she didn’t have much to lose. “The
Shrieking Shack. There’s a tunnel that runs from the Whomping Willow to there.”

Potter stared, gobsmacked. “How do you know—”

But he was cut off by a groaning from the tree behind them. Aurora ran forward just in time,
pushing Potter out of the way before a tree branch slammed into the ground beside them.
“Harry!” Granger screamed, rushing forward.

“Stay back!” Aurora yelled at her. “The tree’ll hit you!”

In typical Gryffindor fashion, Granger didn’t heed her warning, and ran forward, helping
Potter to his feet. “We have to help Ron!” she cried, and then they were both running straight



for the tree.

Swearing under her breath, Aurora ran forward too, scouring the ground for any sign of
Granger’s cat. There, a streak of ginger. She clicked her tongue and the thing turned around
with his bright eyes fixed on her. She nodded to the tree, daring to hope, and the cat darted
towards the roots, pressing the knob that stilled the branches. Potter and Granger, who
seemed to have been preparing for a fight, stood confused for a moment, looking at Aurora.

“How did Crookshanks—”

“Just follow me,” she told them, slipping down the hole into the tunnel. “I promise I won’t
hurt you — and I promise Weasley will be alright.”

She hadn’t really expected them to follow her, if she was honest. But for all their talk of how
she was insane, it seemed they were more concerned with rescuing their friend. It was
commendable, though she’d never tell them so.

They whispered behind her in the darkness, as Aurora held her lit wand out in front of her,
allowing Ginger to lead the way. Granger and Potter were nearly running, pressing at her
back, both holding their wands. She hated having her back to them, had put up a shifty shield,
but she couldn’t let them get in first without her being able to impede their path to her father.
She didn’t trust that Potter and Granger wouldn’t attack her once she’d shown them the way;
no one yet knew the true story about Lockhart, but he certainly wasn’t in a good way even a
year on. But they didn’t try, or at least not yet. She was pleasantly surprised.

When they at last reached the shack, it was in its usual disarray. Potter and Granger halted
just behind her, but Aurora continued on with the impression that it didn’t faze her. She ran
towards the staircase, hurried up as fast as she could without putting it in danger of collapse,
ears listening for movement. There seemed to be none, only the sounds of Potter and Granger
following her.

She didn’t dare call out for her father as she crept along the landing, towards a dilapidated
door which had partly fallen off its hinges. Aurora pushed the door open tentatively, her heart
thundering in her chest. The back of her neck prickled; she could feel Potter and Granger’s
stares, and tightened her grip on her own wand, knowing that at any moment she might have
to turn around and duel.

The first thing she saw was Weasley, on the bed, clutching his leg, which stuck out at an odd
angle and was bleeding heavily.

“Shit.” Her eyes combed the shadows. “Weasley.”

At the sight of her, he whimpered. “Black,” he said, even his freckles pale. “Harry —
Hermione — it’s Black!”

Aurora forced herself to hold the boy’s gaze, mentally cursing her father. She had to try to
minimise the damage here, somehow. “I’m not going to hurt any of you,” she said in a low
voice. “The dog hurt you?”



“He’s not a dog,” Weasley spat as she tried to move closer.

“Let me take a look at your injury,” she told him, words coming out slightly breathless. “My
uncle made sure I had some practice in healing magic of my own. And that looks rather bad.”

But Weasley recoiled as she knew he would. “It’s him! He did this to me — your dad!”

“Ron,” Granger said from behind Aurora. She tried to keep her breathing even, tried not to
panic. The rat was still clutched in Weasley’s hands. Good. Possible. “What are you talking
about? What do you mean — Sirius Black did that to you? How?”

“Because,” said her father’s voice from the darkness, “I need that rat. And your little
friend...” She could hear the sneer in his voice. “Attacked my daughter.”

She heard a gasp from Potter as her father appeared from the shadows, face pale and gaunt.
There was a cold smile curving his features but his eyes shone when they saw Potter. “Hello,
Harry,” he said softly, and she tried not to cringe, “at last.” His eyes flicked to Aurora and she
scowled.

“You idiot,” she muttered, “what were you — Potter, no! Expelliarmus!”

With the fury crackling in his eyes, the raise of his wand, she knew Potter was about to curse,
but his wand raced through the air, towards her, and she caught it. The room erupted.

Weasley lunged for her, but swayed on his feet. She pushed him down, moving just out of the
way as Potter’s foot swung to catch her. Granger yelled over the din, and Aurora had just the
time to enact a shield before the stunner hit against it, red light ricocheting around the room.
Her father was racing forwards now, light in his eyes, and she got between him and Potter.
The latter’s elbow collided with her shoulder and she shoved him back, as her father yelled
his own disarming spell, taking Granger’s wand.

“Get back!” Aurora commanded them fiercely. “Now!” She pointed both wands towards
them. “Fa — Sirius, put the wands down.”

“Aurora—”

“I told you to stick to the plan and not fuck this up and look where we are. Put the wands
down or they’ll never listen.”

Though she didn’t dare to look away from Potter and Granger, she could sense her father
laying the wands he held — Granger’s and presumably Weasley’s — down on the dusty floor
of the shack.

“You,” Potter snarled, staring over her shoulder with pure hatred. “Black, you said — I knew
I should never have believed you.”

“This is not what it appears to be,” Aurora said as evenly as she could manage. Control the
situation, she told herself. She had to be in control. “My father made a mistake—”

“He killed my parents! He’s the reason they’re dead!”



“No, Potter,” she said lowly. “He is not. I believed it too. I believed him to be my mother’s
murderer. But listen to me now. We have been lied to and deceived — the whole world has.”

“You’ve gone nuts!”

“You tell me so often.” Her voice was hushed and she smiled, knowing it to disconcert him.
“Weasley, how is the rat?”

“Sc-Scabbers?” Weasley’s voice hitched. “He’s bloody terrified!”

“Hm.” She raised her eyebrows. “Why do you think that is?”

“Because your dad’s about to do us all in!”

“My father will do no such thing,” she said sternly, as much as a reminder to Sirius as
anything else.

“Oh, yeah?” Weasley challenged, getting up shakily, trying to stand in front of Potter and
Granger. “Are you going to do it? Because if you are, you’ll have to go through us too!”

Her lips quirked but before she could speak, her father said hoarsely, “I am only interested in
one here tonight.”

She sighed, “Will you stop with the dramatics—”

“So you are!” Potter shouted. “You’re a murderer!”

Before she could stop him or try to contain the chaos, Potter was lunging forward, shoving
straight past her and grabbing for her father. It all happened too quick; Aurora made to pull
him off, but her father had his hand inching towards Potter’s throat and Granger had managed
to get ahold of Aurora. “Get the—”

“You’re not getting Harry!” Granger cried, and Aurora swung her leg out to sweep her
ankles. Granger went stumbling back, but dragged Aurora with her, and they crashed onto the
floor.

“I have no interest in ‘getting’ Potter, if you’ll let us—”

“He’s killing him!”

“Father, stop!” Aurora bit out, seeing the fury in her father’s eyes, the part of him that was
being unleashed. “Stop it — this isn't what you came for! That’s Harry! That’s your bloody
godson!”

The words seemed to snap something in him. He went stumbling back, releasing Potter, who
in an instant had caught him across the cheek with his fist. “For Merlin’s sake, stop —
Weasley, your rat!”

The grey thing stopped squirming. Aurora wriggled our of Granger’s grip. “Weasley, this —
this isn’t about Potter. This is about your rat.”



“Scabbers?”

“No,” her father said. “That rat — well, it’s not a rat. Its name certainly isn’t Scabbers. No,
that... That, is Peter Pettigrew.”

The three of them seemed stunned into silence for a moment, and Aurora took the
opportunity to push her father back behind her. “But that’s...” Granger started. “Ridiculous.”

“Pettigrew’s dead,” Potter said, voice hoarse. A light leapt back into his ears and he yelled,
“He killed him!”

“I meant to,” her father said, voice low and menacing. “But little Peter got the better of me.
He tricked all of us. This time, though... I have him.”

He lunged forward and Aurora dragged him back, seeing the madness in his eyes and the
desperation. It tore at her heart.

“Stop it!” she told him sharply. “Stop it, we — we have to explain first, you’re scaring them
enough as is, is that what you want?”

Her father’s face fell, but he stepped back too. The rat let out a feeble whimper. “Fine,” he
snarled, eyes still fixed on Weasley’s rat.

“We’re not going to kill anyone,” she said as evenly as she could manage. “My father is
innocent and I am going to prove it.”

“You’re barking,” Potter spat.

“No,” she said stiffly. “Potter, please trust that, while we have our differences, I mean you no
harm. I am telling the truth. The rat is an Animagus. If Weasley gives him to me, then we can
prove it.”

“I’m not giving Scabbers to you!” Weasley said desperately, voice rising high.

“But he can’t be an Animagus,” protested Granger. “He just can’t — I checked the list when
we had to do that essay for McGonagall, and he isn’t on it! All Animagi have to register with
the Ministry, remember?”

“But he didn’t,” Aurora said.

“Likely, that is—”

“What you need to know,” she went on, louder now, “is that Peter Pettigrew was made Secret
Keeper for the Potters.”

“You’re lying!” Potter shouted. “She’s lying!”

“My father needed to switch, because the Death Eaters were knocking at our door! He
thought Pettigrew was loyal, but he wasn’t! He sold your parents out, and when my father
went to confront him, he faked his own death!”



“Didn’t you ever hear?” her father said quietly, from behind her. “All they ever found of
Pettigrew was his finger. Check your rat. Does it have all its toes?”

Weasley stared at him blankly, and then there came the sound of footsteps on the stairs,
someone running towards them. There was a moment of silence in the room and then
Granger yelled, “We’re up here! It’s Sirius Black!”

Aurora braced herself, wand out and pointed at the door for whoever came in. She already
put a flimsy shield barrier up before her and her father when the door slammed open, and
Lupin stumbled forward into the room.

A sharp gasp came from her father behind her. Lupin’s eyes bulged. “Aurora.” His voice was
low. His wand was pointed not at her but at her father, and one hand was in the air as though
to stall her.

“Step away from him. Now.”



The Truth Will Out

Aurora did not step away.

She met her professor’s eyes as calmly as she could, despite the thump of her heart. This had
not been accounted for in her planning.

“Aurora,” he repeated, breath shorter now, eyes furious, “I don’t know what your father has
told you, but you must step away. He is dangerous.”

“No,” she said quickly. There was nothing else for it now. “I know you think so, Professor,
and I understand, but I’ve just been trying to explain—”

“She said Pettigrew’s alive,” Potter cut her off, staring at Professor Lupin like he was his
final chance at survival. “That he’s — he’s an Animagus. And the — Black! He’s a dog!”

Lupin turned his head slowly, his gaze focused over Aurora’s shoulder, upon her father.
“Peter Pettigrew is dead.”

“But he isn’t,” Aurora told him. “I saw him, on the map. You’ve got it all wrong, you were
lied to — Father, tell him!”

It took a second. “Remus,” he croaked out. “Peter — we switched.”

“I don’t believe you.” Lupin’s hand trembled around his wand, still pointed at them — but
Aurora was sure he wouldn’t cast a spell so long as she was standing in its way. “You were
the Secret Keeper. You were the spy. You killed them. You killed our — my best friends—”

“Remus, no. Think — look at the boy’s rat!”

He stared at Sirius, eyes glinting. “What?”

“The boy — Weasley, Aurora said the name was, Ron Weasley — look at his rat. Aurora saw
him on the map. It’s him, Remus, please, you have to — you know it. You know I would
never...”

Lupin’s face was dreadfully pale in the light. Aurora nodded, pleading, and he said, in a low
whisper, “The dungbombs.” She blinked. “You set off the dungbombs in the corridor the
other night, didn’t you?”

She kept her face perfectly straight as she looked him in the eye and said, “I haven’t the
faintest idea what you mean, Professor.”

Something like recognition flickered across his eyes before his gaze hardened, and he asked,
“And it was you who took the map, Aurora? You stole it from my office.”

“I had to,” she said quickly, because there was certainly no lying about that part. “I saw his
name, Professor. The map doesn’t lie, and I know you know that.”



The rat squealed fiercely where Weasley held him. Aurora forced herself to hold her
professor’s gaze, even though her heart was beating out of her chest and nausea swaying her.

“What d’you mean?” Potter said, still staring at her. “How’d Lupin know how it works?
How’d you know Lupin knows how it works?”

Aurora ignored him. “Please, Professor. I saw his name on the map. It’s him. Look at the rat,
see for yourself. Granger told me it’s lived far longer than any normal rat should. Only
Animagi live like that. I know you know that, too.”

Lupin turned to Aurora’s father again, but he did not lower his wand. “But even — how
would you know? Aurora, you can’t trust what he says, you need—”

“Newspaper,” her father said hoarsely, and Lupin blinked. He put a hand inside his robes and
pulled out an old, crinkled copy of the Daily Prophet — the same one he had shown Aurora.
“Fudge gave it me in Summer. Take it. Look, on the boy’s shoulder—” he pointed to
Weasley, who was shaking on the bed “—there’s Peter. I knew him immediately. How many
times had we seen him transform? You just need to look at him. It said he was going back to
Hogwarts... Where Aurora and Harry were... I knew I couldn’t let him hurt them.”

“The front paw,” Lupin said quietly. “The finer.” Silence hung in the air. Then, he turned
sharply as stalked over to Weasley and his rat, both of whom squealed as he knelt down.
Aurora held her breath as Lupin inspected the rat with light from the tip of his wand.

“It’s him,” he whispered. “You’re right, I know him, and the paw... He cut it off himself?”

“Just before he transformed,” Aurora’s father said grimly. “When I cornered him, he yelled
for the whole street to hear that I’d betrayed James and Lily. Before I could curse him, he
blew the whole street up with the wand behind his back, killed everyone within twenty feet...
Then sped off into the sewers to join the other rats...”

“Of course. Didn't you all know? The only bit of Peter Pettigrew they could find was his
finger.”

He turned sharply towards Aurora’s father, light sparking in his eyes. She could feel her
father shiver behind her, step forward, and then Lupin moved to embrace him. Her father
choked as they connected, arms around one another.

“Remus,” he said quietly, “Remus, I’m so sorry.”

Aurora glanced away, feeling like an intruder, and as she locked eyes on Potter, Granger
started to speak in a trembling voice, “Professor Lupin, you can’t — he's a murderer. You
can’t believe them!”

The ‘them’ hit Aurora sharply and she glanced away, glaring at Granger. “Hermione,” Lupin
said quietly as he pulled away from Sirius, “you must understand — I know what that rat—”

“I’ve been covering for you!” she said in a shrill voice, and he blinked. “I trusted you!”



“And you can still trust me,” Lupin said, at the same time Aurora started, “He hasn’t done
anything, Granger.”

“But he—” she started, eyes wide “—he’s a werewolf!”

Aurora saw her father stumble slightly, heard Weasley give a small shriek, saw the shock flit
over Potter’s face and the momentary anger fill Lupin’s. She, of all of them, fought to
maintain her composure, even though the shock of the accusation hit her. It couldn’t be true.
Lupin was a professor and her father’s friend, and he hadn’t mentioned anything of the kind.
Unless he didn’t know, but he gave no semblance of shock, so much as anger than Granger
had blurted it out. But Lupin was nothing like a werewolf — he was a good teacher, he was
kind, protective, even. And he simply couldn’t be a werewolf. Not a bloodthirsty monster —
and if he was, Granger was a fool to blurt it out, and Aurora could not let that derail her
mission.

“Say what you will,” she went on, giving Granger her iciest stare, hoping she was wrong,
trying to ignore the rapid leap of fear in her heart, “Professor Lupin has done nothing wrong.
But surely you can see, if he believes the rat is Peter Pettigrew...”

“He’s lying!” Granger said shrilly. “He’s been helping him, you both have — you’ve been
helping him to try and kill Harry!”

The words were like a slap. Aurora almost laughed. “I don’t want to kill Potter,” she said. “If
I did, don’t you think I would have done it already? None of us want to harm Harry, I
promise you.”

Granger’s eyes darted about the room anxiously and then landed on Lupin, who was
regarding with a mix of cold anger and forced rationality. “I’m afraid, Hermione, you are
correct only on the count that I am a werewolf.”

Potter sucked in a breath and Weasley drew his legs to his chest. The rat squealed, and
Aurora’s ears rang with the sound. She turned to her father, an unspoken question in her eyes,
and he nodded. Her chest tightened — werewolves were dangerous, shouldn’t he have had
the sense to warn her? Lupin never seemed dangerous, but Aurora had heard stories of young
children who had been bitten during the war as revenge for their parents’ side, had heard tales
of the wolves who stalked the countryside by the full moon, calculated killers even when not
filled with the lunar bloodlust. But Lupin’s eyes were still warm, and though he had paled at
the reveal, there were no signs of any inclination to cause them harm, any of them. He still
looked like their teacher even if now, with the cold realisation prickling up the back of her
neck, Aurora could see — though perhaps only imagine — the wolf-like, sharp glint to his
eyes, the haunches of his shoulders, the alertness in his wan figure.

“...I have not been assisting Sirius, nor do I want to kill Harry. Aurora.” She started at her
name, realising she had been staring, and stood sharply to attention. “Would you return your
classmates’ wands now?”

She had barely even realised she was still holding Potter’s, or that Weasley and Granger’s
still lay on the floor beside her. Hands shaking slightly, Aurora picked the other two up and



took a step towards Potter and Granger, who were staring at her as if they had never seen her
before. “But I—” Potter started as Aurora gave Granger her wand “—I don’t understand.”

Lupin was a werewolf, and that was a terrifying thought — and she was furious her father
had not thought to mention it — but there was also a mass murdering rat animagus in the
room and any one of her classmates might hex her at any moment, and Aurora thought, head
ringing faintly, that she ought to take this all one thing at a time.

“It’s simple enough, Potter,” she said as she handed his wand over, feeling his cold hand over
hers, feeling his gaze slice into her. “If you would all do us the honour of listening for once,
instead of jumping to conclusions.”

“Jumping to conclusions?” Weasley said in a high pitch, as she passed his wand back to him.
“We’re not jumping to conclusions, he’s a wanted mass murderer for God’s sake!”

Bloody Weasley. Aurora kept her gaze locked fiercely to Potter’s as she said, “The Ministry
jumps to conclusions too, in war time. They let people slip through the cracks in their system.
And when they have no one to defend them, to speak the truth...” She tried not to look at
Lupin as she said this. “They can be wrongfully convicted.”

“Not him,” Potter said fiercely, “he was the Secret Keeper, everybody knew it—”

“Precisely,” Aurora hissed, taking a step closer to him, close enough to touch. He didn’t back
down, and neither did she. “If everyone knew, then wouldn’t it be perfect, if the Secret
Keeper in fact became someone else entirely? The person everyone would least expect? The
person who, unknown to everyone, was the spy who had let slip to the Dark Lord that my
father was the Secret Keeper in the first place?”

For a moment, doubt flickered over Potter’s features. Aurora swallowed tightly. “He laughed.
They said he laughed, when they took him to Azkaban. They said he confessed, he said he
killed them!”

“Because I did,” her father said hoarsely, and rather than triumph, Potter’s face flashed with
fear. “I as good as killed them, Harry, in telling them to make Peter the Secret Keeper instead
of me. But I — I had to. They had taken Aurora once already, they had killed Marlene, I
couldn’t—”

“Sirius,” said Lupin quietly, as something overcame Potter’s features. It wasn’t quite
understanding.

“Your mother,” Potter said, voice brittle but quiet. Aurora nodded slowly. “But Fudge said, in
the pub, that he — he lead the Death Eaters to her! That he had turned! That he wanted her to
turn too, when he gave them up, but she resisted! It’s his fault she’s dead!”

She couldn’t bear to look at her father’s face when Potter said that. Rage ran through her,
searing over her chest. “That is a lie,” she said in a low voice. “It is not my father’s fault.
None of it is. And doesn’t quite make sense, does it, Potter? That a man who married a
muggleborn, whose own child was a half blood, who had spent his whole life being a willing
blood traitor and proud of it, would turn over his chosen family so easily?”



And he just stared at her. Like he had never seen her before, and like he was terrified of it.
Aurora’s heart thudded in her chest. “The Death Eaters came for me as a hostage, to make my
father talk. That’s why my mother was killed. She and my father were trying to save me.
They never gave your parents up.”

He was shaking, she realised. Partly with rage, partly with shock. She forced herself to keep
looking at him as her father said, “Harry, believe me... I loved James and Lily. I would never
betray them. James was like a brother to me.”

“You’re... You named my parents as her godparents.”

“I did.”

She saw the question in his eyes, as he struggled to put the pieces together. For once, she held
back her sneering comments, still holding her breath.

“I want to know the truth,” he said suddenly, and Granger gave a low sort of moan.

“Harry, we can’t stay here, we need to—”

“No,” he said decisively, eyes still locked with Aurora. “I want to know. I need to know,
Hermione.”

Aurora nodded in understanding, taking a small step back. “I don’t know why I believe you,”
Potter told her. “I’m not even sure I do.”

“That’s fair,” she said, voice as devoid of emotion as she could make it, because she was
terrified that if she let any semblance of feeling seep into her words, they would crack. “And
understandable, for once. Well done, Potter.”

Then she broke their eye contact, feeling something cold, and looked to her father and then
Lupin, whose face was set grimly. “Tell them. You can both do it far better than I. There are
parts even I don’t quite know or understand.” Like Lupin being a bloody werewolf.

Lupin nodded. Her father looked like he wanted to protest, to snatch the rat and run with her,
but she pleaded with him to stay. It would be much easier. Potter wouldn’t get in their way
once he knew the truth — she felt oddly certain about that. Potter, if he truly thought he was
doing the right thing, would not sway from it. He was stubborn like that.

“Alright,” Lupin said, and her father nodded too, though his gaze kept darting to the rat. “As
Harry said... He has a right to know.”

She could calm her breathing now, only somewhat, as Lupin told them all the story of how he
had become a werewolf and how in school, his three best friends had become Animagi to
help ease his burden. Sirius the dog, Padfoot, Peter the rat, Wormtail. He told them how he
had kept the secret of the Animagi, even after Sirius escaped, out of shame about betraying
Dumbledore’s trust all those years ago. As he spoke, Potter’s gaze kept flicking back to
Aurora as though trying to decipher something.



“... in a way, Snape was right,” Lupin was saying, “that I was hiding something — not that I
was helping Sirius.”

Her father nodded slowly, eyes flicking away. “Aurora told me he’s a teacher here. And not a
great one from the sounds of it.”

She hid a smile at the tone.

“Snape was at school with us, you see,” Lupin continued. “He fought very strongly with
Professor Dumbledore against my appointment as Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher. He
has been telling the headmaster all year that I cannot be trusted.” Aurora made a sound of
annoyance — of course Snape has. “You see, Sirius here once played a trick on Snape which
nearly killed him... A trick which involved me.”

Aurora saw her father’s face pale as she turned to him. This was not something he had
mentioned by specifics before, and from the grim look on Professor Lupin’s face, she wasn’t
entirely certain that she wanted to hear it.

“Served him right,” her father muttered, but he didn’t meet anyone’s gaze, not even Aurora’s.
Something uneasy rose within her chest. “He was always sneaking around after us, seeing
what we were up to. Hoping he could get us expelled.”

“Severus was very interested in where I went every month,” Lupin said heavily, and Aurora’s
stomach twisted slightly. She wasn’t sure that she would like what came next. “We were in
the same year at school and we — er, well, we didn’t really get along.” Aurora snorted —
from what she had heard, that was a definite understatement. “He especially disliked James.
Jealous, I think, of James’ talent on the Quidditch pitch... anyway, Severus had seen Madam
Pomfrey escorting me across the grounds on evening, when I was going to transform. Sirius
thought it would be... amusing, if he told Severus that all he had to do to get into the
Whomping Willow was to tap the knot on the tree trunk with a long stick, and he would be
able to get in after me.”

Nausea lurched through Aurora. “You did what?”

Looking at her father, she knew it was true.

“...of course, Snape tried it. If he’d gotten as far as this house, he would have been met with a
fully grown werewolf... but your father, Harry, had heard what Sirius had done. He went after
Snape and tried to pull him back, at great risk to himself. Snape saw me, though, at the end of
the tunnel. Dumbledore forbade him from telling anybody of course, but from then on... he
knew.”

“So that’s why he doesn’t like you,” Potter said slowly, “because he thought you were in on
the joke?”

“Among other things,” Lupin said tiredly, “but yes.”

“But I still don’t understand,” Granger started, “how did you know we were here? And how
— how can you be sure you’re right?”



“Ah.” He winced. “Well, I admit I was really rather lucky on that first front. I had thought the
three of you might be sneaking out to visit Hagrid tonight, and wanted to keep an eye on the
map, to be on the safe side. And yet, when I went to take it out of my drawer...” Aurora’s
cheeks burned as he turned his eyes on her. Still, she stared back, unabashed. “It had
seemingly disappeared. Naturally, I assumed Sirius had gotten to it, broken into the castle and
somehow discovered it, or else some other student had been poking about. I thought back to
the dungbombs and thought perhaps it was Fred or George Weasley—” Ron Weasley made a
sound of indignation and glared at Aurora, who simply rolled her eyes “—but my overriding
concern was for the three of you.

“I went to the window to try and get a glimpse of the grounds, but of course I couldn’t see
you — I imagine your father’s cloak came in handy, Harry?” Now it was Potter’s turn to
flush, but Aurora could barely think on it. “Snape came by just after that, with my potion, and
of course I couldn’t divulge all this to him. But once I had taken it, I looked again — and
imagine my surprise when I see Aurora Black down in the grounds with the three of you and
a great black dog.” She could practically feel the judgment radiating from him. “Now,
naturally, I put two and two together and — well, I didn’t quite make six, but I assumed the
worst, certainly, from the information I had. I saw Ron struggling with something, and I saw
the dog leap at you, and that’s when I started to run down here. I’m well-practiced in getting
to this shack by now.” A smile ghosted his lips. “But as it happens...” His eyes drifted back
over to Weasley, who clutched his rat protectively to his chest. “I am quite adept at
recognising my friends’ Animagus forms, even after all these years. Tell me, Aurora — did
you know Peter was alive before you looked at the map?”

“I...” She floundered, the words clogging her throat. There was little point in lying now, and
Lupin seemed to be on their side. “Well, yes. I only knew of the map because my father told
me. It must have been February, yes? Then I set about trying to find out. I didn’t fully believe
him until I had the proof, even if by that time I was relatively assured that Sirius didn’t mean
me any harm.

“I couldn’t find the map in Filch’s office, as my father had thought it would be. But I
remembered just before Christmas, how Potter had been in Hogsmeade. It had bothered me
for quite some time, the question of how he managed to get past the Dementors, and I
thought surely that must be it. I tried to take it from him the next time we were in
Hogsmeade, after following Weasley, but that was impeded. Draco went to Snape and I was
certain one of you must have confiscated it. I was proved right when I found it in your
drawer, Professor — and then, when I saw Peter Pettigrew’s name on the map, clear as day.”

“You didn’t say anything,” Lupin said quietly, eyes wide and shining. “Aurora, you should
not have kept that sort of information to yourself.”

“How was I to know how you would react?” she countered. “I knew it was risky. But he is
the reason my mother is dead, and he is the reason for the miscarriage of justice against my
father. He is the reason for the stain on my family’s name. I decided it was my place to right
this. Dumbledore is suspicious of me, he doesn’t trust me. Snape hates me, and McGonagall
would fall in line with Dumbledore. We had no proof besides the map. I needed to find the
rat.



“Of course, it took me some time to actually get my hands on it. But I had thought I had seen
the rat near Hagrid’s hut, and it proved I was right again. Tonight, I decided I had to take the
chance to find him, but naturally, Potter, Weasley and Granger all got there first.” She shook
her head. “I needed the rat, as I told them. I was only doing what I had to.”

“Hang on,” Potter said, cutting in suddenly, “we don’t know Scabbers is Pettigrew. I mean,
Black could be lying. Both of them, I mean.”

“I can see it clear as day,” Lupin told them, though he did lean closer to inspect the cowering
creature. Weasley looked like he was going to faint. “From the markings around his eyes, the
shape of his tail... And the toes, of course.”

“But it can’t be him,” Weasley moaned, “it just can’t — you’ve got the wrong rat! He
probably just got into a fight, Scabber’s been in my family for ages—”

“Twelve years,” Aurora said in a low voice, eyes fixed upon him. Weasley took in a shaky
breath. “Or thereabouts. It has been an awfully long time — you told me so yourself,
Granger, don’t you remember?”

“We’ve been taking good care of him!” Weasley insisted, while Granger gaped.

“He isn’t looking too great at the moment though, is he? I’d guess he’s been losing weight
ever since he heard Sirius was loose.”

“And don’t you remember the Hogwarts Express?” Aurora asked, glancing between them.
“That first time we met, Weasley. The rat went berserk the moment he saw me.”

“Because you were with bloody Malfoy, and Goyle was trying to nick our sweets!”

But Potter was looking at her with a look of frightened recognition. “It was before that,” he
said quietly. “Just when she introduced herself... Because she kicked him away, remember?
You were furious...”

“It doesn’t... Harry, you can’t take her side!”

“I’m not,” he said quickly, shaking his head sharply. “No, he — he would be scared! Because
he knew what you are!”

“And what exactly am I, Potter?”

He opened and closed his mouth and seemingly could not form a coherent answer. “You’re...
Well, he’d know what your father did — he’d be scared because he had to fake his death
because he knew he was going to kill him like he killed my parents!”

“Haven’t you listened to a single word I’ve been saying, Potter?” Aurora snapped. “My
father is innocent!”

“Well, you would say that wouldn’t you, Black? You’re about as insane as he is!”

“Is that really your only argument—”



“I’m not going to kill Peter,” her father said in a low voice, causing them all to jump.

Everyone stared at him. “You’re not?” Lupin asked, looking shocked, almost angry. “Sirius,
he killed—”

“If I kill him, I’m still going to be wanted.” She could tell this was difficult for her father to
say, but he managed to get the words out. “I’ll never be free. Aurora, didn’t you tell them you
only wanted to take the rat to Dumbledore’s office?” She nodded numbly. “I want to prove
my innocence. Aurora doesn’t want me to kill him. So I’m not going to.”

“You—” Potter looked back and forth between them, blinking in surprise. “But I don’t—”

“Sirius,” Lupin said again, “are you sure?”

She could see her father fighting with himself, but she looked at him fiercely, pleading, and
he nodded. “I’m sure. But I want a confession.”

“You said...” Potter looked faint with anger. “You said you as good as killed them, when you
said they should make him Secret Keeper.”

“I did,” her father said in a rush, and Aurora felt the odd, sudden urge to reach out to him.
“The night they died, I’d arranged to check on Peter. I’d had to leave Aurora with Frank and
Alice — friends of ours—” Something tightened in her chest at the thought of Neville “—but
when I got to his hiding place, he wasn’t there. But there was no sign of a struggle. I went to
your parents’ house immediately, and when I saw their house, their bodies... I realised what
I’d done, what he had done, too...”

His voice broke and as Lupin said, “Enough,” Aurora moved closer to her father, close
enough that she could bump her elbow against his. He had turned away, and she saw his arms
reaching to her and she didn’t know what to do before he put a hand carefully on her
shoulder.

“There is one way to know what really happened,” Lupin said carefully. “And I need to be
certain to.” His eyes darted to her father, but Aurora could tell that he already wanted to
believe in his innocence. Perhaps he always had wanted to. “Ron, you need to give me that
rat.”

Weasley flinched. “What are you going to do to him? If I do?”

“Force him to show himself,” Lupin said, and Aurora nodded. Her father had taught her the
enchantment for forcibly turning an Animagus back into its human form, if she ever needed
it: animalis novis, with a circular wand movement. “If he really is a rat, he won’t be hurt.”

It took a long and treacherous moment, but then, to Aurora’s immense relief, Weasley finally
gave up the rat. Her father turned to Aurora and slowly, she handed him her wand. Granger
let out a small gasp.

“Together,” he said, looking at Lupin, and Aurora stepped back, feeling somewhat at a loss.



Potter now seemed to be determinedly avoiding her gaze, while Hermione Granger wrung her
hands nervously, watching as her father and Lupin aimed their wands at the rat shivering in
the latter’s right hand. Lupin counted down, and then there was a flash of bright blue-white
light, and Scabbers the rat froze, then started to change.

His limbs expanded, his head reared back, then snapped forward again. He became more
humanoid, fur turning to thin hair upon a grubby head. His little eyes were watery and
slightly sunken, and he seemed like he had shrivelled into himself. His breaths came fast and
shallow — his eyes darted to the door and Aurora moved slightly closer to it, in warning. Her
father passed her wand slowly back to her, his eyes never leaving the man that had appeared
before them.

Aurora’s heart was racing. It was true. He had been telling the truth, and this was Peter
Pettigrew, that wretched man — that traitor.

“Hello, Peter,” Lupin said, far too pleasantly for Aurora’s taste. “Long time, no see.”

Pettigrew’s terrified eyes darted around everyone in that room, and then widened when he
looked up Aurora’s father and Lupin. “Remus,” he said breathlessly, “Sirius. My old friends...
my friends...”

Aurora saw the fire of hatred ignite in her father’s eyes, but Lupin seemed to still it with only
a glance. “We’ve been having a little chat, Peter,” Lupin said lowly, “about what really
happened the night Lily and James were killed... and who really let Sirius and Marlene’s
location slip to the Death Eaters.” Pettigrew shuddered. Aurora shot him a deliberately
menacing smile. “You may have missed the finer points while you were squirming around
there on the bed.”

“Remus,” Pettigrew gasped, a sheen of sweat breaking out over his head, “you — you don’t
believe him, do you? He tried to kill me, Remus...”

“So I’ve heard,” Lupin said, voice cold. Aurora tightened her grip on her wand. “But I would
like to discuss a couple of matters with you, Peter, if you’d be so kind.”

“He's come to try and kill me again!”

“Don’t any Gryffindors ever listen—”

“No one is going to try and kill you, Peter,” Lupin said quietly. “We just need to get a few
things sorted out. Don’t you think?”

“Sorted out?” Pettigrew squealed. “I knew he’d come after me, Remus — I knew he’d be
back for me, I had to hide!”

“You knew he would break out of Azkaban?” Lupin asked, voice cold and doubtful. “Which
nobody has ever done before?”

“He’s got Dark powers the rest of us can only dream of!” Pettigrew squealed. His eyes darted
to Aurora frightfully. “They all do, don’t you remember, all those curses passed down —



Ron, don’t you see, you know what that family is like, Dark magic! And You-Know-Who
taught Sirius tricks! Tricks he could use to escape!”

Aurora’s father laughed, and she felt something cold seep over her. “Lord Voldemort, teach
me tricks?”

At the sound of his old master’s name, Pettigrew let out a squeal of fright. Aurora sneered.
“What?” Sirius taunted. “Scared to hear his name? I can’t say I blame you, Peter. The Death
Eaters aren’t very happy with you, are they?”

“Don’t know — what you mean — Sirius,” Pettigrew panted, shaking his head.

“See,” her father started, “it isn’t me you’ve been hiding from for all these years, Peter. It’s
Voldemort’s old supporters. I heard things in Azkaban, don’t you think I didn’t... They want
you dead. And that’s just as well for you, isn’t it? I’ve heard them all screaming in there,
wanting their vengeance... Sounds like they think the double-crosser crossed them. Sent
Voldemort to his death, didn’t you?” Pettigrew paled, whimpering. “And not all his
supporters ended up in Azkaban, did they? There are plenty still out there.” Aurora shivered,
feeling something cold slip into her stomach. “If they got wind that you were alive, Peter...”

“I — I don’t know — don’t know what you’re talking about!” Pettigrew squealed, wiping
sweat off his forehead. “If the Death Eaters are after me, it’s because I put one of their best
men in Azkaban — the spy, Sirius Black!”

“You liar!” Aurora seethed, lifting her wand towards him.

“How dare you,” her father started lowly, dangerously. It sent a shiver through Aurora. “I, a
spy for Voldemort? He killed my wife, he sent his followers to attack my daughter... Because
of their blood... You led them straight to us, didn’t you?”

“I don’t—” Pettigrew started, eyes darting around, his urgency giving him away “—don’t
know — what you mean—”

“But you always did hang around people bigger and stronger than you, didn’t you? I’ll never
understanding why I never saw it from the start... It used to be us you hung around with... Me
and Remus... And James...”

“You must — must be out of your mind, Sirius—”

“James and Lily only made you Secret Keeper because I suggested it,” her father hissed. “I
thought it was the perfect bluff... Is that what you wanted, your plan B? Scare me, thinking
that I was too obvious, putting my family in danger, that they would find me again, that they
would never dream I switched with someone as pathetic as you... Why, it must have been the
finest moment of your miserable little life, telling Lord Voldemort you could had him the
Potters...”

Pettigrew muttered under his breath, eyes continuously darting to the door. He truly was an
awful liar.



“Professor Lupin?” Granger asked, like she was still in class. “May I ask a question?”

Aurora scoffed, but didn’t dare take her eyes off of Pettigrew. “Certainly, Hermione.”

“Well, Scabbers — this man — if he’s been living in Harry’s dormitory for three years, how
come he’s never tried to hurt him, if he’s so dangerous?”

“There!” Pettigrew cried, clinging to any reason he could find. “Thank you, Remus, see! I
have never hurt a hair on Harry’s head! Why would I?”

“I’ll tell you why.” Aurora’s father lurched forward. “Because you never did anything unless
you saw there was something in it for you! Voldemort’s been in hiding twelve years — half
dead, they say! What would you have to gain, committing murder under Albus Dumbledore’s
nose! But you wanted to know... You wanted to know who was the biggest bully in the
playground... So you found a wizard family to sneak into, keeping an ear out for news... In
case your old master were to rise again...”

Pettigrew appeared to have been rendered speechless. Aurora itched to curse him.

“Er, Mr Black?” Granger started again, and Aurora resisted the urge to turn around and hex
her — not least because of how uncomfortable it was to hear her father addressed in such a
way. He seemed startled by it too.

“Yes? Hermione?”

“Well, if you don’t mind me asking... How did you get out of Azkaban, if you didn’t use Dark
Magic?”

Aurora tutted and rolled her eyes. “Thank you,” Pettigrew gasped, clutching at the straw
Granger had doled out, “yes — exactly! That is precisely what I—”

“I don’t know how I did it.” Her father glanced to her, though, as he said it. “I think it was
because I knew I was innocent. That wasn’t exactly a happy thought, so the Dementors
couldn’t suck it out of me. But it kept me sane, knowing who I was. It reminded me of
Marlene and Aurora... It reminded me of what I had left in the world, even if I couldn’t see
my daughter. It helped me keep my mind so that when it all became too much, I could
transform into a dog... My feelings were less complex, the Dementors left me alone more...
And when I saw Peter, I knew he was alive and I knew I had to do something. Because I was
innocent but he was a threat to Aurora and Harry — and I couldn’t let them be hurt. It gave
me strength, cleared my mind. So that I managed to slip past them, as a dog. I swam across
the sea. I went to find Aurora first, saw she was safe with my cousin, and then I went to see
you, Harry... Then I came North. I’d been hiding out in the forest and Hogsmeade, then I
started hiding in the shack, aside from on full moons. Except when I saw Aurora... And when
I came to watch the Quidditch.” He nodded silently to Potter — Aurora had heard this before.
“You fly as well as your father, Harry.” Aurora tried not to grimace at the compliment.
“Believe me. Believe me, Harry — I would never betray your parents. James was like a
brother to me. I would have died before I betrayed them.”



Aurora turned slowly to look at Potter, the emotion swirling behind his eyes. She held her
breath, imploring him with her gaze. And then, he nodded. Her eyes burned.

“No!” Pettigrew cried. He fell to his knees. “Sirius, it’s me — your friend... you wouldn’t—”

Her father kicked him away. “There’s enough filth on my robes without you touching them.”

“Remus!” Pettigrew gasped. “You don’t — you can’t believe him! Wouldn’t Sirius have told
you if they changed the plan?”

Lupin shook his head slowly when Aurora turned to him. She could feel, too, Potter’s eyes
flicking towards her for just a moment. “Not if he believed me the spy. Not if he thought he
couldn’t trust anyone, without Marlene.” She saw her father tense at the name. “I presume
that is why you didn’t tell me, Sirius?”

“Forgive me, Remus. After Marlene... I didn’t know what to do with myself.”

“Not at all, Padfoot, old friend.” Lupin rolled up his sleeves and gave Pettigrew a scathing
look. “If you can forgive me, for believing it of you...”

“Of course.” Her father’s lips curled into a sneer. “Now, let us deal with him. Cornelius
Fudge is here tonight, isn’t he, Aurora?” She nodded. “No doubt he will be most surprised to
see you. Who did you say the executioner was, Rory, dear?”

She ignored her annoyance at the affectionate name in favour of enjoying the fear in
Pettigrew’s eyes. “MacNair, I believe.”

“I didn’t — please, don’t — I didn’t mean to!”

“Imagine his face when he sees the little old spy. I wonder how quickly he’ll pass you off to
the Dementors... The man who let his master fall.”

“You wouldn’t—” Pettigrew said, face paling even further.

“Oh,” her father said, taking a step further. “But I would.”

“They — they wouldn’t want that!” Pettigrew pleaded. “James and Lily — Marlene wouldn’t
want that! They’d show me mercy!”

That was the wrong thing to say. Aurora didn’t have time to stop her father as he lunged
forward, hands flying to wrap around Pettigrew’s neck. “Don’t you dare,” he spat. “Don’t you
dare pretend you know what they would want, don’t you dare pretend that you know what
Marlene would want!” Pettigrew cowered.

“They wouldn’t have wanted this! Harry — Harry, your father—”

“Don’t you dare talk to Harry!” her father yelled. “Don’t you dare talk about James, you
vermin—”

“Aurora — Aurora, your mother—”



“Don’t you talk about my mother,” she told him in a low voice, revulsion rolling through her.
“I never knew her, or what she wanted... But now, I know who to blame. Now I know the
truth. It’s you or my father.” She took a step forward, feeling a cold surge of power when he
trembled, and aimed her wand between his eyes. “Take a guess who I choose.”

And no one made a move to defend him, or to argue. For once, even Potter, Weasley and
Granger were silent in alliance with her, waiting to see what he said.

Then, Pettigrew broke. “I was scared!” he wailed, features stretched in terror. “I was scared,
it was me or them, you can’t say no to the Dark Lord! People were dying all over the place!
Sirius, Remus, please — I didn’t mean to! I would have died—”

“You should have died!” her father shouted, voice cracking through the air. “Died, rather than
betray your friends, as any one of us would have done for you! But no... You were always
were a coward. And selfish, at that. James was so trusting, he would have done anything for
you, for any of his friends!”

“He would have killed me! I didn’t know it would kill them at first but then I couldn’t leave
— I just wanted to protect myself! What was to be gained by defying him?”

“What was to be gained by defying the greatest dark wizard? Only innocent lives, Peter! But
you’d rather protect yourself, rather lead people to their deaths to protect their own skin! I
should have known, should have seen you for the rat you always were!”

“Sirius,” Lupin said quietly. “He has confessed.”

“I won’t do anything, I won’t hurt anyone, I swear! You can’t give me to the Dementors, you
can’t! Just let me go, Sirius, please!”

A cold smile worked its way over her father’s face. “But, Peter... It’s me or you, isn’t it?”

He let out a squeal, made to lunge towards Weasley in one last plea, but Lupin stopped him,
pushing him back. “You’ve said and done quite enough, Peter,” he said, no traces of pity in
his eyes — or perhaps they were merely very well concealed.

“I’ve spent twelve years as a rat! Isn’t that penance enough—”

“As compared to twelve years in Azkaban?” her father shouted, voice rising dangerously
high. “Starving, robbed of happiness? I lost my wife, my best friends, and I missed out on my
daughter’s entire childhood! Because of you!”

“Remus!” Pettigrew swung wildly.

“For twelve years,” he said, eyes heavy, “I believed you dead. I believed all my closest
friends had betrayed me or died... There is only Hestia and I left, you know, and I am sure she
would have some choice words for you, too.” Pettigrew paled. “We need to tie him up,”
Lupin said, sounding like he was trying to fight his own shaking voice. Aurora knew that
feeling well. “We’ll take him up to the castle. Someone needs to be tied to him, in case he
tries to escape.”



“I’ll do it,” Weasley said, though Aurora glanced at his leg.

“That needs strapping,” she told him. “Or bandaging — preferably both.”

“Yes.” Lupin gave her a grim smile. “I can’t heal bones nearly as well as Madam Pomfrey —
this is best until we can get you to the Hospital Wing.”

As he set about dealing with Weasley, Aurora’s father tied up Pettigrew. Potter came to stand
by her, and she could sense the question on his tongue.

“Black,” he started. “Um, Aurora.”

“Yes?”

He was silent for a moment. “You’re sure you don’t want them to kill him?”

A cold smile crept across her lips. “I know I don’t want my father to spend the rest of his life
as a wanted man, or for the Ministry to get away with what they’ve done to my family
name.”

She felt him nod. “Right.”

“And you?” she asked, glancing sideways at his pale face. “Do you want him killed? I
wouldn’t blame you if you did.”

He took a long moment to answer. “I don’t think my parents would have wanted their best
friends to become killers. Not for scum like him.”

Some ounce of certainty settled within her. “Good,” she said. “Then for once, I believe we
are in agreement.”

With that, she turned back to her father, who was watching them from across the room,
looking far too pleased at the sight. “Come on then,” she said loudly, “sooner rather than
later. Professor Lupin — you said you’d taken your potion already tonight, yes?”

The Professor startled as if he’d forgotten all about the full moon. “I — yes. Yes, I have — I
ought to only become a tame wolf, but even so...”

“You walk at the front then, so we can see if anything goes wrong. Father?” He jumped
slightly at the address. “You’re alright?” He nodded. “Then let’s go.”



Cold Winds

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Aurora knew that they made rather an odd group, making their way quietly and cautiously
through the tunnel between the Shrieking Shack and the Whomping Willow. Being in such a
space with Potter, Weasley and Granger of all people, was rather surreal, especially as they
were, for now, not at each other’s throats. Granger’s cat — Crookshanks, was it? — led the
way, Lupin just behind it, then Weasley, Granger and a bound and gagged Pettigrew. She was
just behind them, side by side with her father, who had Potter on his other side. The rest of
them, barring Pettigrew, muttered amongst themselves, but they three stayed in a strange,
uncertain silence. Potter kept glancing at Aurora and her father every so often, as though he
wanted to say something but did not have any idea of how to go about it, or even what it was,
precisely, that he wanted to get across. Aurora wasn’t sure that she wanted to know what he
was thinking anyway. It was probably something awful about her.

“Listen,” her father whispered, sidling closer to her as Potter walked nearer to Granger,
Weasley and Pettigrew, falling into step with them. “I know this wasn’t the way we expected
this to turn out. But I have to talk to Harry.”

Aurora pursed her lips. “Of course.”

“I know you two don’t get on. I’ll understand if you — you’re apprehensive, or you don’t
want to see him. I’ll admit I’d rather you were friends but I I know that isn’t up to me. But I
want to know him. If nothing else, I owe it to James and Lily to get to know Harry. To tell
him about his parents, to protect him—”

“You should have done that thirteen years ago,” she said, but instantly regretted it. “Sorry, I
— I know. It’s fine.”

“Aurora, you’re my priority. You’re my daughter. I don’t want to upset you, or make you
uncomfortable—”

“But you need to know him,” she said, swallowing the bitter feeling that welled inside of her.
Of course he would want to know Potter. Who wouldn’t? Wonderful, brilliant, scarhead
Potter, saviour of the wizarding world. Even if she didn’t want to admit to caring for her
father, there was a sour feeling of jealousy inside of her at the thought of him knowing Potter,
of treating him as godson. He was her father, she had done so much for him, she had gone
thirteen years not knowing the truth — and if she was going to share her father with anyone,
Harry Potter would be at the bottom of her list. “I understand,” she told him, because she did
— of course he felt an obligation, probably moreso because he had spent the last twelve years
in prison having nothing to do with his godson — but she didn’t want to.

“They made me guardian,” her father explained, as if she didn’t know all of this already. “I
need to ask—”



“Do what you will,” she said, trying to keep the coldness out of her voice. “It’s your life.”

“It’s yours too,” he told her gently. “Whatever I do, I don’t only have an obligation to him
and his parents. I have an obligation to my daughter, too. If there is anything—”

“Just talk to him,” she snapped, feeling a prickle of unease. Even now, she didn’t want to
discuss how she felt. If her father wanted Potter to know him, to even live with him, then
fine. She hadn’t said that she would and if she were honest, she wasn’t sure if she did. She
could hardly just abandon the Tonkses after all that they had done for her, and her feelings
about her father were complicated enough. Reality, however, was catching up to them both,
carving out their future. She just didn’t want it to — because the future was terrifyingly
uncertain, and no choice would be without consequence, whether personal or political.

“You both can do what you want,” she told her father quietly. “Who knows what will
happen?”

“Aurora, you know you’re the most—”

“I don’t care, just talk to him about this instead of me.”

Her father looked slightly taken aback, hurt flashing over his features for a second before it
disappeared. “Alright,” he said in a low voice, turning and quickening his pace. “Harry?”

Aurora focused very hard on the passage’s dirt walls, feeling suddenly cold, as she picked up
her pace and her father and Potter fell into step behind her, now pulling up the rear of the
group. She wished, as she saw Crookshanks’ bottle brush tail sweep through the air, that she
had her own cat, Stella, with her, to bundle up into her arms and purr warmly. But reality was
not so kind.

“You do know what this means, don’t you?” her father was asking Potters from behind her.
They had separated from the others, walking tensely alongside one another. “Turning
Pettigrew in?”

His voice was guarded, cautious, as he replied, “It means you’ll be free.”

“Well...” She could hear the nerves in his voice even if Potter couldn’t, and she wasn’t sure
she would like what he was about to ask. But she had told him to talk to him, after all. It
wasn’t like she even knew what she wanted. “Your parents appointed me as your guardian.”
Aurora curled her fist tighter around her wand. “Should anything happen to them...”

Potter was quiet for a moment — a miracle in itself. Her father went on, “I’ll understand, of
course, if you’re not interested in seeing me. But I’d — I owe it to James and Lily, now I
have the chance, to be involved in your life. If you want me to. I know you and my Aurora
—” she pressed her lips together in annoyance “—don’t get along brilliantly, from what she’s
told me.” She could practically feel Potter’s scowl. “But. Well — just think about it. We
always said you two ought to be raised best friends. I’m not saying — I know that may never
happen and I’m sure she’s listening to every word and scowling right now.” She rolled her
eyes. “If you ever wanted... I owe it to James and Lily to be something to you, if I can.”



“Well,” Potter said, voice somewhat dejected. “My aunt and uncle wouldn’t like it.”

“Your mother’s sister? Petunia?” She could tell her father struggled to keep his voice neutral.

“Yeah. I mean, I don’t really care what they think. I’d like to — to get to know you. If that’s
alright.”

Aurora withheld a sigh. She knew she oughtn’t to begrudge either of them the opportunity to
know one another, and knew it was important to her father, but the idea of Potter getting to
know him too bothered her. It was selfish of her, but she had only just gotten to know him
again, was only barely starting to know him.

“Well,” he was saying, voice measured, “I don’t really know for certain, where I’m going to
end up. Where we are. But like I said, I’m your guardian. Your parents wanted you to live
with me, should anything happen. And it... The offer stands. Unless you want to stay with
your aunt and uncle, which I’d understand, and you can take your time thinking on it, I know
Aurora isn’t certain—”

“What—” Potter’s voice trembled slightly in excitement as he interrupted “—you mean I
could live with you? Leave the Dursleys?”

“Of course,” her father said quietly, “I thought you wouldn’t want to. I understand, Harry, I
just thought I ought to—”

“Are you mad?” Potter’s voice croaked. “Of course I want to leave the Dursleys! Have you
got a house? When can I—”

Aurora turned around sharply and the question died on his lips. There was something almost
guilty in his expression when he caught her eye. Sighing, she said, “Of course he has a house,
Potter, don’t be dim.”

Indignant, he started, “He’s been on the run, it’s a valid—”

“You want to?” Aurora’s father asked him, voice thick, and she stifled a groan. “You mean
it?”

“Yeah, I mean it!” Potter cried.

Aurora’s father turned to her. “Aurora, you... Would you consider it? Harry, living with us?”

She scoffed. “I haven’t even said I’ll live with you yet.” Something sheepish flickered across
his eyes.

“I know, you don’t have to decide—”

“And might I remind you,” she said icily, “that any house you may or may not have is in the
care of the Black estate and the head of the family.” Potter looked deeply uncomfortable. But
so did her father. She softened her voice, just a little. “I’m not going to deny you a home, am
I?” she said shortly, rolling her eyes. “Preferably not Grimmauld or the Manor, though, I’m
rather more attached to those two.” She eyed Potter with measured distaste. “But as for my



presence in it... I don’t know.” Aurora did offer her father a small smile as respite. “Though
I’m sure you will be welcome with the Tonkses, once everyone knows the truth.”

Her father broke into a smile at that, and stepped forward to clap her on the shoulder. “You
know,” he said quietly, so that only she could hear, “you come first. You always do. But I had
to ask, you understand. For James and Lily.”

She tutted. “I know, Father.” She glanced over his shoulder and found Potter looking
somewhat sheepish. Aurora just sighed. “I’m sure we can take this conversation further at
another time. For now... Priorities.”

Her father blinked, but then straightened up. They had fallen a little ways behind the rest of
the group. “Right.” He cleared his throat, glanced back at Harry. “Priorities.”

They went the rest of the way in a stifling silence. It made Aurora’s skin itch.

When they got to the end of the tunnel, she turned to her father, as did Lupin. “You should
probably transform,” she told him, “just in case someone decides to do something rash, if we
come across them in the castle.”

Lupin nodded. “She’s right. It shouldn’t be long. But — I will transform quite soon, I think.
Don’t be alarmed, I promise, I’ll be tame — but, Sirius.”

Her father strode forwards to clap his friend on the shoulder. “Almost like old times, eh?”

Aurora caught sight of Lupin’s wan smile. “Almost.”

There was a small flash of light as her father transformed back into a dog, something which
seemed to startle Weasley, and brought a curious look to Granger’s face. “There’s no need to
gawk,” Aurora told them irritably. “Come on.”

Her father darted up into the grounds first, then Lupin, who helped them to haul Pettigrew up.
“One wrong move,” Lupin cautioned him, wand pointed sideways.

Their little group went on through the grounds, but then the clouds began to part above them,
letting the moonlight spill over. Professor Lupin went rigid, and Granger and Weasley near
enough crashed into his back.

Aurora’s father darted forward, coming to Lupin’s side.

“The moonlight,” Aurora said, glancing at Potter. Pettigrew had a nervous look about him,
trying to avert his gaze, shuddering.

“The potion—”

“Just because he’s tame doesn’t mean he can’t hurt you if you get too close. He likely won’t,
but better to be safe than sorry.”

Aurora dragged Granger back to stand with her, wand trained still on Pettigrew. Their
professor started to tremble, head tilted up towards the sky. “We have to get him to the



castle,” Potter said, taking a tighter hold of Pettigrew.

She nodded, reaching to take Pettigrew’s other side, hardly daring to look as Professor Lupin
started to change. His limbs stretched, face lengthening into a snout, hair sprouting from all
over him. “Let’s move,” she said, and Granger tried to move them along, but Weasley let out
a low groan, falling sideways onto his bad leg.

“We have to go,” Aurora insisted, as Granger tried to drag Weasley along. Her wand shook in
her hand, and Pettigrew smiled a sickening smile. “Don’t look at me,” she snarled at him,
hearing the low growl behind them. It was a growl of pain and she looked worriedly over her
shoulder, seeing her father whimpering lowly to the... Thing, halfway between man and wolf,
and keening in pain. It yanked on her heart, but her father turned and despite his form, she
could see the pleading look in his eyes.

“We’ll be in Dumbledore’s office,” she said. “Hide until we find you.”

She shoved Pettigrew onwards and Potter took his other side, the two of them working
together for once. They got only a few steps further when the doors of the castle opened and
amber light spilled out over the grounds, someone lit up in silhouette.

Pettigrew gave a small shriek. Aurora swore. “Come on,” she said, but then the wolf let out a
high howl and the dark, bat-like figure from the castle came running towards them.

Aurora knew who he was once he came into the light, and nerves gripped her. She picked up
the pace, Potter keeping with her, but Weasley was swaying. Still, she couldn’t let him hold
her back — Granger was helping him and they needed to get to the castle, find someone
reasonable like Dumbledore, explain everything—

“Black!” Snape’s voice cracked through the grounds. “I have just had Mr Malfoy, Miss
Parkinson, and Miss Tearston, in my office raving about—”

“Professor, before you start, look at—”

Professor Snape stopped dead, eyes fixing on Pettigrew. Potter was holding his breath,
knuckles white around Pettigrew’s arm. “But that’s...” His face was pure white, stark against
the dark of the night and his hair. “Who is this man?”

“Peter Pettigrew,” Potter said bluntly. Aurora winced. “We need to see Dumbledore.”

“That is not possible. Black, Potter, I don’t know what the two of you think you’re doing
sneaking about the grounds with your little friends but — get back!”

Aurora turned sharply, seeing the source of the commotion, realising the wolf was fully
transformed now — and beside it, the growling black dog form of her father, hatred blazing
in startlingly silver eyes. For a moment the whole group seemed frozen in time. Even
Pettigrew was silent, rigid. Then Snape raised his wand, a curse on his lips, and Aurora dived
into its way, her own wand drawn against him.

“Don’t!”



“Black,” Snape said, voice low and menacing, eyes flicking between the wolf, the dog,
Pettigrew and Potter and Weasley and Granger. “Get out of my way.”

“He’s taken his potion.” Snape’s eyes flicked back to Pettigrew, uncertain.

“What exactly is the meaning of this? Whose is the dog?”

No one spoke. Pettigrew coughed.

“I — we can explain, Professor, but you have to take us up to the castle. We have to take
him.”

“I don’t know what trickery is at play, here, Black. You are walking these grounds with a
dead man.”

“I dunno, he looks pretty alive to me—”

“Silence, Potter! Black — Miss Black — get over here, now.” She did not move.

“This is Peter Pettigrew,” she repeated. “My father is innocent.”

Snape sneered, “Your father is a killer, Black. He is a traitor, and you either a fool, or more
contemptible than I had ever imagined. You would do well to heed—”

There was a low growl from the dog and wolf, and Snape startled. “We must go. All of you,
and whoever that is — with me, before you get yourselves killed. And leave the dog—”

“It’s him!” Pettigrew’s voice cut shrilly towards Snape, who blanched. “It’s Sirius Black!”

Snape turned so sharply it was almost comical, the way his robes flared and rippled around
him. “Where? Where — and who are—”

“The dog,” Pettigrew wailed, and made a great show of falling to his knees, dragging Aurora
and Potter with him before they could stop him. “He’s an Animagus. Severus — Severus, I
am sorry for all that has happened, but he has tricked these children! He has deceived them!
Have mercy—”

Snape raised his wand, moving it sharply between Pettigrew and the dog. The wolf gave a
low growl when he fixed on Aurora’s father, a sound that raised the hairs on the back of her
neck. “I’ll explain everything!” Pettigrew cried.

“He’s a liar!” Potter burst out, as he and Aurora both struggled to their feet. “He’s a rat!”

Snape’s eyes looked like they were going to pop out of his head. “I did not ask to deal with
this,” he muttered, before turning his wand to Pettigrew. “To the castle, now. Enough with
your lies — rest assured, Black, if I find that you have in any way assisted your father—”

“He is innocent, and we—”



“Pettigrew did it! And he is a rat!” Snape swung around to face Weasley, who was being
tugged to his feet by Granger. “He’s my rat. Scabbers. But he’s not. Bit of a rubbish rat
anyway—” Pettigrew made a small squeal of offense “—but he killed all those people! Not
Black! Sirius Black, I mean—”

“Sirius Black’s innocent, Professor,” Granger said, her voice pleading. “He is the dog, but
he’s explained everything and—”

Snape turned to face her father, wand pointed at him. Unwavering.

Potter lunged forward before she could stop him, breaking his hold on Pettigrew, who lurched
to the side. “Stop!” she cried, slamming into Pettigrew with all the force she could muster to
pull him back. “Petrificus—”

He shoved her roughly away and the wolf lunged. Pettigrew screamed and Aurora stumbled
backwards — but the wolf didn’t seem to be hurting him, only holding him down. Still,
having a full grown werewolf — even a tame one — on top of one probably wasn’t
comfortable. “Stupefy!” Potter cried, and a jet of red light hit their professor square in the
chest, propelling him backwards in an arc through the air.

Weasley mumbled something and then slumped to the ground. Useless, Aurora thought
furiously. Snape, now some feet away, struggled to his feet, and waved his wand in the air
once, calling something that Aurora could not hear over the growing cold wind. Wisps of
deep smoke trailed from the end of his wand, turning into a cold mist that wafted over the
treetops.

Then, he lunged forward again, his wand trained on Aurora. Fear dropped into the pit of her
stomach as she took in the chaos; Granger was trying to rouse Weasley to his feet, Potter was
struggling to grab Pettigrew while the wolf retreated into shadow, and her father was running
forward to, barking loudly at Snape as he drew closer to her.

“Black,” he growled. “What have you done?”

“Ask Pettigrew!” she snapped, anger flaring as the professor pushed her father aside and she
aimed her wand at the Potions professor, shaking. “He was the traitor, he was the one who
gave up my parents’ location, who gave up the Potters — he was the Secret Keeper, not my
father — he killed all those people. You’ve got it wrong, everyone’s got it wrong, and if
you’ll only let me—”

He didn’t speak, but Aurora felt the spell hit her as her wand went flying out of her hand, and
she was stopped in her tracks. Then, Snape turned upon the form of her father, sneering, and
aimed his wand. “Good thing dear Professor McGonagall taught me,” he said, staring down
at the dog, and Aurora felt her heart wrench. They couldn’t do this, couldn’t let Snape know,
of all people. “Animalis novis,” Snape said lowly, though his voice carried on the wind.
Then, there was a flash of bright white light and her father appeared, startled from his form,
but glaring at Snape with fury in his eyes.

No, she thought, fear biting at her. No, no, absolutely not.



“So it’s true,” Snape said, voice cold. “The old traitor returns. Getting children to do your
dirty work now, Black?”

“What did you use against my daughter?”

Snape sneered, as Aurora pulled at her bonds, sending Potter a sharp look in a furious plea
for help. “Only necessary force. Something you do not understand.” He pressed forward,
jabbing his wand into her father’s throat, and Aurora resisted the urge to scream, knowing
that attracting any more attention would only make things worse.

“You cannot—”

“Do not tell me what I can and cannot do!”

“Don’t!” Granger cried out. “Professor Snape, please, Sirius is innocent! Just look! Look at
Pettigrew!”

“That is not Peter Pettigrew. It cannot be. This man is a murderer, Miss Granger!”

But his eyes darted to Peter, who was squirming in fright. The wolf had his arms pinned
down again and was snarling, as Potter crept closer to Aurora. “You three. Go. I will deal
with this, whatever it happens to be. The Dementors have already been called. I’m sure they
will be very excited when they get here.”

His voice was low and dangerous.

“You can’t bring Dementors!” Granger cried. “Send them back!”

Potter brought his wand out and pointed it at Aurora’s bonds. She glared at him, whispered,
“Finite should do it.”

“You can’t hurt Sirius! He hasn’t done anything wrong!”

“Do not meddle in things you do not understand, Granger—”

“Finite incantatem,” Potter whispered, and with a warm feeling, the ropes slipped away from
Aurora.

“If you know what is good for you — you have been reckless, foolish, broken multiple
school rules and possibly some laws—”

“I’m,” her father croaked out, lunging towards Snape, “innocent, Snape, it was — Peter —
Peter told him — but you — wouldn’t you?”

Clearly Snape made more sense of that than any of them did, for he drove closer to her father,
curse about to slip off his tongue in the time it took Aurora to lung and snatch up her wand
from where it lay a few feet away, and then to raise it — Potter got to it at the same time as
she did. “Stupefy!” they both cried, and their Potions professor went soaring through the air,
landing in a heap a few metres away. He didn’t stir.



“Harry! Black!” Granger fretted, Weasley lurching in surprise. “You attacked a teacher!”

“Oh, as if none of you have done that before,” Aurora snapped, running over to help her
father to his feet. But, although she would never dare tell Potter this, she thought it was a
brilliant hex, and she was grateful for it. “Are you alright?”

Her father nodded, but hatred glinted in his eyes when he looked at Snape. “Never liked me,
that one. Might as well leave him.”

Granger made a high tutting sound. Aurora glanced over to her, seeing that Potter was
hauling Pettigrew up and the wolf standing by, gleaming yellow eyes flickering between him
and Snape. At least Snape was decent at making Wolfsbane Potion, Aurora had to give him
that.

“I hate him,” Aurora ground out, helping her father move.

“Like father like daughter,” Sirius said grimly.

“Let’s go. We’ve wasted enough time, and I don’t want to run the risk of the Dementors
getting to us.”

“We can’t leave him,” Granger said shrilly.

“If you’re volunteering to carry him,” Aurora replied, “then be my guest. That one’s my
priority.” She jerked her head to Pettigrew, who gave a pathetic sort of whimper, mumbling
about traitors and what a good rat he had apparently been. Granger looked torn, but Potter
had already started dragging Pettigrew over to Aurora and Sirius, while Granger helped
Weasley hobbled along. Aurora met the eyes of the wolf, which nodded slightly to her father
and then turned, running away.

She let Potter catch up to them before they made their way slowly up the hill.

“I didn’t mean to,” Pettigrew was babbling, and Aurora tightened her grip on her father’s
arm. “They would kill me, Sirius! You’ve no idea—”

“I think I have a perfect idea,” he snarled in retaliation. “Don’t think I don’t know what
Voldemort was capable of. You made your choice.”

“Sirius, you can’t — you can’t take me to the Dementors, they’ll — we can run, shouldn’t we
both—”

“Because you’d know all about running,” Sirius snapped. “Running out of trouble. You never
got caught as often as James and I did, we didn’t mind taking the fall for you, back in
school.” Aurora tugged her father to make him pick the pace up, but Granger and Weasley
were also lagging behind, the former sending nervy glances over to the stunned Snape. She
knew it was a bit, well, reckless to leave him out here with a werewolf — albeit a perfectly
tame one — but he would do the same to her father easily. And they would get to someone
soon, would explain things. They had to get to the castle.

“You were my friends!” Pettigrew pleaded again.



“Can’t you do a Silencing Charm yet, Granger?” Aurora asked, with a great sigh. The other
girl scowled.

“Can’t you, Black?”

She smirked. “Frankly, I don’t want to waste my energy on someone as pathetic as him.” And
also, no, she couldn’t, but Hermione Granger did not need to hear that. Nor did anyone else.

Granger looked doubtful, but Pettigrew at least shut up for a moment, long enough that they
got up the hill, that the great double doors were in sight.

And then, a chill came through the air, prickling the back of Aurora’s neck. Something cold
dropped into her stomach, and a small, sharp pain started up, concentrated in the centre of her
ribs. She felt her father stiffen, heard a faint scream drawn towards them on the wind.

Shadows appeared over the treetops. Weasley, who had already lasted much longer than
Aurora had anticipated, buckled slightly as he grasped Granger.

There were hundreds of them moving through the dusk-filled sky. Aurora tried to press
onwards, desperate to get away, to avoid the memory she knew was about to press upon her,
but her father seemed immobilised by fear. He was trembling, face paler than she’d ever seen
it.

“We have to go,” she pleaded, putting her wand away and reaching out to Pettigrew to help
Potter drag him along. They went as fast as they could, but the Dementors were faster,
spurred on by the promise of a good meal. Snape had called them, she realised, with a sick
lurch, wishing she could pause to curse the bastard to hell and back.

“Aurora,” a voice said, a whisper in her ear. “Don’t cry.”

The pain in her chest grew as she tried to pull the group onwards, keeping her father moving
even though he was shaking like a leaf, but the Dementors pressed in, blocking their path to
the school, and terror clogged her throat.

“Blood of a blood traitor... wonder how deep the dirt goes...”

She whirled around, but Weasley’s leg had finally given out and Granger stumbled to catch
him. Potter lurched after them, leaving Pettigrew to topple onto Aurora, who could already
feel the weight of memory pressing on her chest.

Him — he had caused this.

“Precious little thing, isn’t she, cousin dear?”

“Let my daughter go—”

Wailing filled the air. Aurora could barely breathe, could barely see for the darkness that was
starting to press in. “Expecto...” Her hands were both full, and she couldn’t let either of them
go. Her chest filled with terror, sure as drowning.



“Father. Father, I’m going to have let you go—”

He moved of his own accord, but he didn’t merely run. Out there in the open he turned into a
dog and Aurora had hardly time to register that because she was lifting her wand and so was
Potter, and she was trying so hard to think of something happy, anything happy at all — that
her father would be free, that she could restore the family glory, that her friends were waiting
for her. “Expecto patronum!” she cried, putting every feeling she could into it. Her head rang,
as a shield threaded itself together before her, as the same happened for Potter.

But the darkness was too much. And this was her weak hand, her left hand, and she felt even
her other hand slipping, as someone, something pulled away. A voice burst into her head,
cold and drawling and painfully familiar — “Is this what the House of Black has fallen to?
Traitors and deserters?”

That voice chilled her more than any other. It rang in her ears, the tone of it, the disgust and
hatred. She forced herself to think of anything, anyone else, imagining Dora’s laughter when
her Christmas card had made red and yellow glitter explode in Aurora’s face, the warmth of
hot chocolate on Christmas night. Family, family, all the family she had left... “Expecto
patronum,” she tried again, but it was punctuated with a sharp cry from Hermione Granger, as
Potter stepped back, stumbling.

She lost her grip on Pettigrew’s arm. It all happened too fast, and pain burned in her chest,
and he was gone and then her father was running, transforming back to himself and she didn’t
understand why — until she realised, he was leading the Dementors away.

But he couldn’t survive the Dementors.

“Get Weasley to the Hospital Wing,” she ordered Granger and Potter, swapping her wand
over. She was already running, even though her legs were numb, even though she could feel
the screams of thirteen years ago tearing her chest. “Find Dumbledore — explain!”

Granger shouted after her, but Aurora had to keep running. My father’s going to be free, she
repeated to herself, breaths growing painful. She was caught in the mass of Dementors now,
felt her knees give way. “Expecto patronum, expecto patronum, expecto patronum!” Faint
wisps, the beginnings of a tail, a canine head. There were feet behind her, and she needed the
light of the shield to guide her, so she could see her father, where he was doubled over at the
edge of the lake, holding a squirming creature in his hands.

He’s going to be free, she reminded herself. Her chest burned. “Don’t cry,” Arcturus said and
her mother screamed, “Not Aurora — please, run!” and her father’s words burst through the
ringing in her ears, “I love you!”

“Expecto patronum!” Aurora shouted again, but the words were snatched the instant they left
her.

Her legs were numb and she was slowing with the sharp pain pressing on her chest. Happy
thoughts, happy thoughts — she had to get to her father, he had to be free.



She stumbled down the banking, but there were more of them by the lake and her father was
shaking and pale, his grip loosening. Aurora screamed again, “Expecto patronum!” but here,
with the cold biting at her skin, with the memory of that night burning stronger than ever, she
felt it wobble.

“Don’t you dare lay a finger — Aurora, Aurora!”

The silver light of her shield flickered. All she could do to keep the squirming rat in her
father’s clutches still was to lunge over, press down so that it was trapped between her and
her father and the sand.

“Marlene, please—”

“There’s the little mudblood—”

“It could be so easy, you could redeem yourself, come back to the family—”

“Never — not ever—”

“Crucio!”

Pain burst through her, blinding, and then there was a ringing in her ears, spectres of silver
light running at her through the darkness, scattering the Dementors...

Someone was calling her name, screaming it, and her father’s. She felt warm hands take her
arms, numbed by the cold, and her voice sputtered out, “Expecto patronum,” before it all
disappeared, and all she could see was red, red light behind her eyes.

Chapter End Notes

Snape, seeing his four least favourite students with a werewolf, a dead man, and a dog
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The Sands of Time
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Aurora woke in the Hospital Wing, glaring up at the shadowed ceiling. Cold weighed in her
bones, but she forced herself to sit up, hearing muffled voices coming from around her.

“You can’t just send the Dementors!” one voice was yelling, quite inappropriately for a
medical wing. “Listen, Pettigrew was there, I saw him!” Potter. She blinked, head fuzzy. Yes,
that was definitely Harry Potter.

Aurora turned towards the source of the noise, seeing him standing being guided towards a
hospital bed by Madam Pomfrey, a few feet away. Evidently, he was yelling at Cornelius
Fudge and Professor Snape, the latter of whom was staring at him with utter disdain. Aurora
wished she could hex him again.

“Potter, you are not in your right mind. The Ministry has already conducted its investigation
—”

“Well, not well enough—”

“Peter Pettigrew is dead. That man may resemble him but have no doubt, Minister, I know
exactly what Sirius Black is capable of. I would not put it past him to—”

“Miss Black!” Madam Pomfrey said lightly, causing Potter and the two men to turn around
sharply. “Awake at last! Now, lie back down, you need chocolate.”

Aurora ignored her, pushing herself up to sit. “Where is my father? What happened?”

“Black was there too, she saw him,” Potter said quickly, though neither their professor nor
Fudge seemed particularly endeared to her. “Tell them. Your dad’s innocent, but they’re
going to give him the kiss because they won’t listen. He says Pettigrew was someone in
disguise and they can’t find him but we saw him, right?”

“Yes,” Aurora said faintly, ignoring the always grating sound of Potter’s voice. “He was
there, Minister. He was an Animagus, that’s how he avoided detection all of those years. My
father was framed, see. He confessed to everything.”

Madam Pomfrey sighed loudly and slammed a chunk of chocolate down on the table next to
Aurora. “Eat, Miss Black. You’ve had a nasty encounter with those Dementors. As have you,
Potter—”

“Well, Sirius is going to have a bit of a worse encounter if they don’t listen!”

“Minister Fudge,” Aurora said as steadily as possible, meeting his eyes. “Tell me what you
have been told by Professor Snape.” His eyes flashed at the demand, but Aurora was in no
mood for beating around the bush. She needed to see her father now.



“Why—” he started to bluster “—what I have been told is that you Stunned your own Potions
professor for trying to intervene in the capture of your father.”

“And did he tell you about Peter Pettigrew?” The Minister’s face faltered. “Minister, have
you seen Peter Pettigrew? Or the rat my father was holding?”

“Miss Black, I do not know what your father has convinced yourself and your friend of—”

“We aren’t friends,” Potter was quick to say. “And I told you about the rat! Black, you ran to
the lake after your dad. I went after you, and saw the Patronus and I tried to help but it was
too much. Someone else must have gotten the Dementors away, because there was a
Patronus, but it came from the other side of the lake. I thought I was going to pass out but I
managed to get you and Sirius further from the lake, then Snape woke up, and the Minister
was already running down with Professor Dumbledore — but I couldn’t find Pettigrew!”

She weighed the words on her tongue. To speak more freely now would be to risk
incriminating herself — but goodness, wasn’t she incriminated enough? Snape would do all
he could to get her in trouble, she could tell that, and he certainly didn’t care for her father’s
innocence.

“Minister, you cannot give my father the Dementor’s Kiss.” She forced her to sit up, but
when she made to stand and meet Fudge’s eye, Madam Pomfrey tutted and pushed her down
again.

“Really, Minister, this is a hospital wing. The girl needs rest.”

“Madam Pomfrey, I appreciate you are just trying to do your job, but I need to speak to the
Minister. My father...” The words seemed to stick in her throat for a moment, before she spat
out, “Is innocent.”

There was silence for a moment. Fudge’s eyes bugged but Aurora refused to look away.

“Miss Black,” Snape spat out, “are you aware that your father has been evading Azkaban for
the last nine months—”

“I’m aware that he has done so because he is innocent. Because Peter Pettigrew was the true
traitor.”

“Now, really,” Fudge said, with a nervous laugh.

“You saw him,” she said, eyes now flicking to Snape. “Do not deny it, Professor.”

“I saw what your father wanted me to see, girl,” he snarled. Her stomach twisted. Lying,
deceitful, hateful bastard. “Minister, you cannot listen to a word this girl says. Miss Black has
repeatedly proven herself—”

“She’s right,” Potter said. “Black — Aurora Black — she’s telling the truth. Pettigrew’s alive,
we saw him! He confessed to everything, and Hermione and Ron heard it too, and so did
Professor Lupin, you can’t do anything without hearing what we all have to say too. And



yeah, it was dark but he—” Over Madam Pomfrey’s shoulder, Aurora saw him point an
accusatory finger at Snape “—saw him too!”

“I am not so foolish as to trust in the dim light. Black is a highly capable wizard—” he
looked almost pained to say it “—and Peter Pettigrew, might I remind you, is dead! It was a
clever disguise and nothing more!”

“You heard him speak!”

“It really is... Quite a story.” Fudge’s eyes flicked between Potter and Aurora nervously.
“Sirius Black, innocent? Peter Pettigrew, alive?”

“That is what we’re trying to tell you,” Aurora said, voice tired and brittle. His gaze turned
back to her, the light in his eyes flaring in annoyance.

“There is no sign of Pettigrew in the grounds, Miss Black! Your father is in custody and I am
sure that we will all be the safer for it. As for you, you have refused to assist the Ministry on
multiple occasions, and I would not be so quick to take that tone given the less than desirable
circumstances—”

“I am assisting you now,” she said in a low voice. “Might I remind you that my family name
still means an awful lot to an awful lot of people. My father was never given a trial, was he?”

“It — he confessed his guilt—”

“In indisputable terms?”

“The end of the war—”

“Before a jury? The unjust imprisonment of a pureblood of the House of Black does not
reflect well, and I believe many of your benefactors—“

“Do not attempt to threaten me, Miss Black!” Fudge shouted, and she jumped slightly at the
intensity of the sound.

“Now, really—” Pomfrey started.

“Cornelius.” Professor Dumbledore’s voice rang out and Aurora had never been so thankful
to hear it. She didn’t like the man by any means, but he was often willing to hear what
someone had to say. And she had a lot to say. “Severus.”

“Professor Dumbledore,” Madam Pomfrey snapped. “Tell the Minister that I cannot have him
waltzing in here, interrogating my patients and causing them distress.”

“My apologies, Poppy,” Dumbledore said with a serene smile. “But I need a word with Miss
Black, Mister Potter, and Miss Granger, if you don’t mind. I have just been to speak with
Sirius Black—”

“And he’s told you the same story he’s told them, has he?” Fudge snapped.



“He told me Peter Pettigrew was in the grounds tonight. And that you you were a witness,
Severus.” For the first time, Aurora felt thankful for him. “He also told me that his daughter
would be rather distressed, and I can see that is the case.” Gratitude was slightly revoked at
that. Even though she was.

“But Black cannot be innocent, Headmaster!” Snape snarled. “I saw with my own eyes — he
attacked me! Would an innocent man attack me?”

Aurora wanted to snap that anyone with a dose of common sense would want to attack
Snape, but held her tongue. Instead, she focused her gaze on Dumbledore.

“Professor,” Hermione Granger started from across the wing, sit58!( up, “you did see
Pettigrew. You saw Black — Sirius Black — wasn’t going to hurt us.”

“I would not be so easily convinced, girl. Black is a master of dark arts—”

“He didn’t even have a wand!” Potter argued. “How could he disguise anyone? It is
Pettigrew, you just don’t want to admit it, because you didn’t like him when you were at
school!”

“Oh, I’m sure he has passed on some of his tricks to his daughter,” Snape snarled. It took all
of Aurora’s restraint not to try and throttle him.

She said coolly, “Minister, I do not believe Professor Snape can sufficiently testify to
anything currently. Clearly, he is far too emotionally invested in my father’s fate.”

His nostrils flared. “FOR ONCE IN YOUR LIFE, BLACK, HOLD YOUR TONGUE! YOU
KNOW NOTHING—”

“Snape!” Fudge shot him a sharp look. “There is no reason to aggravate her further.” This did
aggravate her further. “We need evidence, Miss Black, and you have none to prove your
case.”

“Pettigrew might still be in the grounds,” she said indignantly. “All of our memories are
testimony, as are Professor Lupin’s—”

“Professor Lupin is currently running around the forest—”

“So I insist that you hold off any sentencing of my father until further evidence has come to
light. The Dementor’s Kiss cannot be revoked. You would not like to repeat the same
mistakes your Ministry did twelve years ago. As Lady Black,” she added, raising her chin, “I
can assure you of this.”

“Do not attempt to pull rank over me, child. You are in trouble enough as it is.”

Dumbledore said abruptly, just as Aurora was about to seethe at the word ‘child’, “I should
like to speak to Aurora, Harry and Hermione alone. Cornelius, Severus, Poppy, I must ask
you to leave us.”

“Headmaster!” Pomfrey spluttered. “These children need medicine, rest!”



Aurora took the largest piece of chocolate she could find, met Pomfrey’s eyes coldly, and ate
it. “There, I’ve had chocolate, I’m fine.”

“I must insist.”

Fudge pursed his lips. “The Dementors will be arriving any minute, Dumbledore. I can’t
sway on this decision, you understand. They’ll think me weak.”

“Cornelius, I say that you must hold them off until we know the truth. You would not want to
take the soul of an innocent man.”

“Consider what I said, Minister,” Aurora said, in a low voice. “I am sure there would be some
interested to hear this less than simple story. Some rather important people, too.”

Fudge did not reply but stared at her, furious. “I will go to the prisoner,” he said tightly. “And
decide what to do. Do not presume that you hold power over me, Black.”

Aurora held in her fury just long enough for the two men to storm from the room, and
Madam Pomfrey to hurry into her office, before she turned to the Headmaster.

“Professor, you must believe me, he is innocent, Pettigrew is alive and I can prove it if you
would only listen and give me the opportunity.”

“Black’s telling the truth, Professor, we saw Pettigrew, it wasn’t a trick, and he really was a
rat, he’s an Animagus!”

“He escaped, when the Dementors came and Black and Harry were trying to hold them off.”

“Pettigrew’s front paw, he cut it off — it’s his finger, Professor!”

Dumbledore held up his hand. “I believe you. Miss Black — or should it be Lady?” He said it
with humour but Aurora met his eyes stonily. His lips quirked. “It is my turn to speak now.
Aurora’s words may have been enough to make Cornelius wait — the Black family name, as
you said, still has a certain weight among some circles, and I know you must have... Allies.”
He didn’t look entirely pleased at the thought, but cleared his throat. “Regardless, there is not
a shred of evidence—”

“But there is,” Aurora told him, rooting around in her pockets until she found the map. “I
have this map, and it shows everyone in the Hogwarts Castle and grounds, it’ll show you
Peter Pettigrew—” She tried to push it into his hands but he pushed it back gently, a light in
his eyes.

“Aurora, as ingenious as such a map sounds, I asked you to listen. Keep this map for
yourself. It will not solve our problem right now. No... I am afraid we need more time.”

“We haven’t got more time,” she spat, “because of the incompetency—”

“You have rattled Cornelius. He may still wait, or dally a little while longer, but he does not
want to let Sirius slip through his fingers. You must show him the proof of your words. Yet...
You may need some more time.”



His eyes darted to Granger, though Aurora didn’t understand what he meant, why he wasn’t
acting now. “Oh,” Granger said. “Oh!”

“Now, listen carefully,” Dumbledore said, though Aurora had no idea what was happening.
“Sirius is locked in Professor Flitwick’s office on the seventh floor. Thirteenth window from
the right of the West Tower. If all goes well, you may be able to save more than one innocent
life tonight. But remember this, all of you. You must not be seen. Miss Granger, you know
the law. You know what is at stake.”

With that, Dumbledore stood up. Aurora could do nothing but stare. Granger seemed to
understand something she didn’t, and that was almost as frustrating as Dumbledore’s cryptic
words themselves. “I am going to lock you in now.” He checked his watch. “It is five minutes
to midnight.” That late? She felt sick. “Give Sirius a message — the old safe place. He’ll
know what it means.

“Three turns should do it, Miss Granger. Good luck.”

He strode to the door, and had barely closed it when Aurora leapt out of her hospital bed.
“What the hell is going on, Granger?”

“Good luck?” Potter repeated, going to stand by his friend. “Three turns? What’s he talking
about? What are we supposed to do?”

But Granger was fiddling with her collar, taking out a thin golden chain with an hourglass on
the end, surrounded by golden rings. Aurora couldn’t help her mouth falling open. “That’s a
time turner!” She cried. “How on earth—”

“I’ll explain later,” Granger said quickly, beckoning her over, “or earlier, I suppose — you
had better come with us, Black.”

There was an odd swooping as she realised what they were going to do. “We cannot go back
in time.”

“Well, we can’t be seen doing it, anyway,” Granger said, as she tugged Aurora closer and
slipped the chain over all of them. “Ready?”

“But what are we doing?” Potter asked, and Aurora had to look away so he wouldn’t see her
rolling her eyes.

Granger turned the hourglass over, three times. The hospital wing dissolved around them, and
they were surrounded by a mass of colour and light. There were in nothing, that space
between time, between living and dead.

The next thing she knew, they were back in the wing, but it was in daylight and there was no
one around. Her breath came in gasps. “You’ve — got — a — time turner, Granger!”

Granger sighed. “Come on, we have to find somewhere to hide.”

She took the chain back from around their necks, grabbed Potter’s arm, and almost did the
same to Aurora, who raised her eyebrows. “Alright, fine,” she said flatly, and hurried after



them to the deserted Entrance Hall, and then a broom cupboard which Granger had
inexplicably decided to use.

Aurora frowned, but followed them in. Potter stumbled with her at his back, very nearly
toppling over a bucket before she righted him. He glared at her and swept away, before
turning to Granger. “What just happened?”

“We’ve gone back in time,” Granger whispered.

Aurora closed the door securely behind them.

“But—”

“Shh!” Granger’s eyes darted to the door at Aurora’s back. “Listen! Someone’s coming, I
think it might be us!”

Aurora stepped out of the way, as Granger went to press her ear to the door. “Yes, it’s
definitely us, I can hear!”

“Are you telling me,” Potter started, always slow on the uptake, “that we’re in here, and also
out there.”

“Your existence does seem to point towards that, yes.”

“I’m sure it’s us,” Granger said, ignoring both of them, and the childish look Potter threw
Aurora’s way. “It doesn’t sound like any more than three people, and we’re moving slowly
because we’re under the cloak... Aurora, what time did you go into the grounds?”

She flinched at having been addressed in this way by Hermione Granger. “Quite sometime
before you did,” she said. “Around seven, I believe. I’m certainly there already. I was sitting
behind that bush for simply ages.”

Granger nodded, and listened intently. “I think we’ve gone down the steps,” she said at last,
and then with a fretful look, sat down on an upturned bucket.

Potter stared at Aurora, and then at his friend. “I have some questions.” Aurora tutted.
“Where did you get that... Time turner?”

“From Professor McGonagall,” Granger said, surprising Aurora, “at the beginning of term.
I’ve been using it to get to extra lessons all year. I took five electives, see.”

“McGonagall let you have that,” Aurora said, unable to hide her envy, “to take extra
classes?” She let out a shrill laugh. “Merlin, you’re lucky. Snape would have told me to jump
in the lake!”

Granger’s lips twitched. “Yes, well... She was very accommodating. And it is such a
privilege, and abusing it can land you in really serious trouble, so if anyone finds out—”

“I won’t let them,” Aurora told her sternly. “We are not going to be caught, Granger. Not so
long as I am involved in this operation.”



She blinked. “Thanks, Black.” Her forehead creased. “I just don’t understand what we’re
supposed to do. Why did he tell us to go back to now?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora admitted. “I’m certain my father had the rat when we were at the
lake. The only thing we could do is get to it at the right moment... But I don’t see why we
have to go this far back. There was nothing in the grounds that raised suspicion to me, not
that I can recall...”

“But there must be something,” Potter said. “Something around that time — this time? —
that he wants to change.”

Potter screwed up his face. Aurora pursed her lips, racking her brains, but she came up with
nothing. With a sigh, she took the Marauder’s Map out of her pocket, but there was no one
unexpected in the grounds that she hadn’t noticed the first time.

“Dumbledore said... We could save more than one innocent life.” He gasped. “Hermione,
that’s it!” Aurora glanced up, frowning. “We’re going to save Buckbeak!”

It took her a moment to figure out who on Earth Buckbeak was. “The hippogriff?” she asked,
incredulous. “You have got to be joking! That thing’s feral!”

“He is not!” Potter cried.

“He maimed Draco!”

“He was exaggerating and you know it! It was pathetic, everyone could see it!”

Her anger flared. “Don’t you say that!”

“Will you both be quiet?” Granger snapped.

Aurora bit her tongue. She had entirely forgotten about Granger’s presence. “My apologies,”
she said, eyes still fixed on Potter, and his on her.

“How — How will saving Buckbeak help Sirius?”

“The window,” Aurora said quietly. “And I suppose... He would make a decent mode of
travel, if — and this is rather a big if — he allows one of us to mount him. I bet Pettigrew
would be terrified of a giant hippogriff appearing to his rat form.” She relished the mental
image.

“They can escape together!” Potter said, beaming.

For the briefest of seconds, Aurora allowed herself to smile at the thought. Then she said, “I
suppose we had better get a move on.”

“It’ll be a miracle if we manage it without being caught,” Granger said, worrying her lip.

Aurora put her hand on the doorknob. She was right. It was a great risk. But she knew she
could be careful. They had the aid of the map, and she simply could not let her father be hurt,



nor could she let Pettigrew get away with it.

“Well,” she drawled, “I hear Harry Potter is rather known for miracles.”

“We have to try,” Potter agreed. “Is there — does it sound like there’s anyone there?”

Aurora pressed her ear to the door, but she could hear nothing. “I don’t think so.” Glancing at
the map, she had this confirmed. “We should still be quick about it, though.”

Potter caught her eye and nodded. “Let’s go.”

They slipped into the Entrance Hall, then down the stone steps of the castle, into the grounds.
Aurora led the way, one eye on the map, avoiding the spaces she knew her past self could see.
They had to take a longer route than was best suitable, and she glared at the patch of mud by
the greenhouses that her foot slipped in. Seeing her father’s name on the map gave her hope
somehow, and it was with this that Aurora made her way into the edge of the forest with
Harry Potter and Hermione Granger. A day ago, she would have believed herself insane for
this. In hindsight, she may also agree — but right now, it was the best apparent option.

“We need to sneak over to Hagrid’s,” Granger whispered. “Stay out of sight.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Aurora muttered under her breath, but she crept through the tree line with
them nonetheless, hearing faintly the two of them and Ron Weasley telling Hagrid they were
under the Invisibility Cloak.

When the door of the hut had closed, Potter said, “This is the weirdest thing we’ve ever
done.”

“Weirder than turning yourself into Vincent and Greg? That must be up there on the list,
surely.”

Potter’s glare was almost amusing. “You don’t have to talk, Black.”

“Oh, but you’re so easy to wind up, Potter. How could I resist?”

“Both of you,” Granger muttered, “shut. Up. We have to get closer to Buckbeak.”

The hippogriff was tethered to Professor Hagrid’s fence and Aurora admitted — though only
to herself — that she did not want to get closer to it at all.

“We have to wait until the Minister and Dumbledore see him,” Granger was telling Potter,
“otherwise they’ll think Hagrid’s set him free.”

“That gives us all of sixty seconds,” Potter said.

“We have to time it right,” Aurora said, looking back at the map. “You all came out of the
back door, did you? There’s a very limited window, but you likely won’t be able to catch
anything in the periphery based on the direction you were moving towards me. Fudge and the
rest are another story, but by my reckoning they were inside for two minutes. It was
agonising waiting for you all to get up that hill.”



Potter rolled his eyes but didn’t outright argue with her. “I’ll do it, shall I?”

Aurora nodded. “You had the best connection with the beast in class.”

“He isn’t a beast—”

“Under the Ministry classification, yes, he is, actually.”

She was spared Potter’s retort by the sound of something crashing inside the hut.

“That’s Hagrid breaking the milk jug,” said Granger. “I’m going to find Scabbers in about a
minute.”

Aurora pursed her lips. “If I’d been able to go in there...”

“You can’t now!”

“I wasn’t going to, Granger, I’m not stupid. But I should have taken my chance earlier. If he
escapes...”

She would never forgive herself.

A few moments later, she heard a very Granger-like shriek, and swallowed down the bile in
her throat. How she wanted to run in and strangle the rat to death. But she was smarter than
that. She would take her time — pick her moment. Just when he thought he was about to get
away with it, she would pounce.

Soon, they spotted Dumbledore coming down the steps of the castle with Fudge and
MacNair. Now that the moment approached, Aurora felt nerves pool in her stomach, but she
forced on herself a steady, neutral facade.

She watched as Potter, Granger and Weasley were ushered away, throwing the wretched
cloak over themselves, just as the execution party arrived on Hagrid’s doorstep. Once they
had seen the hippogriff, they went inside, and Potter darted out.

The next few minutes were excruciating. Not only did she know exactly where the rat was
going, feeling like he was further from her reach even as he approached her, but Potter was
having a whispered tug-of-war with the hippogriff. Granger was trembling with nerves, and
Aurora clenched her fists, until the moment when at last the stupid thing trotted into the
forest. She bowed as politely as she could to it, as they retreated back under the cover of
darkness, watching as the execution party realised he was gone, as Dumbledore took light of
the situation and asked for a large brandy — which she thought was entirely inappropriate.
When they all returned indoors, Aurora said, “We ought to make sure we’re in sight of the
Whomping Willow. Move along a little.”

To her surprise, they did this without complaint, and settled a little further along. She could
see as Weasley threw off the invisibility cloak to run after his rat, as Potter and Granger
appeared too, and then herself.



It was exceedingly odd, to see herself as she was. Her father in his dog form bounded out
from the shadows, snatching Weasley by the leg and dragging him back, screaming. She
winced.

“I do hope his leg isn’t too badly hurt. My father doesn’t always think things through.”

Granger made a tut that sounded like agreement. Potter said nothing, just watched as
eventually the three of them disappeared. Now, she thought, there was nothing she could do.
They had to wait until Lupin came down before they could even think about moving into the
open.

Almost as soon as they had gone, Dumbledore emerged from the hut with Fudge and the
executioner. Aurora tracked Professor Lupin on the map as he paced in his office, as Snape
greeted him and left a few minutes later.

Then, perhaps another two minutes passed before Dumbledore and company passed his office
and barely a minute later, Lupin was darting out, into the grounds.

“Lupin’s coming,” she told Potter and Granger. “Best keep still.”

They whispered behind her, but she tried to ignore it. Lupin did indeed emerge, and went
quickly into the passage to the Shrieking Shack.

Granger breathed out a shaky sigh. “I suppose that’s it then,” she said.

“Now what?” Potter asked, staring up the hillside.

Aurora pulled her arms tightly around herself. “Now, we wait.”

Her mind traced back to the Dementors, as Potter and Granger whispered behind her. Though
they were still at the very edge of the grounds, she could imagine the shiver they gave her, the
cold that seeped into her very bones.

Her mother’s voice rang in her head, and she held her wand tightly. She would have to be
ready for them, this time. She would have to drive them away. And she would keep doing it
even if they didn’t get Pettigrew. She would not let the Dementors take her father. She would
not allow herself to be defeated.

“Black,” Granger said quietly after a long while, breaking Aurora’s thoughts. She turned,
eyebrows raised.

“Yes?”

“When you were at the lake...” Her eyes darted to Potter. “Harry says you fainted.”

She tensed her jaw. “Does he now?”

“We did too,” Granger said quickly. “There were so many of them, he passed out just as he
was trying to haul you both up... But he says...” Potter looked deeply uncomfortably with
whatever Granger was about to say. “Someone cast a Patronus.”



“Oh.” She blinked. “Well, I did... For a while, it was a shield.”

“It wasn’t you,” Potter said, “it came from the other side of the lake, and it was after I got to
you.” It occurred to her now, with sudden clarity, that she had felt someone’s hands upon her,
just before she blacked out. Potter. “It must have been a proper Patronus, because it drove
them all away, but I couldn’t see it properly. I was — I was trying to get you to sit up, which
was when the rat...” He broke off, but Aurora understood anyway.

“Harry thinks,” Granger said in a low tone, “that it was his father across the lake, but it
couldn’t have been. The dead don’t return.”

Aurora thought back suddenly to Lucretia, Ignatius, Arcturus, Grandmother, Marlene. The
pain in her chest tightened. “No. They don’t. And I am sorry, Potter — but your father is
dead.”

“But who else could it have been? Unless Professor Lupin...”

“Even with the potion, I doubt he could cast such a charm as a werewolf. The mind isn’t fully
human. It can think more rationally, recognise elements from its human life, but it still
doesn’t have the same emotional capacity. And presumably, it was an actual human?”

Potter nodded. “I mean, maybe, the transformation...”

“It wasn’t Lupin,” she said. “And it also wasn’t your father, any more than it was my
mother.”

There was quiet for a moment after that. “Right. Of course.”

Not long after, Professor Hagrid came out of his hut, on his way towards the castle. Once
he’d gone, Potter inched forward, to crouch beside Aurora and look over her shoulder at the
map. She glanced along at him with a look of haughty indifference.

“Can I help you?”

“There’s no one else in the grounds right now, is there?” he asked, and Aurora glanced down.

Everyone seemed accounted for, and the grounds were deserted apart from them. Draco and
Pansy’s dots paced around the common room. What would they say of this? What would they
do, when push came to shove, and her father’s role was revealed? She wasn’t even entirely
sure that she wanted to know.

“We can get the cloak, then,” Potter said, and Granger groaned.

“Harry, we can’t, I already told you, we could be seen—”

“There’s no one in the grounds,” Aurora affirmed. “It is a risk, certainly.” She looked up
towards the place where Weasley had first emerged. Presumably, Potter knew what he was
looking for. “How would you use it to assist us?”

Potter blinked. “You’re letting me?”



“I’m not letting you do anything,” she said snappishly, just as Granger said, “Absolutely
not!”

“It could prove a valuable asset, if we have to hide my father somewhere. Invisibility cloaks
don’t fool Dementors, but it could still buy us some extra time, if need be.”

They didn’t know for certain if they would need it. However, Aurora thought, the longer it sat
out there, the longer they ran the risk of someone else — such as Pettigrew — taking it and
using it for their own gain. And that would make everything much, much worse.

“I think it is worth the risk,” she said after a moment. “You are perhaps best suited to locate
it, Potter.” She certainly wasn’t going to risk it herself.

She clutched the map tighter in her hands. She had to trust that he had come this far, and
wasn’t going to suddenly tear off with it. Besides, he would be leaving not only Aurora
behind, but Granger, and she knew he would not do that.

Parting with the map brought her great unease, even though she had only had it for a day. It
was valuable, and of too much assistance to her. But the cloak could be, too.

She put it carefully into Potter’s hands. “You know how to close it? To make sure no one else
can open it?” He nodded. “Then go. Keep to the bushes, in the shadows, and low to the
ground. Make sure you are not seen.”

“I don’t like this,” Granger moaned.

But Potter was already going, the map in his hands, and shuffling along, crouched in the
shadow of the trees and bushes that littered the grounds. Aurora held her breath. It took him a
minute, perhaps two, to get up the hillside. Then he plucked from the ground something that
shimmered in mid-air, and disappeared.

She sighed in relief. Granger made an annoyed sound. “That was an awful risk. Do you want
him to get in trouble?”

“I want to rescue my father,” Aurora told her in a clipped voice. “I’ll use anything I can to
ensure that happens.”

“Including using Harry?” Aurora raised her eyebrows at Granger’s indignant tone, as if she
expected any better. “And what if he got caught?”

“Then I daresay we’d have to fly for it, Granger.”

Seconds later, as Granger was still processing this, Aurora felt something flutter against her
arm, and warm hands reach out to pull the two girls under the cloak. She could see Potter
again, but in this strange cloth space, the air around her felt entirely too warm. Her fingers
danced over the fabric, smooth as water. “This is fantastic quality,” she whispered to Potter,
who frowned at her. “Where on earth did you get it?” He pursed his lips. Aurora raised her
eyebrows. “What reason do you have to be so secretive? You didn’t do something illegal for
it, did you? Duel a dragon? A necromancer?”



“It was my father’s,” he said curtly, and she winced.

“Ah. I didn’t—”

“It’s a family heirloom. Passed down for generations.” At this, Aurora frowned — it had
lasted awfully, if so. “You’re lucky I’m letting you anywhere near it, Black.”

With a sigh, she held her hands out. “Give me the map, then.”

“I know how to use it better than you do, Black.”

“I received my instructions direct from the manufacturer, Potter.”

He made a throaty sound of disgust, but thrust the map into Aurora’s hands anyway, which
she decided was a victory on her part. With a smug smile, she glanced over her shoulder at
Buckbeak the hippogriff, who looked most confused by their disappearance. Granger caught
her gaze and hurriedly went out from under the cloak, to assure him all was well. The cloak
dropped behind Aurora and she looked back to the map. There was still no sign of anyone in
the grounds, but she saw Gwen had joined Pansy and Draco in a corner of the common room,
which was most unusual. They rarely interacted without her present.

She thought back to Snape and took in a breath. Of course, they had alerted him to her
absence — hadn’t he mentioned them? She could have cursed it, but she knew they must
have meant well. She would be concerned if any of them failed to appear at night.

From her side, Potter asked, quite abruptly, “Are you really going to live with him?”

It caught her by surprise, and took Aurora a second to realise he meant her father. She hadn’t
thought that he would be bold enough to ask.

“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “Perhaps. I know he made you an offer. I can’t tell either of
you what to do. Though I doubt you would want to share a house with me.”

At this, Potter looked doubtful. “I mean, you’re probably not much worse than my cousin
Dudley.”

That was not the answer she had wanted or expected to hear. “You can’t really want to live
with us.”

“Not with you,” he said, and she tutted, though it did set her more at ease. “But he’s my
godfather.”

“And he’s my father.” She glared sideways at him. “I appreciate what you’ve done, Potter,
but don’t forget that.”

He pulled a face. “You really are difficult, Black.”

She smirked. “So people keep telling me.”



Potter simply rolled his eyes. Then he sat down, quite casually, though still watching the
Willow. The cloak fell unsteadily over the two of them and Aurora turned to glare at him.
“What are you doing?”

“Sitting down.”

“You’re disrupting the draping of the cloak.”

He raised his eyebrows, amused. “You’re welcome to join me, Black.”

Aurora glared, irritation glaring at him. “What do you want?”

“Same thing as you.” He shrugged, holding her gaze. “But I also want to know a few things.”

She tutted. “Like what?”

“Like why you hate me.” She almost laughed at that. “Like when you found out about your
father. Like... What you know about my parents. If — if he’s ever said anything.”

It was clear, to Aurora at least, what the truly pressing question of those was. “My father
doesn’t particularly enjoy discussing the war,” she told him. “And I don’t make a habit of
asking about it. All I know, is that your father was my father’s best friend through school. He
said they were like brothers.” She could not bring herself to look at Potter as she said this.
“Our mothers got along too, of course, but I don’t know quite so much on that subject.”

“Right.” There was something else he wanted to say, Aurora could tell. “There’s um, there’s a
picture.” She raised her eyebrows, thinking immediately to first year. But she didn’t think she
could bear him knowing about that, for some reason. It was weird, and stupid of her, to have
given him a picture of his parents that she had found, dust-covered, in her grandmother’s
house. “Of their wedding.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “My father must have been present.”

“He was the best man,” Potter told her. “When I saw it, when I found out, I was so angry.
Because there was — he was holding, in the next photo, he was next to a woman and he was
holding a baby. It was tiny, totally tiny.”

Aurora bit her lip. “They got married in the winter.”

Potter nodded. “And I was really angry because — that baby was you. And you got to know
them, before I did! For longer than I did.”

She pressed her eyes closed. “Potter, you can’t expect me to apologise. I was a baby.”

“I don’t,” he said, but there was a bitterness at the edge of his voice. “It’s just... Well, they
were your godparents. And your parents were mine and that makes us...”

“Godsiblings,” she said. Even the word was awkward, clinging to the roof of her mouth.
“Which is most definitely weird.”



Potter let out a strangled laugh. “Yeah. Yeah, it is.” After a moment’s pause, “Did you
know?”

She nodded. “I’ve always known. My grandmother — well, she made her opinion on the
matter known on many occasions.”

“Then why...” He furrowed his brow. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“You were never particularly endeared to me, if I recall. Nor I to you. It doesn’t mean
anything. We didn’t have a say in the matter.”

“Before that,” Potter said. “On the train, when we met, before Ron and before Malfoy. You
realised who I was, I know you did. Why didn’t you say? We — we should have known each
other.”

Aurora stared at him, wondering why on earth it seemed to matter so much, the decision of
four people fourteen years ago. As silence fell between them, Aurora looked back at the map;
Draco, Pansy and Gwen were still in the common room, but they had now been joined by
Daphne, Millie, Theodore, and Robin, too. She had a feeling they would be headed for
Snape’s office soon, and looked to the passage from the Shrieking Shack, but as of yet there
was no sign of activity.

Eventually, Aurora sat down; the better part of an hour passed before she saw her friends go
along to Snape, and saw the dots of herself, her father, Potter and his friends, Lupin, and
Pettigrew emerge on the edge of the map.

“We’re coming,” she whispered, turning to Granger and lifting the cloak so she could see.
“And Draco and Pansy have gone to Snape, he’ll be on his way soon.”

Granger wrung her hands. “Come out from under the cloak so I can see you,” she said, “but
you need to move further into the shadows.”

Aurora nodded, and Potter, ever heedful of Granger’s orders, moved back with her. He didn’t
meet Aurora’s eyes, but in many ways that was a comfort.

Five or so minutes later, she could see their group emerging from the tree. When she saw
Pettigrew, every hateful feeling stirred in her heart again.

Snape’s dot on the map was moving now, running up from the dungeons as Draco, Pansy, and
Gwen raced back to the common room.

“I’ll keep an eye on the map,” Aurora muttered, more to herself than anyone else. At least
they wouldn’t have to worry about a feral werewolf running around, only a tame one. It
would, she hoped, make this easier. “I’ll watch where Pettigrew goes. I’m sure my father had
him by the lake. Once the Dementors are cleared, I’ll put the cloak on and—”

“We’ll put the cloak on, more like,” Potter snapped.

Rolling her eyes, Aurora conceded, “We will, yes, if you’d prefer.”



“But, Aurora,” Granger whispered, “Dumbledore didn’t say—”

“He said we needed proof,” she said in a hard voice. “I’m not going to accept a mere escape
when I could have my father’s innocence proven. And I’m not going to let Pettigrew escape
either.” Potter seemed to be having the same thought. “I can track him using the map. I’m not
going to give up just because you tell me to, Granger.”

“We came back to help Sirius, this is too—”

“This is helping him!” Aurora snapped. “If you don’t want to be a part of this, fine, go and
run somewhere safe. I’m sure I am more than capable of handling this myself.”

For a moment, the two girls locked gazes, Aurora trying to hide the storm of anger within her.
How dare Granger demand that she give up, how dare Granger try and dictate to her? This
was her father — her family name — at stake.

It was Potter who broke the silence. “Hermione,” he said quietly, “Black’s right. If we can get
Pettigrew... We have to. Trelawney said...”

“Professor Trelawney is a fraud!”

“Yes, but this wasn’t like that—”

“Oh, shh, Harry, look — it’s Snape!”

They lingered in the shadows until Aurora saw the Dementors start to converge. It struck cold
terror into her heart, and familiar words echoed in her head again. But she had to be wrong
about whom that voice belonged to, she just had to be.

“To the lake,” she said, when she saw Pettigrew transform.

“You can’t—”

“Don’t tell me what to do, Granger,” she said, and started running. For a second she thought
she was alone, but she could hear footsteps, and when she looked at the map, Potter was just
behind her.

She could see the mass of darkness across the water, see herself running right into it, led by
writhing threads of silver light forming a shield that illuminated her face. She had never quite
appreciated how short she must look, but staring across the water she felt suddenly small.

Something brushed against her and she jumped, but Potter grabbed her arm and said, “It’s
just the cloak, so we aren’t seen.”

“Get your hand off me,” she muttered in response, shaking him off and edging closer to the
edge of the trees. “Why did you follow me?”

“I...” He opened and closed his mouth. “Had to see who cast the Patronus. Look, there you
are — you kept the shield up, but it was fading when I got down there, and they definitely
came from this side.” He looked wildly around. “We can’t be seen, but...”



“You want to see,” Aurora said quietly. “Well, be careful.”

She wanted to see what happened too, for herself. But when she looked at the map in her
hands, she saw that there was no one else in the vicinity. Snape seemed to be stirring
somewhere near the tree, Granger and Weasley were stationary — with Other Granger
lingering in the treeline — and Aurora, her father and Pettigrew on the other side. Potter was
running towards them, but there was no one else in the grounds.

Her stomach stirred. “Potter,” she whispered, “what animal exactly did you see?”

“I don’t know,” he said, “I was too — why isn’t anyone coming yet? Why isn’t he here?”

Aurora stared at the map. Her eyes darted upwards to her father, to her chance to redeem her
family, to know the truth. To the future, to innocence.

“Because he never was.”

And she thought of Draco and Pansy and Gwen and Theodore and Daphne and Blaise and
Millie and Robin and Lucille. She thought of Andromeda and Ted and Dora. She thought of
Lucretia telling her she was going to make something of herself at Hogwarts, of Ignatius
telling her he was proud, of Arcturus saying the family was so much more than this and
holding her tightly.

And as she saw her other self falter, saw justice and vengeance start to slip away, those
thoughts were renewed.

She remembered placing the Black family ring on her finger for the first time, of the power
and sense of belonging that flooded her in that one perfect moment. The thought of family —
what it had been and what it could be. What she ought to make it. She was a Black, after all.
She could do anything.

She and Potter lunged forward at the same time, the cloak discarded, and cried, “Expecto
patronum!”

She had expected a dog, a wolf maybe — but that wasn’t what came out from her wand.
Aurora stood, transfixed, as a silvery fox appeared before her, twinkling like it was made of
the stars themselves. It turned slightly, with bright white eyes, and she felt an odd sense of
assurance as she nodded, and with a flick of her wand, urged it onwards across the lake, with
the stag that had appeared from Potter’s incantation.

The sight of it took her breath away, as the sprightly fox danced over the surface of the water
and the stag charged alongside it. She saw Potter’s head turn slightly across the lake, and
dove behind the Potter that was with her. The mass of darkness that was the Dementors
separated, scattering to the edge of the grounds. Cold brushed over her as they passed, but
she forced herself to remember her friends, her family, and the friends who were themselves a
family. The fox darted around the edge of the water, and Aurora urged it closer. Potter’s stag
dissipated, but she urged her fox to dart into the trees.



Eyes still fixed on the fox, and the silver stream that wove between the trees, Aurora stepped
back. “Get the cloak on,” she told Potter, still trying to hold her memory in her mind,
“Snape’s about to arrive, and once he moves us, the rat will go free.” She glanced at the map.
“He’s still over the other side. We need to be hidden if we go around by the treeline there,
there’s no quick way over the lake, and we’ll have to be fast.”

Potter stared at her. “But Hermione—”

“You can go back to her and the hippogriff if you like,” Aurora told him shortly, “I wouldn’t
blame you.”

“I’m not afraid to—”

“She will be fretting awfully, I’m sure.” She kept her eyes trained on the fading silver in the
trees as she pulled the cloak over the two of them, just in time for Other Potter to reach her
and her father and help their limp forms to their feet.

“What did you two do?” Granger’s voice broke through the trees. Aurora could hear
Buckbeak’s hooves following her footsteps. “I could see that all the way — were you seen?
Where are you?”

“We were,” Potter said, and he sounded joyous. Aurora tutted, watching Other Potter start to
move towards the castle, disappearing.

“That’s very advanced magic,” Granger was whispering. “You cast a full Patronus, Harry.”

“Most grown wizards can’t manage it,” Potter said, sounding pleased with himself. “But I
could do it this time — because I knew I’d already — Black, what are you—”

Peter Pettigrew had started moving. The silvery fox in the treeline had darted off in chase,
and Aurora ran off under the cloak, dragging Potter behind her. “Harry—” Granger
spluttered, but Aurora wasn’t going to wait for her permission.

They rushed around the edge of the lake, cloak fluttering around their ankles, and Aurora ran
as fast as she could with Potter burdening her. She had to find Pettigrew... Her eyes followed
his dot on the map, but he was gaining ground, and like this, with her and Potter pulling at
one another, uncoordinated and clumsy, they weren’t going to manage it, they couldn’t get to
him in time.

She had to believe it. She clung to her happy thought, dreams of family and restoration. They
needed a miracle, they needed someone, someone faster, stronge.

“We’re never going to — catch him,” Potter panted.

“We would if you could run a bit faster. Doesn’t Wood train you enough?”

“We can’t — need — help.” He stumbled over a tree root and Aurora pulled him upright, past
caring when he hissed at the harsh movement. “The — Wolf.”

“I’m sorry.”



“Lupin. You said — it might recognise elements — from human life — what if—”

“Potter, that’s far too risky.”

“But isn’t this? And if he gets away then it’s all for nothing.”

“Do you actually have a death wish?” she asked, but too late — Potter tilted back his head
and howled. It rang through the night and she knew Snape had probably heard, but the wolf
had to. She heard Granger’s slight squeal, a pounding on the ground behind them, and then
something sniffing the air. Aurora’s heart stopped beating from terror for a second, as she
whispered a request to Merlin in his grave that he look over the righteous cause. And then the
wolf darted forward, giving chase.

She kept up her running, saw Lupin’s dot growing closer to Pettigrew’s and then both of them
stopping. “Quickly,” she whispered to Potter, and they took off running, until they reached
the wolf.

The rat was on the ground before it, scrambling back, but with them under the cloak, trying to
keep quiet just in case the wolf worried, Aurora said under her breath, “Petrificus totalus.”

The rat froze. Her patronus disappeared, but that was alright now. Aurora let out a rushing
breath and scooped the rat up. Then, she looked up to the wolf. There was an almost amused
glint in its eye as it sniffed, and then turned, running away.

Once it was gone, Aurora let out a heavy breath. “That was the stupidest thing I have ever—”

“It worked, didn’t it?” Potter shot back, looking pleased with himself.

“We could have died!”

“He’s tame, remember!”

“That doesn’t mean he isn’t dangerous! Merlin, Gryffindors really are idiots.”

“Useful idiots.”

“Shut up before I hex you, too.”

But it seemed Potter was too elated to care. Sighing, and hoping Hermione Granger would
give him a ticking off when they got back, Aurora turned around and headed back towards
the lake.

It was agonising, the time it took to get back to her. The moment Potter took the cloak off,
she started, “How could you, Harry, what on earth were you thinking—”

“We got the rat,” Potter said, beaming.

Granger’s eyes widened, staring at the petrified rat clutched in Aurora’s left hand. “Oh, my
God... You called on the wolf...”



“We weren’t going to catch him,” Potter said, “but Aurora—”

“Don’t call me Aurora—”

“—had said about how a tame wolf might recognise human memory or something and —
hey! It worked!”

“You...” She looked like she was going to faint. “It’s almost time to get to Sirius. What are
you going to do with the rat? We can’t just run up to the Minister of Magic and throw a rat at
him.”

“We don’t know what happens in the minutes between Fudge leaving us and getting to my
father,” she reminded her. “If we get my father out of harm’s way, we can get Fudge to see
Pettigrew. We’ll find a way. I will.”

Granger pursed her lips nervously, and all turned their eyes to the castle. Aurora could see
MacNair coming towards the grounds. “The executioner’s on his way out,” she whispered.

“He’s going to get the Dementors,” Potter said. “This is it.”

“Right.” Granger set her jaw. “We have to get on Buckbeak.”

Somehow, Aurora hadn’t quite thought to that part. “We’re getting on the hippogriff?”

Potter and Granger both stared at her. “Well, obviously.”

“But it’s — it’s crazy! It’ll throw us off.” Buckbeak’s eyes flashed. “You saw what it did to
Draco!”

“You aren’t scared, are you, Black?” Potter sneered, and Aurora glared at him. But MacNair
was moving across the grounds, towards the gates, and they needed to go. Now.

“Not a chance, Potter. Give me a leg up.”

He helped Granger first, rather than her, but was surprisingly gentle when he was helping her
onto Buckbeak’s back. “Ready?” he asked, once he had gotten on at the front. “You’ll have to
hold on tight, it’s a bit different to a broom.” Aurora tucked Pettigrew into the pocket of her
robes and buttoned it carefully. Then, tentatively, feeling the sheer absurdity of the situation,
she put her arms around Hermione Granger and dug her heels in around Buckbeak. Potter
kicked into the hippogriff, and then they took off at a canter before rising into the air.

Aurora tightened her grip — she didn't like not being in control of whatever she was flying,
especially because this was a living thing which very much had a mind of its own.

“I really don’t like this,” Granger said, voice drifting in the air. “I really — really don’t like
this!”

Aurora tried to keep track of all the towers and windows that they passed. The map was in
her pocket and she didn’t want to risk bringing it out and fumbling and dropping it.



Potter tugged sharply on the makeshift reins around the hippogriff’s neck and they reared
back. Turning her head sharply, Aurora could see her father illuminated in the window, see
his face stretch into an astonished smile. He leapt up, running to try the window, but it
wouldn’t open.

“Alohomora!” Granger cried, and it swung open as her father pushed it.

“Hurry,” Aurora pleaded. “We don’t have much time.”

With Granger making room for her father to squirm onto the hippogriff — it was a tight
squeeze — Aurora dug around in her pocket for the rat. “You know the spell to lock it?” she
asked Granger quickly. “We’ll need to be quick. Co-ordinated.”

“I know it.”

“Then follow my lead.”

Her father stared at the rat. “But that’s — Aurora, how did you—”

She shook her head, hauling her father up behind her. And then, she dropped the rat upright
onto the office floor, pointed her wand at its shadowed form, and said sharply, “Finite —
animalis novis!”

There was a glow of white light, the rat started scrambling as it grew, but Aurora slammed
the window closed and Granger said just as quickly, “Colloportus!”

And as the rat turned to man, Potter kicked into Buckbeak again, flying higher towards the
top of the tower.

They had done it. Aurora was giddy at the thought. They had saved her father, they had
trapped Pettigrew just as the Minister was making his way up there. Were it not for the fact
that they still needed to keep her father well out of sight, she would have loved to stay, just to
see the look on Professor Snape’s face when he was proved wrong.

There was a clatter and a jolt as Buckbeak alighted upon the battlements of West Tower.
Potter and Granger slid off immediately, but Aurora stiffened. They had trapped Pettigrew,
yes, but who was to say when she would next see her father?

Still, she knew she had to let him go, and it was with trembling hands that she lifted her leg
up and swung herself around the side. Her father took her hand.

“Aurora,” he said hoarsely, “what on Earth...”

“I told you, Father,” she said, but the word didn’t feel quite right. “I am not going to let
Pettigrew get away with it. Not ever.”

“You had better go quickly,” Potter told her father. “Finding Pettigrew will freak them out,
but they’ll wonder where you’ve gone. I think Dumbledore’ll cover for us, but...”



“What happened to the other boy? Your friend, Ron?” he asked, squeezing Aurora’s hand
tighter. She wasn’t sure she wanted to let go. She wasn’t even sure that she could. To let go
was to cede control over the situation — but she knew she had to. She had to trust that, this
time, he would come back to her.

“He’ll be okay, he’s still out of it but Madam Pomfrey’s looking after him! Quick — go!”

“How can I ever thank you?” His eyes darted to Aurora, shining.

“It’s only what’s right,” Potter said.

Aurora squeezed her father’s hand. “You had better be quick. Dumbledore said — the old
safe place. Presumably, that’s where you are to go. He’ll contact you, I’m sure.”

He nodded, and the way his face filled with pride when he looked down at her made
something ache in her chest. “I love you, Aurora. I’ll see you soon, I promise. We’ll be a
family — if that’s what you want. I’ll come back, sweetheart.”

She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. “I know.” She trembled slightly. “Be
careful... Dad.”

Then she let him go.

Chapter End Notes

Did anyone guess Aurora’s patronus? Foxes often represent trickery, slyness and deceit,
and in some cultures are connected to the afterlife or spirit world — but they can also
symbolise intelligence and wisdom, and a single fox crossing one’s path can mean good
luck. Plus, they’re related to dogs!

Only two chapters left of third year now...



Endurance

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

They ran as fast as they could. By the time on Granger’s watch, they had just under ten
minutes to make it across the castle and into the Hospital Wing. Most importantly, they could
not allow themselves to be caught, and at one point, they had to duck into an alcove and
throw the Invisibility Cloak over themselves, for Fudge and Snape were speaking.

“...and the Kiss will be performed immediately?” Snape was asking as he passed, footsteps
echoing on the corridor’s stone floor. Aurora clenched her jaw.

“Well... Ideally, but Dumbledore may make trouble... I don’t like this story Miss Black has
spun—” she tried to mask her irritation for Potter and Granger’s sakes “—but it may cause us
difficulties, even if there isn’t any evidence. Bartemius Crouch has been asked to make his
way here, as if he doesn’t have enough on his plate... This whole thing has been dreadfully
embarrassing, especially for him. I’m certainly looking forward to have it over and done with
but...” His voice trailed away almost nervously. “Well, I am sure all will be dealt with.
Clearly, Black remains the guilty party, nothing real to suggest otherwise... I can’t wait to
inform the Prophet, so long as everything is sorted...”

Their voices trailed away as they passed down the hall. Aurora held in expletives as Potter
took the cloak back and they started running at full speed again, until at last they reached the
Hospital Wing and caught the end of Dumbledore’s words “...three turns should do it. Good
luck.”

He back out of the room, closed the door, and took out his wand. Aurora wasn’t quite sure
what to do, but Potter stepped out immediately, followed by Granger, to run to him. Aurora
sighed and hastened after them.

“Well?”

“We did it,” Potter said breathlessly. “Sirius is gone on Buckbeak, and Black — Aurora
Black, that is — she got Pettigrew. He’s in there now, in his human form, or he should be
anyway, she did the... Thing.”

“Animalis novis,” Aurora drawled, then straightened as she looked at Dumbledore. There
was a contemplative glimmer in his eye. “Will you cover for us? It may need some
explaining.”

“Naturally.” Dumbledore inclined his head and said quietly, “Well done. I think—” he
pressed his ear to the door, listening “—yes, I believe you have gone now too. Get inside, and
I’ll lock you in.”

The three of them slipped back inside and Aurora hurried to her own bed. It was over. This
ridiculous, dreadful night was over and her father would be free. There would be a long road



ahead of her, she knew that. A trial, no doubt, thorough questioning — but he was innocent,
and the Black family could have the best lawyers galleons could buy. They would wrangle a
confession out of Pettigrew, and she, Lupin, Potter, Granger and Weasley all could testify to
the story they had heard. It would be complicated. She would have to explain her actions,
working with her father, but they would find a way. The pursuit of justice surely counted for
something — she would make it count.

“Did I hear the Headmaster leaving?” Madam Pomfrey snapped suddenly, bustling out of her
office. “Am I allowed to tend to my patients at last?”

She thrust a piece of chocolate into Aurora’s hand and she ate it quietly, listening out until
she heard the cry from above of, “WHAT IN MERLIN’S NAME!” and she had to conceal
her smirk in her sleeve.

“What was that?” Madam Pomfrey asked, sounding quite alarmed, but the voices were
fading, swelling again. She could hear a pathetic cry that could only come from Pettigrew.

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Aurora said, frowning and making her voice as innocent as
possible. “I do hope everything’s alright.”

“Call the aurors!” Fudge’s voice was shouting. “Amelia Bones! Barty Crouch! And where the
ruddy hell...”

The voice died down again. Aurora raised her eyebrows when the nurse stared around at
them all.

“Sounds like quite the commotion.”

“THIS IS NONSENSE!” Snape’s voice bellowed, echoing through the castle. “THIS HAS
BLACK’S HANDIWORK ALL OVER IT!”

He was close, Aurora realised. They were coming towards the hospital wing — presumably
they had left someone with Pettigrew, she hoped the Ministry couldn’t quite be that
incompetent. She hastily ate the rest of the chocolate she had been given, just in time for the
doors of the Hospital Wing to be slammed open and Snape to storm in.

“Black!” he barked. “What have you done?”

“Now, really,” Fudge said, with an anxious glance at Aurora, “the girl’s been locked up in
here the whole time!”

“WHAT DID YOU DO, BLACK?”

“Professor Snape!” Pomfrey snapped. “Control yourself!”

“Be reasonable, Snape, I am sure—”

“Potter!” he whirled on him now. “DID YOU HELP HER? DID YOU?”



“What exactly is the meaning of this?” Aurora enquired, turning her gaze upon the Minister.
“Is everything quite alright?”

“Your father...” Fudge said, breath ragged, “has disappeared. And in his place is a man who
very much appears to be Peter Pettigrew, even rid of any and all enchantments... Who is
babbling about mercy, and secret keepers, and werewolves haunting the school grounds!”

“Ah,” she said, “who found him? I must give my gratitude — surely you must too. I dread to
think what would have happened if my father had been given the kiss in such a gross
miscarriage of justice.”

“YOU SEE, MINISTER!” Snape bellowed. “SHE DID IT, BLACK DID IT, THIS IS A
TRICK!”

“I’ve been here the whole time, Professor.” She frowned, trying to put on a display of polite
confusion. “I’m afraid I don’t know quite what you are trying to accuse me of.”

Then Dumbledore strode into the ward, the very opposite of Snape — he looked like he was
rather enjoying himself, though Aurora didn’t know how he could be so casual. “Severus, I
am afraid I must insist you stop shouting at Miss Black. There is a simple explanation for all
of this.”

Snape, seething, whirled around. “Professor Dumbledore, this girl—”

“Has not left the Hospital Wing. As for her father, a ghost sent me word that Peter Pettigrew
had appeared in Professor Flitwick’s office. At once, I ordered for Mister Black to be
removed from the castle, lest a Dementor fall upon him before justice can be adequately
carried out, or Peter Pettigrew attempt to attack him.”

“But—” Fudge gaped at him “—Dumbledore, you can’t do that! Where’s he gone?”

“Hogsmeade, I expect. I shall have word sent to him. Rest assured, Minister, justice will be
done on both our parts.”

“But they—” Snape glared at Aurora. “I know she’s been up to something, I can tell.”

She raised her eyebrows boredom. “Is my father safe, Headmaster?”

His eyes twinkled. “Quite, Aurora. There is no need for further alarm. Severus, would you
assist Mister MacNair in the West Tower? I believe we are to have some new arrivals soon.”

White faced in anger, Snape sent Aurora and Potter final, scathing looks, and then whirled
around and stormed from the room, slamming the door behind him.

Fudge wiped his brow. “Well,” he said, “this has been... Quite the turn of events, I must say.
Pettigrew was clearly... Disturbed. Started ranting, he seemed quite convinced we were going
to adminsister him the Kiss but — well, it certainly felt like a confession of guilt. The
Department of Magical Law Enforcement will have to conduct a full investigation and trial,
dead people don’t just — turn up! Without reason! And I must contact the Daily Prophet. I
can’t believe...” He shook his head. “Barty Crouch will be most aggrieved, I daresay. And as



for how it looks for me... This all ought to be handled... With the utmost care. If that
hippogriff’s escape gets out too, I may be a laughing stock — but Barty...”

Aurora sat up straight and met his eyes. “You will see to it that I am kept updated on all
developments, won’t you, Minister?”

He shot her a feeble look. “Certainly, Miss — Lady — Black. Certainly.”

“And the Dementors?” Dumbledore said. “They will be removed from the school grounds?”

“Yes,” Fudge fumbled. “Of course. At once. To think that they attempted the Kiss on — on
an innocent boy and girl. Completely out of control... I’ll have them packed off to Azkaban
right away...”

Looking most satisfied, Dumbledore led the way out of the Hospital Wing. As the doors
closed, Aurora sank back against her bed and stared at the ceiling, feeling more light-hearted
than she had all year. She hadn’t told her father about her patronus yet. It would be the first
thing she told him, she vowed to herself, once they saw one another again.

As the night wore on, she could hear people passing the wing. A stern Amelia Bones, an
agitated Barty Crouch with what sounded like a house elf, a grunting Alastor Moody. But
they slipped away, as she finally fell into sleep, able to rest easy for the first time in a long
time.

-*

“Wotcher, munchkin.”

Aurora’s eyes flew open when someone dropped into the chair beside her. She turned sharply,
almost falling off the too-small bed, and couldn’t restrain the grin on her face.

“Dora!” It was morning now; she sat up straight, elated. “What are you doing here?”

“Aurors have been called up to help deal with the Pettigrew-Black case. Moody said I could
join.”

“The Aurors... Moody...” She stared at her, and then, it clicked. “Your exams! Have you
passed?”

Dora beamed. “I did! I wanted to tell you under better circumstances, obviously, I was going
to give you a fright when you got off the train, me and Dad had it all planned out — but
Jesus, Aurora! You have a lot to tell us!”

“I know.” Aurora winced, and then yawned, tickled by the warm sunlight draping in through
the window. “What time is it?”

“Eight o’clock.” Dora pulled a face. “I had to get up early and everything.”

“You should probably get used to that,” Aurora pointed out. “Seeing as you’re an Auror and
everything. It’s almost as if you’re an actual adult.”



Dora groaned. “You sound like Mum. Speaking of, she’s been going absolutely daft this
morning once I told her what I’d been called in for, and Dumbledore wrote her saying you
managed to land yourself in the Hospital Wing again! I’m not supposed to be questioning you
properly, obviously, and anyway I wouldn’t be allowed to do it here, and I can’t tell you
much, so as to not compromise the investigation or anything — but are you alright?”

“I—“ Aurora wasn’t quite sure what to say. “It’s been a long night.”

Letting out a low chuckle, Dora put an arm carefully around Aurora’s shoulders, hugging her.
“I’ll bet it has, kiddo.”

She took in a breath, closing her eyes for a moment to think. “What stage is the investigation
at? I know you probably can’t say much — but have they found my father, wherever he is? Is
Pettigrew still in the castle, is that why you’re all here?”

“Dumbledore says Sirius Black will be here this afternoon.” Dora frowned. “Everyone’s a
bit... Surprised.”

Aurora chuckled. “I think Fudge was more than simply surprised last night, Dora.”

“Well, yeah.” She shook her head. “No one knows what to think. Barty Crouch is furious,
like, and he definitely isn’t happy being called up here. Doesn’t seem to want to want to be
away from home, apparently he keeps asking to be dismissed, Moody thinks he’s trying to
save his own skin, he’s right suspicious of him. He’s embarrassed if you ask me — he was in
charge of law enforcement after the war, obviously, and now he’s in International Co-
Operation, he’s been communicating with all the European Ministries, so to have to tell them
they had the wrong man all along, it’s... Not a great look, and he’s the one who sent him
down to Azkaban in the first place, after all. Doubt he feels any real remorse about it, but his
career could be down the drain and with everything coming up...” She broke off, coughing,
then said, “And Alastor Moody’s furious, he thinks he’s been duped too, he was a top Auror
in the war, helped bring him in in the first place — but everyone believed the same, and now
he’s doubly paranoid that anyone he thought dead might be alive, and therefore looking to
kill him. Plus, he insisted on having MacNair sent back to the Ministry because he doesn’t
trust him, and Amelia Bones is here to be the voice of reason, but things are... Tetchy.” She
frowned. “Shacklebolt’s questioning Pettigrew just now. We’ll need statements from you, and
these three.” Aurora nodded — Weasley and Potter were still out, but Granger was sitting up,
pretending to read a book. Aurora shot her a tight smile — they would have to get their
stories straight soon, before being interrogated, to make sure there were no slip ups. “And
we’ll have to speak to your Defense professor, that Lupin.” She grinned. “He seems alright.”

Aurora looked at her flatly. “Is he unwell? He er, didn’t have a good night last night. I don’t
think.”

Dora gave her a knowing smile. “He’s a bit peaky, but otherwise unharmed. Shacklebolt
won’t hold his condition against him.”

“Good.” Aurora nodded. “There will be a trial soon, I expect?”



“Probably.” Dora sighed. “Fudge is going to be a nightmare — nothing we can’t handle,
though. People will be up in arms once today’s Prophet starts going round. I don’t know
when it’ll be, mind, but he’ll probably want it over and done with as soon as he can manage.
But since everything that’s going on... I mean, they’ll want it to be thorough. It could take a
while. But you’ll be kept updated, I promise.”

She nodded, mollified. In the lapse of silence, Granger took the moment to say from across
the ward, “Sorry, miss, but are you an — an Auror, like Fudge mentioned?”

Dora turned quickly. “Me?” Aurora bit her lip in an attempt to keep from laughing — she
doubted anyone had ever referred to Dora as ‘miss’ before. “Yeah. Only in a semi-official
capacity right now, mind. Just qualified.”

“Right.” Granger’s eyes flickered between her and Aurora. “How — how do you know
Aurora?”

Dora looked surprised by the question. “You’re Granger, aren’t you?” She nodded. “Yeah,
thought so.” Her eyes went sharply to Potter and then back again. “Aurora’s my little cousin.”

“Little?” Aurora said indignantly, to Dora’s amused smirk.

“Thought I should pop by or my mum’d lose it. Are you alright? Nothing I need to get the
nurse about? Pomfrey doesn’t like me much, not after I got a miniature snitch rammed in my
ear in fourth year and she had to get it out.”

Granger stared. “How on earth did you do that?”

Dora shrugged. “Dunno, really. These things just happen to me.” Suppressing a smile, Aurora
bit her lip. “Almost failed stealth, I’m wicked clumsy.”

An uneasy laugh left Granger. “Right. Well, I think we’re all alright, but do you know what’s
happened to Siri—Mister Black?”

“All I know is he’s bloody lucky things turned out the way they did.” Aurora ignored
Granger’s proud gaze. “Dumbledore’s in touch.” She ruffled the back of Aurora’s hair. “I
need to get to the rest of the Aurors. I’ll write to Mum, make sure she knows you’re alright,
and you should too, as soon as you can.” She seemed to hold back for a second, before going
in to squeeze Aurora in a tight hug again. “You scared the shit out of us.”

She gave a forced chuckle. “Sorry. But it all turned out alright, didn’t it?”

Dora was frowning as she pulled away and stood up. “Suppose so. Still — Mum is going to
go ballistic when you get home at the end of term.” Aurora made a face, but secretly, she felt
it was sort of nice to know that Andromeda was worried — not that she wanted her to be.
“But we’re also just glad you’re safe. Everything else we can figure out. It’s all going to be
alright now.” She ruffled her hair again. “I might see you later if you’re still in here, or when
you go up for questioning.” Then, Dora nodded to Granger. “Lovely to meet you, too.”



She almost tripped over the end of Potter’s bed on the way out. Aurora stifled a laugh.
Granger was looking at her curiously, as though she were trying to puzzle something out, but
she was distracted by a low voice saying, “They’re going to question us, then?”

Aurora turned sharply to Potter, who was getting groggily to a sitting position. “Were you
eavesdropping?”

“Well, I couldn’t very well not,” he said shortly. “I thought you just wouldn’t want to be
interrupted.” Aurora held back her scowl. Today was not a day for the two of them to be
enemies.

“We will have to discuss our story,” she said primly, as Granger sat up too, “preferably with
Professor Dumbledore, too, I don’t know exactly what he had told the Minister about Sirius
and Pettigrew. Presumably, we are not going to mention using Granger’s Time Turner, but
Pettigrew may have something to say about us capturing him — of course, we were under the
Invisibility Cloak and he was petrified, and really, it’s a rather unbelievable tale, who knows
how well he recalls it? Dora speaks highly of Kingsley Shacklebolt, so I imagine he will be
fair, as will Amelia Bones. More rational than Professor Snape, at any rate.” Her lip curled;
Potter seemed to notice, raising his eyebrows in interest at the reaction. “I believe when
regarding the Shack, we should all give the truth. I know you may get in trouble for
explaining why you were in the grounds in the first place, but you may be forgiven in the
context.”

“And what about you?” Potter asked, surprising her. “I mean, you were helping him way
before—”

“I imagine we’d leave that part out,” Granger said. “I mean, Aurora’s bound to get in
trouble.”

“I’m certain there is a clause somewhere about the pursuit of justice,” Aurora said, but she
could not rely on that, not right now. “We must speak to Professor Dumbledore, I don’t like
the man but he appears to be on our side for the moment.”

She broke off, as Madam Pomfrey had just opened her office door and started bustling about,
tending to Weasley first. “I’ll have food sent up for you all, and then you had best get
changed. Professor Dumbledore tells me you are to be interviewed, which is ludicrous.
Interrogating children in my ward...” She roused Weasley, who blinked around and did
something of a double take when he saw Aurora across the room. He coughed.

“Uh, morning, you lot,” he said, and shot Potter an indignant, questioning look. Potter shook
his head behind Pomfrey’s back, and when breakfast was brought along with hot chocolate,
they were quiet.

-*

Dumbledore appeared at half past nine, once they had all changed into their robes behind
hospital curtains, which Aurora didn’t think was nearly private enough. Madam Pomfrey was
sent away, and the four of them gathered on chairs in front of the Headmaster, as nervous as
each other.



Aurora laced her fingers together when he asked, “Might you tell me the tale from the
beginning, Aurora?”

She had a feeling from the look in his eye that he already had a relatively clear idea. “Tell me
where my father is first.”

He smiled. “Sirius is now cleaned up, well-fed, and in my office, perfectly safe. He will be
interrogated this afternoon, once he has been able to clear his head. Buckbeak the hippogriff
is being cared for in the back room of the Hog’s Head Inn — the barman there rather likes
animals.” His eyes twinkled. “Your father tells me you have been assisting him in trying to
achieve justice, since last term.” She swallowed, but nodded, holding his gaze.

“I think you will agree my actions were justified.”

“As myself, certainly. As Head of the Wizengamot...” She swallowed, feeling cold in the pit
of her stomach. “I can say you will not be judged too harshly. You have, after all, brought
about justice. As your Headmaster, I may be able to sit in on your interview.”

Aurora nodded. “Do you have any time stated for the interview? Only I won’t talk in any
official capacity until I have a lawyer present, nor will my father. I believe Atlas Runbarrow
has experience with my family.”

Dumbledore raised his eyebrows. “I shall arrange for an owl to be brought, so you may
summon him. And I shall inform Mr Shacklebolt and Miss Bones. Of course, I would also be
accepted as a lawyer, should it come to it—”

“No, thank you,” Aurora said in a clipped voice. No matter what Dumbledore was doing, his
place on the Wizengamot did not qualify him to defend her family. Nor was she certain that
she trusted him. If he cared, why had he never sought fit to ensure that someone who had
been sentenced to life in Azkaban was actually guilty? He certainly had the power and
influence to do so, had he wished.

She could see the flicker of disappointment in his eyes, but he was gracious as he nodded his
head. “As you wish. Now, the four of you, if you don’t mind... What do I need to know?”

It took the better part of that morning for them to iron out their tale. Dumbledore’s assurances
didn’t do much to set Aurora at ease regarding her position, but he had come up with a
coherent explanation as to how Peter Pettigrew had wound up in Professor Flitwick’s office
— that he had clearly been caught up when Sirius was being brought there, as a rat would be
easy to miss, and been caught while trying to make a break for it in his human form — which
would hopefully counter and undermine anything Pettigrew himself came up with about
students running around in two places at once. There was only a small gap of time between
when the Dementors had been shown away and when Pettigrew had been caught by Aurora,
Potter and Granger. Regardless, Dumbledore had said, the way in which justice was brought
about would not be the focus of any interrogation, more concerned with the confession they
had heard earlier that night. Aurora was still worried by this, but had to take things one at a
time. She hoped that she could talk the Ministry into considering her father’s innocence more
of a priority than the method through which it had been discovered — she felt certain that the
public and the press would be more preoccupied with that story, too.



Her lawyer, Atlas Runbarrow, was a tall, dark-haired wizard as organised as they came.
Aurora recognised him, from meetings in years gone by with Arcturus and then Lucretia, and
with him at her side Aurora was confident through her interview, taking his cue on when to
speak, on how to address Kingsley Shacklebolt and Amelia Bones. They had seemed slightly
dubious about some of the details but considering that Potter, Granger and Weasley all had
given the same story, and that Pettigrew had apparently confessed everything in a fit of terror
to Mad-Eye Moody earlier, she felt their case was rather secure.

Her father was waiting for her in a room just off from Professor Dumbledore’s main office
when she wrapped up her interview. Clean-shaven, with a decent meal in him, he smiled
brighter than she had ever seen him as he pulled her into a tight hug.

“Aurora,” he whispered, “I’ve no idea how you pulled that off but — thank you.”

“You’re my father,” she said in a clipped voice. “I wasn’t just going to give up and let
Pettigrew get away with it.”

“I know,” he said, arms tightening around her. “I’m so proud of you, sweetheart.”

Aurora couldn’t help but smile as she hugged him back, before stepping away. “Did you see
what chased the Dementors away?”

“I saw a Patronus,” her father started slowly, frowning. A small smile played on his face.
“Two, actually, I wasn’t sure.”

“That was me. And Potter. His was the stag, mine the fox.”

He grinned. “A fox. Well, I suppose it isn’t too different to a dog.” Aurora laughed. “But
that’s amazing, Aurora. I didn’t get my Patronus until sixth year — it’s really powerful
magic.”

“Yeah, well.” She shrugged, eyeing the family ring which sat on her left hand, twinkling up at
her innocently. “I had a pretty powerful feeling. And I knew — I knew I could do it, and that
I had to.”

It was strange to see the brightness shimmering in her father’s eyes. “You really are brilliant,
Aurora,” he told her. “And I am so, so proud of you. I know you’re apprehensive, about
everything this means, and that’s alright. But they’re talking about putting me on house
arrest, rather than in a Ministry cell, until the trial. I suppose they figure twelve years in
Azkaban’s bad enough, and they’d be right.”
His eyes turned serious. “You could live with me for then, once we’ve found somewhere for
me to be. I’m proud of the girl you’ve grown up to be, even if I wish beyond anything that I
could have been the one to raise you. But now, I want to be there to watch you continue to
grow, in any way that you want me to be there.”

She smiled, though not without nervousness, which crept through her. “So do I,” she said
quietly, “and — thank you, for saying that. I don’t know what I want yet. But I definitely
want to see you. I’ve been thinking, and if the Ministry do want to keep you on house arrest



until the trial, we have plenty of space. The countryside might be nice,” she said, before she
could stop herself, “so either the Carrick Estate or Arbrus Hill.”

“Anglesey and... Norwich?”

Aurora nodded. “I know Great-Uncle Cygnus lived at Carrick, so I had thought perhaps I
would keep that house aside, if Draco ever wanted to live there when he’s older, since his
mother would have grown up there. But Arbrus Hill might suit you. When I last visited, the
garden was quite overgrown, but it was in better shape inside than some of the other places. It
hasn’t been lived in for two years, but it’s hardly falling apart.”

Her father frowned, as though thinking over this. “I didn’t mind Aunt Cassiopeia too much, I
suppose,” he said, “and I remember Arbrus Hill. It’s — it’s generous, Aurora. Thank you.”

“Don’t be silly.” She rolled her eyes, but then smiled back up at him. “I’ll visit you once the
holidays start. Promise. And I’ll write, and obviously we’ll have the trial to worry about but
— well, it still beats sneaking about the forest and the Shrieking Shack, doesn’t it?”

Her father laughed, a real smile. “Most definitely.”

There was a small knock at the door and Kingsley Shacklebolt’s smooth voice said, “Mister
Black, I’ve someone from St. Mungo’s for you. To assess the damanage... From the
Dementors.” If Aurora was not incorrect, thee was a tinge of guilt in his voice, and a slight
unpleasantness at the word ‘dementors’.

Her father grinned. “I’ll just be a minute. I knew Kingsley in school, you know,” he said to
Aurora, putting a hand on her shoulder. “He’s a good man. Done alright for himself, too.” He
looked at the door almost wistfully, as though trying to remember a time when he had been at
Hogwarts, and all had been well.

“Last night,” Aurora said quietly, “Professor Lupin mentioned someone called Hestia? To
Pettigrew?”

Her father nodded grimly. “Hestia Jones. She was one of your mother’s best friends at school.
After Marlene...” His voice strained. “She wasn’t in the Order, but she was one who always
made an effort to visit me, to help. She was training as Healer by the end of the war, but I
don’t know what became of her. I expect Remus will tell me soon enough.” He smiled,
though it was a decidedly half-hearted sort of look.

Satisfied with this answer for now, and uncertain what to make of the information anyway,
Aurora simply nodded and looked back to the door. “I’ll come and see you again later if
you’re still here,” she promised.

“Dumbledore said Harry wants to see me too. And Remus.” Aurora tried not to let her
discomfort at Potter’s name show but her father picked up on it anyway. “How are you two?”

“We aren’t magically friends,” she sighed, “if that’s what you’re wondering. I doubt that we
will ever be—you didn’t hear how we argued last night. But if you want to get to know him,
that’s...” She couldn’t bring herself to say it was alright with her, even now. “I understand,”



she settled for. She didn’t want to share her father with Potter, but she could tell how
important it was to him that he honour his best friends’ wishes, even if he really should have
done all that years ago. But Azkaban was in the past and they had to start looking to the
future. She hugged him again, though loathe to admit that she did like the comfort that the
gesture gave her, when her father held her tightly.

Another knock at the door, and her father patted her on the shoulder, smiling. “I love you,
Aurora. I’ll see you soon.”

They parted just as the door opened, revealing a handful of people in St. Mungos’ lime green
healer robes. She nodded to her father, and bade him goodbye, feeling more comforted than
she had in a while that there was something better in her future, and it with that thought that
Aurora, at last, returned to the Slytherin common room where she belonged.

She had only realised earlier, while she was making her way to Dumbledore’s office for the
interview, that it was a Hogsmeade weekend, and given the beautiful weather outside and the
fact that the exams had just ended, most students were out of the castle. She had expected,
therefore, to be able to slip in without much attention being paid to her. She had not
anticipated Draco and Pansy to be seated on the sofas watching the door, and to sit up straight
as soon as she entered.

She winced, hurrying towards them. “I know I should have told you—”

“Oh, Aurora, you absolute—” Pansy lost her words as she leapt up and ran over, smothering
Aurora in a hug. “We were so worried, you said you’d be back, and then Snape — Snape tells
us your father’s escaped and now Peter Pettigrew’s been found alive, and what on earth
happened?” Aurora burrowed into her friend’s shoulder, feeling for once that she had to just
cling to her. She couldn’t bring herself to let go. “This is what you were going to tell me, isn’t
it? That night after we were in at Daphne and Lucille’s? When you were upset?”

Aurora nodded, as she felt Draco’s hand come up to rest reassuringly on her back. “He’s
innocent,” she whispered. “He is. I’ve known for — for a while. I couldn’t tell you because I
knew it would complicate everything and I didn’t want to implicate either of you, and I’m
sorry.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Draco muttered. “You should have been able to tell us, Aurora.”

Nodding, she pulled back from them. A couple of second years were looking over, Hestia and
Flora Carrow included, and she was very conscious of the speed with which gossip travelled
in Hogwarts — and with which it travelled out, back to parents and heads of families. “I need
to go to my room,” she said stiffly, taking both of their hands. “I’ll explain. Is Gwen in?”

“She went to the library with Oliphant and Theodore,” Pansy explained. “She wanted to be in
the castle when you got back, but we said we had better speak to you first.”

Aurora nodded, pulling them both along towards the girls’ side of the dungeons, a journey
which made Draco turn very pink and made Pansy giggle. Even Aurora suppressed a smile at
his bashfulness, as she tugged them into her room and closed the door. When she sat down,



Stella leapt up onto the bed immediately, curling in her lap. Aurora stroked her back gently,
watching her two friends, who were in turn, scrutinising her.

“Well,” Draco said eventually, taking pains to avoid touching any of the furniture on Gwen’s
side of the room. “What’s going on?”

She told them everything. Once she started — no longer feeling like she had to dance around
the truth or bend her words — she couldn’t stop herself. She told them about Hogsmeade,
about everything her father had told her and all the insults she had screamed back at him. She
told them about her uncertainty, but how she wanted revenge, wanted to restore her family
name. She told them, in a brief whisper that she was desperate to have swept in the air, about
the night her mother was killed and what she really heard when the Dementors came.

Draco paled at that part, especially when she mentioned, uncertainly, the name Bellatrix
Lestrange. The significance of the relation was not lost on any of them — Pansy put an arm
tightly around her waist, and Draco braced a hand on her shoulder.

She told them how she had realised Potter had a map that could show people’s locations, how
she had come to see Peter Pettigrew on it, and how she had taken it with the intention of
finding him, but Weasley got there first. Recounting the events in the Shrieking Shack was
difficult and uncomfortable and she didn’t know how to look at Draco when she spoke of
Harry Potter. She left out the part about Lupin being a werewolf, of course — she told them
he had gone ahead to get help, but stopped by the Dementors — for that was not her secret to
tell, and then she told them about the Dementors, how she had passed out and Potter ran to
help her but failed. She told them about the time turner, her stilted and furious conversations
with Potter, and then how they had worked together to drive away the Dementors, find
Pettigrew, and fly her father to safety.

When she was done there was a stunned silence and she said quickly, “But you mustn’t tell
anyone about anything past the Dementors arriving. It’s... All rather illegal. Sort of.”

Pansy simply stared at her.

“You’re mad,” Draco said, shaking his head as he reached out to hug her. “Merlin, Aurora. I
had no idea.”

“Of course you didn’t,” she said. “I didn’t want anyone to have any idea. But it’s... Well, it’s
over now. My father is going to be free, justice is going to be done and that’s what matters.”

She did not miss the uncertain glance that her friends passed. A short silence fell, before
Draco opened his mouth, closed it again, and then took in a deep, confused sort of breath
before asking, “So that Hippogriff’s just roaming wild now?” The question, for all Draco’s
indignation, made her burst out laughing. After all the absurdity of the past twenty-four
hours, her cousin had unwittingly said the one thing that could drive her into such laughter.
“And you flew on him!” Draco went on. “You could have been maimed!”

“It was surprisingly tame, actually,” she said, through a grin. “Is that — is that the part you’re
most worried about?”



“Yes!” Draco cried, and Pansy giggled now, too.

“Not the murderous rat or the Dementors?”

“Well, those are very worrying, but they’re — you beat those! You cast a Patronus and got
the rat found out — but I can’t believe you let the hippogriff escape! How? My father will be
furious when he—”

“Hears about it?” Pansy cut in, grinning. “At least it can’t come back to school. But what
form did your Patronus take? They’re supposed to look like animals, aren’t they?”

At this, she sat up proudly, wiping her eyes and said, “A fox,” and for some reason Draco
found this amusing because he hiccuped and then let out a most unDracolike giggle. Both
Aurora and Pansy stared at him.

“Sorry,” he said, “I’m just imagining Aurora ginger.”

Pansy laughed too, and Aurora shook her head, leaning on her friend’s shoulder. “Honestly,
you two are absolutely impossible. And it was silver, thank you very much.”

“A silver fox?” Pansy echoed, then giggled louder. Aurora’s lips twitched.

“I’m trying to be serious!”

“We know, we know,” Pansy said, but Aurora was grateful in a way she couldn’t express for
the way they reacted. Not with scorn for helping a blood traitor, not with bitterness for having
been left out of the tale, but simply by trying to make her smile. “So, what happens now?
Surely there will be an inquiry, a trial... Oh, Aurora.” Her smile faded. “Everything’s going to
change now, isn’t it?”

She nodded, glancing at Draco, who tightened his grip around her shoulders. “Not
everything. But... I will have a say in what changes. My father is not taking over lordship or
becoming head of the family, that is a position reserved for myself. It’s difficult to say, how
society will take to the news.” At this, Pansy and Draco exchanged nervous looks.

“They’re not going to shun you,” Pansy told her firmly. “You’re still a Black. Your father can
be reintegrated, you won’t be kicked out for your siding with him. I imagine there will be just
as many people seeking to grovel and make up for the past twelve years as there will be
people who dislike the disruption.”

After all, Aurora thought then, none of the old Death Eaters who had avoided Azkaban would
exactly come out of the woodwork to condemn her father for not having been one of them all
along. They were in no position to do so, not explicitly anyway. She was yet undecided on
the extent to which her father would be joining society, if he even did at all — she wouldn’t
have been surprised if he would have preferred to avoid the whole thing — but she knew then
that she would not bend or wilt because circumstances had changed.

The Black family would endure in any form. She would ensure it was so.



Chapter End Notes
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to it. As always, thank you all so much! Your comments and support mean the world to
me and it makes me so happy that so many have taken to this fic and to Aurora. I cannot
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To the Future

Term wound to a close as it always did. Aurora visited her father a couple of times before he
left Hogwarts — at her insistence, the Ministry had agreed he could be kept on house arrest at
Arbrus Hill, a large old house near Norwich which had been in the Black family for
generations, and passed down to Aurora. It was relatively far from the city, in the countryside
— which suited him well, after so long in captivity — in a place Aurora didn’t have much in
the way of sentimental attachment to, removed from the public view, yet close enough to
larger magical communities that Aurora didn’t feel he would be out of her reach.

Pettigrew was being detained in Azkaban until the trial, the dating of which was still
undecided. But Aurora was pushing for it to occur by the end of July, and if she was insistent
enough, she thought they might give in, and also hold it prior to the Quidditch World Cup, to
prevent Ministry resources being too tied up. While trials for such crimes would ordinarily
take a long time, the evidence was stacked against Pettigrew and in Aurora’s opinion it was
clear, once he had given testimony, that her father was innocent. No one could doubt it, the
Wizengamot would surely clear him — the fact that her father was on house arrest, while
Pettigrew was in Azkaban, only demonstrated that the Ministry thought the latter was the
guilty party — and in her opinion it would be far more beneficial for them to get it over and
done with and keep the scandal from overtaking the press. The wizarding world had, after all,
gone into something of a frenzy.

Over the final week or so of term, Aurora received no less than twenty-seven letters — she
had started to keep count after the fifth — saying very little of worth except to extend their
apologies for how she and her father had been vilified, or to accuse her of lying yet again.
Those letters more often than not became kindling for the common room fire at night. It was,
in its way, rather satisfying, but it didn’t make up for anything.

On the final day of term, during their usual Defense Against the Dark Arts slot — which had
been cancelled for the rest of term — Harry Potter caught her alone in the library between
Agrippan Pyramids and Arithmantic Tapestry Weaving as she was handing back the many
books she had accumulated over the year. Professor Lupin had left two days after the events
in the Shrieking Shack — Snape, bastard that he was, had let slip about his condition, and he
had chosen to resign before the owls came flooding in. Aurora was sorry to see him go, but
he had assured her when she visited that they would see each other again — and that he
would keep an eye on her father. Potter had arrived not long after that, so Aurora had bade
him a hurried goodbye to avoid the boy’s questions; but she supposed, now, it was
unavoidable.

“Listen,” he was saying anxiously, running his hands through his hair, “I know we uh, don’t
like each other.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows, leaned against the shelf, and drawled, “Potter, I thought you
were my biggest fan.”

He flushed red. “Look, just... Forget it.”



Aurora stared at him. “Forget what, Potter?”

“That... Well, your dad did say I could live with him. And, listen, I know you don’t like me
but he seems to want to get to know me. And I do want to get to know him and, I get that that
doesn’t mean we have to like each other now but I think — I’d like to at least not fight with
each other all the time.” He bit his lips, almost worried, and Aurora raised her eyebrows
coldly.

“We have fought with each other?” She mocked confusion. “I assure you, I had no idea.”

“Black,” he said flatly, giving her a pointed look. “I’m trying to—”

“I know what you’re trying to do, Potter,” she said tiredly, clutching her stack of books
carefully to her chest. “And as much as it pains me to admit, you may have a point
somewhere in your rambling. I don’t like you, you don’t like me, and honestly I doubt that
we will ever get along. But my father has had twelve years on his own. There are many
things he has missed, and while I wouldn’t...” She winced. “While I am not upset with my
upbringing, I cannot deny that my father is. His freedom is to give him a second chance at
life. At family. And, much as I may hate the idea, he wants you to be a part of his family. He
feels he owes it to your parents most of all. I cannot begrudge him time with you.” She tilted
her chin up. “I do not want to play happy families with you either, Potter. But for my father’s
sake, I would rather we both attempt some semblance of civility.”

He swallowed, still staring at her. Part of her hated the smile that plucked at his lips. “Some
semblance of civility.” For a moment he sounded like he was mocking her, but then he
covered it up with a lopsided grin. “I guess that’s better than you trying to hex me.”

“And have you never tried to hex me?”

“Never!” he insisted, but Aurora was certain he had thought about it. “And um, I’m sorry.
About misjudging you and thinking... That your dad was guilty.”

“Everybody did,” she said as lightly as she could. “You couldn’t have known that. I believed
it too, for most of my life. As for misjudging me.” She swallowed bitterly. “As you say. We
have never liked one another. Perhaps you are more agreeable than I let myself know, I do not
care. But if we are to clear the slate, then I suppose I apologise. For my persistence, in hating
you. Though please do not fool yourself into thinking that means I like you.” Potter grinned,
nodding.

“My father is currently residing at one of the family homes near Norwich. I will get the
details to you. Doubtless he will want to see you soon — and there will be the matter of the
trial, too, of course, in which we must be united. I will contact you. And I suppose I must also
thank you. For assisting in saving my father — pass on my regards to Granger, too.” She
smiled wryly — Granger had been her out for top spot in Ancient Runes by two percentage
points, though Aurora had scraped an equally narrow first place in Arithmancy. “Weasley, as
well, I suppose. He has lost a rat. And, if it isn’t too much of an intrusion, might I have an
address to contact you in the Muggle way, if need be?” The Ministry were far likely to
intercept an owl than the Muggle post, if they decided to try it.



Potter blinked, then cleared his throat. He ran his hands through his hair again — she had
never quite realised how often he did that, but now she did, it inevitably annoyed her.
“Surrey. Number Four Privet Drive, Little Whinging. But uh, please don’t come unless you
have to.”

“I was not intending on calling for tea anytime soon.”

“No, but — my aunt and uncle don’t really like magic and that stuff much. They’d be a bit
freaked out if you appeared and they’d probably get quite angry, too. So.”

She nodded, not quite in understanding, but acceptance. “I won’t disturb you unless
necessary.”

Potter bit his lip, then he nodded too. “So,” he said, managing a small grin, “am I meant to
call you Aurora now?”

“Not a chance.” She pushed away from the shelf, turning on her heel. “You can help me
deliver these books to Madam Prince safely, Potter, or you can get out of my sight.”

He had the audacity to laugh as he left.

-*

Packing her trunk at the end of the year felt different than it usually did, somehow. Aurora
could sense, just as Pansy and Draco had pointed out a few days prior, that change was on its
way. She would be returning home to the Tonkses, yes, but over the summer they would all
be visiting her father, too. He was still under watch by Aurors in Norwich, at least until the
trial, but they were allowed to visit. She didn’t know how Andromeda would react to seeing
her cousin in the flesh again, for the first time in over a decade. She wondered, too, if she
ought to include Narcissa, but felt her father wouldn’t have such a positive reaction to her,
even if she was family. Even if she had been family for longer than either her father or
Andromeda could have been — she had not yet written to Aurora, though Aurora wasn’t
really sure she wanted to know what she had to say, anyway.

On the final night of term, she and her friends gathered in Draco and Blaise’s room. It was
the end of term, but Draco’s birthday had recently passed and they all agreed they were
deserving of celebration. For the occasion, Gwen and Robin had been invited in too — as
Aurora and Theodore’s roommates, respectively — and the room was verging on cramped
rather than cozy. But Aurora rather enjoyed being able to relax again, and breathe easy
around everyone. Besides Pansy and Draco, the only other person she’d shared the true story
of that night with was Gwendolyn, but the others all had varying degrees of understanding
around the subject.

She had been gauging their reactions over the past few days. Theodore appeared uncertain
and trepidatious, and did not breach the subject with her even when she thought he wanted to;
Millicent, bless her, was stoic and unchanging, her only comment being that she hoped
Aurora gave the Ministry a kicking for its stupidity; Blaise tried to give off his usual air of
indifference, but Aurora could tell he was secretly curious; Lucille was rather haughty, and
had yet to do much acknowledge the change in circumstance, which Aurora supposed could



also be something of a blessing in its own way; Vincent and Greg appeared curious, but had
clearly been told not to push the subject; Robin, she suspected, knew a bit more than he was
letting on, but seemed only to have been positively affected by the news; and Daphne was
unexpectedly warm about the ordeal, likely because of her family’s lack of affiliation with the
Dark Lord in the first place.

Gathered as they all were, shoulder to shoulder, Aurora’s legs out in front of her and crossing
with Pansy’s ankles, her head resting on Draco’s shoulder, she could pretend, for a moment,
that all would be well. She could pretend that nothing would change, and that nothing had
changed. They whiled the night away with gossip and many explosive rounds of snap.

“Of course,” Daphne said cheerfully, when Vincent and Greg became the first to give in to
drowsiness and announce that they were going to bed, “we’ll all see one another soon, won’t
we? My Aunt Lavinia is hosting Merlin’s Day, and I believe that now most of you should
expect invitations.” She avoided, rather conspicuously, meeting the eyes of either Aurora,
Gwen or Robin — she didn’t like being pushed into the same category as them, not in this
context. Merlin’s Day was a traditional celebration popular with pureblood society, but most
strongly associated with the Welsh wizarding community of which the Greengrass was a
cornerstone. It was only becoming more popular nowadays, celebrating a day when magic
and by extension the magical community, was renewed. “And then there’s the Quidditch
World Cup — Vincent, you absolutely must convince your folks to let you go.”

Pansy laughed, “Don’t speak as if we never see each other in the hols, Daphne.” She rolled
her eyes and clasped Aurora’s hand tightly, looking to her. “I’ll be seeing you.”

Her heart warmed and she squeezed her friend’s hand in return. “I’ll write to you. Update
you. I promise.”

“You had better,” Lucille said, tossing her hair, “my father will no doubt interrogate me as
soon as I get over the threshold.”

If anything, that made Aurora less inclined to discuss the matter with her. Especially since
that promise had been intended for Pansy. “I suspect he’ll glean more from the Daily Prophet,
in all honesty,” she said. Her gaze flicked, fleetingly, to Theodore, who at once looked away
from her. She suspected he was thinking of his own father, in Azkaban. Their fragile
understanding seemed to have twisted in the face of the revelation about her own father.

“Even so.” Millicent leaned forward and said, “I just want to know what this Pettigrew
bloke’s up to. And did you hear about Barty Crouch?” Everyone blinked and Millicent sighed
loudly. “Clearly, none of you have read the Prophet, then.”

“I’ve been avoiding it like the plague,” Aurora admitted, and Draco and Pansy both nodded.

Millicent sucked on a sugar quill before she elaborated, “Rita Skeeter says he’s losing it.
Stress with the investigation and the World Cup and everything. Mum wrote me the other
day, said to see if anyone knew anything, like, from parents at the Ministry, but I forgot.” She
shrugged, seemingly bemused by the reaction this garnered. “Probably nonsense. Rita
Skeeter likes to exaggerate, we all saw what she wrote about Aurora. Just thought it was
interesting.”



That had effectively dampened the mood. Vincent and Greg made their way to their
dormitory with stilted goodnights, and Daphne and Lucille left not long after. Blaise leaned
back once they were gone and said, “I don’t know what you all make such a fuss for. My
mum tried to court Barty Crouch after his wife died around the same time as husband number
three, she says he’s a boring arsehole. He’s probably more concerned with cauldron bottom
legislation than something like the Quidditch World Cup, honestly.”

Theodore rolled his eyes and said quietly, “He put a lot of people in Azkaban after the war. It
makes his life rather difficult to ignore.”

“Can we not discuss him?” Aurora asked pointedly. “I have around sixteen hours before I’m
confronted with it all and would much rather discuss Zabini’s absolutely dismal attempt at
packing his trunk.”

“Eh, I’m just going to do it in the morning. I knew you lot would mess it up if I tried to be
tidy before having you all over.”

“As if we would ever,” Pansy drawled, and Gwen giggled.

“There’s an entire pile of sugar between the two of ou,” he pointed out.

“Well, if you’re tidying everything tomorrow, mate, it shouldn’t be a problem.” Robin
clapped him on the shoulder.

Blaise sighed melodramatically and leaned back against his bed. “Why, oh why, am I so
cursed as to be in your presence?”

“Because you invited us,” Pansy said, and he flashed her a grin.

“Woe is me, Parkinson. Woe is me.”

Soon though, they were all beginning to lag, and Aurora noticed Draco almost falling asleep
on her shoulder, so they had to call it a night just as the sun was beginning to rise, casting
gold into the murky lake outside. Aurora hugged her cousin goodnight and held on just that
little bit longer than normal, before she left with the five others.

“You’ll be alright,” he whispered in her ear. “We’ll be alright.”

“I know,” she said, though it still felt very much resonant of a lie. “I promise I’ll write to you.
And visit you. And tell you... Whatever I can.”

Draco grinned as Aurora broke their hug. “Just be careful, yeah?”

“I’m always careful,” she said, but there was still one thing weighing on her. The voice she
had heard when the Dementors came had been familiar. She knew why — she just really,
really didn’t want to acknowledge it. Staring at her cousin, she didn’t know how to. Because
she was certain, in the depths of her soul, that it was the voice of Lucius Malfoy.

She took the thought with her all the way back to her room, where Gwen almost immediately
fell into bed. She could not — would not — let her suspicion affect her relationship with her



cousin. If that really had been Lucius Malfoy that night, who had come to kill her or worse, it
was no more Draco’s fault than the death of the Potters could ever have been her fault. But
the memory still haunted her. The hatred in his voice haunted her, and as she dropped off to
sleep that night she was haunted, too, by the voice of Death whispering through the shadows,
“Don’t you see yet, little dawn? There is so much left for me to take.”

-*

The sun shone on their departure from Hogwarts the next morning. Aurora greeted the
thestrals that pulled the carriages with a nervous smile, and tried her best to ignore the
shadow that hung around them, whispering. While the weight of secrecy had been lifted from
her shoulders over the past few days, Aurora by no means felt free as she had thought that
she would. Even with her father on his way to being cleared, she had more and more
questions about her family and its past — questions which she wasn’t sure she really wanted
to have answered. There were still too many loose threads on the family tapestry. Regulus,
lost, presumed dead. Callidora, the distant great-aunt, a recluse. Various members disowned,
her father and Andromeda included. All of it seemed to come into focus now more than ever,
that this was the legacy she had inherited. And that she did not understand it nearly as well as
she needed to.

Yet, for those few golden hours on the Hogwarts Express, Aurora allowed herself to indulge
in her friend’s’ gossip and laughter. The more observant of them — Draco, Pansy, Theodore,
Gwen — saw her reticence to join in, but she was grateful they did not speak of it. Tired from
the night before, they all dozed at various times in the compartment, and when Aurora woke
from a post-lunch nap, she went to stretch her legs.

The train shuddered beneath her and she couldn’t help but give a start, remembering the
Dementors — but it was light outside, sunshine blazing over the rolling hills of the Scottish
Borders, and there was nothing to hurt her, yet.

Halfway down the train on her wander, Aurora ran into Cassius, his hair a mess and his face
flushed. He grinned when he saw her. “Aurora,” he greeted cheerfully, though he paused
slightly as he came closer and cleared his throat. “I thought I wouldn’t see you.” She raised
her eyebrows. “We, uh...” He winced, fumbling over her words. Aurora sighed and leaned
against a wall, content to let him work through it himself. “Are you alright?”

She blinked. “Of course I am.”

His eyes narrowed. “Right. Only... I mean, everyone knows about your dad and I just. I know
loads of people are probably asking and you can tell me to bugger off if you figure it’s none
of my business, but. How are you holding up?”

It felt like a surprise, coming from him, though Aurora wasn’t quite sure why. No one had
quite put it like that. Holding up. Like he knew that even if she was slightly shaky — because
how couldn’t she be? — she was still standing. She wasn’t fragile, or breakable. She had
done what she wanted to do, perhaps not in the way intended, but she counted it as a victory.

“As well as can be expected,” was her clipped, careful response. She considered him,
meeting his eyes. “It’s all complicated, I’m sure you appreciate.”



“Of course,” he was quick to say, flushing. “But, you know. Team needs you to be on form if
you’re stepping up to the plate next year.”

Unexpectedly, it brought a smile to her face. “Ah, if it’s Quidditch you’re worried about then
I’m afraid I may be coming for your own position.”

Cassius grinned. “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I absolutely would.” She allowed herself to smile at him, to say through a lazy grin,
“But you’re being rather sweet to me right now, so I suppose I’ll have to unseat Montague
instead.”

That made him go bright red, and Aurora laughed, a shrill but true sound.

“Really, though,” Cassius said, “you don’t have to tell me anything, I guess, but you can. If
you want to, or need to, then... Yeah.”

Aurora tried to hold back her laugh and said, “Thank you, Warrington. I appreciate it.”

He ducked his head somewhat bashfully. “You look after yourself this Summer, Black,
alright?”

With another quick nod, he made to turn and Aurora called after him, “Cassius?” His head
snapped back around. “You will let me know when you get captain, won’t you? We’ll have to
figure out formations for next year. I’m not losing the cup two years in a row.”

His cautious smile turned to a smirk. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Aurora. They aren’t going to
know what’s hit them.”

And with a final, parting grin, Cassius went on down the corridor and Aurora let herself have
a small, tentative smile. At least Quidditch was a constant in her life.

And at the precise moment she thought this, of course, Harry Potter had to almost collide
with her coming the other direction down the corridor.

“Watch where you’re going!” she snapped at him immediately, then winced. Civility. It had
to be massively overrated.

Glaring, Potter said, “Your dad’s letter arrived for me.”

“And?” She tried to sound bored, but she hadn’t known her father was going to write to
Potter, and by the sounds of it, she was going to discover why.

“He said to pass it on to you. He was only allowed one owl, and it’s been given to Ron —
since he doesn’t have a pet anymore.” Potter shifted uncomfortably and held out a folded
piece of parchment which Aurora took carefully. Writing to her was a formality; they would
see each other in a few days anyway, but perhaps there was something he didn’t want to
discuss with Andromeda present. “He also said that he wanted to see me, and to ask you
when that might work? Seeing as you’re... In charge, or something?”



She gave him a withering stare. “As I am the head of the family?”

Potter’s cheeks flushed red. “Yeah, I think so. Look, he seems to want to see me, so if you’d,
you know, get in touch?”

Trying not to roll her eyes, Aurora told him, “I told you I would write, and I will. It will be
arranged, but as you can see, Potter, I am still very much on the Hogwarts Express and
therefore unable to do your bidding.”

“I’m not trying to get you to—”

“Thank you for handing this over,” she told him, effectively ending the conversation.

That was as good as he was going to get and he seemed to know it. Aurora pushed past him
to get back to her own compartment and he trailed for just a minute before slipping in with
Granger and Weasley. When she got back to her compartment, Aurora was immediately
questioned about the letter in her hand but she shook her head, curling up next to Draco as
she read.

My dearest Aurora,

I’ll try to keep this brief, since I know you’re not a fan of my sentimentality. Everything’s
alright here, definitely better than Azkaban or hiding out in the forest. I can’t remember being
at Arbrus Hill often when I was your age — this was Aunt Cassiopeia’s domain, if I
remember correctly — but it is pleasant and your little house elf Tippy is certainly sweeter
than Kreacher ever was. Andromeda has written too, and apparently I’m to expect you soon.
You’ll be pleased to note I’ve cleaned up a bit since you last saw me.

Remus has visited every day since he left Hogwarts. I probably shouldn’t encourage you but I
know you hate him anyway, so give Snivellus hell for us. Slimy git. And I’m back in contact
with a couple of people from our school days, which is odd but nice. Hestia Jones visited
with Remus earlier, and she said she would love to meet you, if that’s something you’d be
comfortable with, and want, of course. You don’t have to, but I think you would like her.
Apparently she has a nephew who is in Slytherin, in your year, too, called Apollo.

I’ve written to Harry, too. Presumably he was the one to pass the note on to you, though, so
you already know that. I’ve explained to him some things I couldn’t explain before. I know
you two don’t get on, and I don’t expect you to suddenly change. But it would make me very
happy to be able to see you both at least try to work out your differences.

I’ll see you soon. I can’t wait. We’ll be a proper family soon, or at least as much of a proper
family as I can offer you after so long.

With love, always,

Dad

Aurora didn’t entirely like the way the note made her lips tremble with a faint smile, or
brought a lump to her throat. Nor did she entirely hate it.



She was aware of her friend’s careful eyes on her and so folded the note neatly into her
pocket. She controlled her smile and said, “Nothing bad to report, so you can all stop
watching me like I’m a dormant hex.” Turning to Draco, she added, “He’s happy, I think.”

Her cousin smiled, though not without a hint of apprehension. “Good.”

“He wants me to work out my differences with Potter.”

Draco snorted. “Good luck with that, Aurora.” He pursed his lips, as the others in their
compartment resumed their conversation about the Quidditch World Cup. “My mum wrote to
me too. She said she wanted to write to you but didn’t know what to say. That she was really
worried about the news.” Aurora tensed — there were many ways in which Narcissa could be
worried because of what had happened. But Aurora had worked towards this. The
consequences, she would carry upon her shoulders. “I think she wants to speak to you, at
some point, about all of it.”

“I see,” Aurora said with a lump in her throat. Narcissa Malfoy had always been so important
to her, yet allowed her to go to Andromeda and Ted years ago, rather than stand up to her
husband and convince him to take her in. Aurora didn’t regret it, but she couldn’t help the
twinge of resentment she felt towards Narcissa, for thinking herself entitled to speak to her
about it. But she was still family, even if Aurora was starting to rethink and worry over
everything she had known of her husband. “I’ll speak to her at some point. We’ll definitely
see each other at some ball, I don’t intend on missing out on society.”

“Potter won’t be joining society or anything, will he?” Pansy asked, leaning over. “Seeing as
you have that relation. I mean, he’s been raised by muggles.”

“I know.” Aurora sighed, frowning. In any case, she could not see Potter being at all
interested in galas, balls, or society events of any kind. “He certainly won’t be joining with
House Black, I can assure you.”

Satisfied, Pansy said, “You will come over to the manor some time, won’t you? I know you’ll
be busy, but...”

“I’m never too busy for Parkinson Manor.” Aurora grinned at her. “Or for you two. Promise.”

The three of them curled towards each other then, hands held out, fingers linked. “Not
everything has to change,” Pansy said, and there was a slight nervous tremor in her voice,
“does it?”

Aurora and Draco glanced at each other, the answer passing in silence between them. “Not
everything,” Draco agreed slowly, fingers tightening around theirs. “No.”

They let go, and something more certain seeped into Aurora’s bones at the assurances of her
friends. They would be alright. They had to be alright.

And the Hogwarts Express rolled onwards through the sunny countryside, towards an
uncertain future.



Arbrus Hill

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

The house on Arbrus Hill stood proudly above the little village of Drybeck. Once, these lands
had been vital to the Black family’s finances and trading, nestled just upstream from the once
populous city of Norwich. Now, most of Drybeck had no idea that the old, disused Tudor
house on the hill had any connection to magic, least of all an ancient magical family. It
appeared to them as a perfectly normal, if old, Tudor-style house, said to be owned by some
wealthy old man who never saw fit to visit or make anything use out of it. A handful of
magical families remained in the village and surrounding area, but none held loyalty to the
Black family any longer — her family’s connection was now only to the land itself, and the
magic of the house, which at this point was faded, from the absence of its inhabitants.

Even so, stepping over the boundary of the narrow stream that bordered the northern edge of
the low hillside, Aurora felt a sense of belonging wash over her, as the magic in the ground
and in the ancient wards reacted to her presence. The family ring on her left hand warmed,
welcomed and at home. But Andromeda was just behind her, and when Aurora glanced up,
she could see the uncertainty in her gaze.

“My father would have hated to see the Ministry crawling all over this place,” Andromeda
said, frowning up at the top of the hill, where they could see the red stone face of the North
Wing.

“I don’t particularly like it either,” Aurora admitted. Perhaps it was her imagination, but she
was certain she could feel the traces of the unwelcome magic lurking in the air. Intruders —
even if she had to have them there, for now. “But hopefully they’ll be gone soon enough.”

“Yes.” Andromeda cleared her throat. Dora had met Sirius already when she had visited
Hogwarts, but for Andromeda this would be the first time seeing her estranged cousin in over
a decade, and no doubt it was going to be a rather strange experience for all of them.
Andromeda had been — understandably — rather upset with Aurora when she returned home
three days ago, and spent a good twenty minutes lecturing her about responsibility, and
making sensible decisions, and respecting authority figures, before taking her in a tight,
protective hug and beaming at the thought that after all these years, her favourite cousin was
a good person after all. “Shall we go? I believe there’s an Auror hailing us from up there.”

Aurora nodded. “Will you be alright? I know this must all be odd.”

Andromeda exhaled nervously. “It is very odd,” she admitted, “but that doesn’t mean it’s bad,
does it?”

With a faint smile, Aurora said, “I suppose not.”

They went on up the gentle incline, and Aurora frowned at the grass on the hill. It would have
to be cut back, she thought idly, for it was becoming rather wild, brushing against her robes.



A dark-haired Auror guarded the door and gave them a suspicious glance as they approached.

“Lady Aurora Black, and Mrs Andromeda Tonks,” Aurora introduced them, and the Auror
nodded sharply.

“Course you are,” he said, with a flicker of a grin. “We were expecting you, of course. Jack
Baines. I’ll need your wands for proof of identity.”

It was an annoying formality, but a formality nonetheless. Aurora and Andromeda both held
their wands out, and Baines traced a blue light spell over them. Both glowed slightly in
confirmation before he handed them back. “On you go then. Mr Black’s waiting somewhere
in the drawing room, that house elf’ll tell you, she’s alright. Tell Tonks I said hello — guard
duty ain’t nearly as fun as you think, and it isn’t like anyone gets all that excited about it
anyway.”

Andromeda offered him a tight-lipped smile, as Aurora pressed for the door to open and they
stepped inside. The entrance hall offered a cool rush of magic around them, and Aurora
smiled happily at the ornaments laid around the plinths, busts of their ancestors. Whispers
came from the large, old portraits that hung from pale green walls, and Aurora tried not to let
her discomfort show to her ancestors. This was not a situation she had ever thought she
would find herself in.

“Tippy?” she called in the echoing hall, and with a crack, the littlest house elf appeared at the
foot of the grand staircase.

She gasped, bending into a bow. “Lady Black, mistress! Tippy has been awaiting you!”

“Thank you, Tippy,” Aurora said, feeling awkward with Andromeda beside her. “This is
Andromeda Tonks. You’ve met before.”

Tippy nodded, and bowed slightly again before righting herself. “Is Mistress here to see
Mister Black? Tippy has prepared!”

“We are indeed, Tippy.” Aurora smiled; it was good to see the house elf interacting with her
as she had expressed a preference for, rather than stuck cleaning draughty old houses out of
their strange sense of loyalty. “Would you show us the way?”

Seeming excited, Tippy nodded and gestured for them to follow her up the white marble
staircase covered by a deep green carpeting — recently cleaned, Aurora noted, and well done
too — babbling merrily about the scones and cakes she had prepared for the three of them.
“Tippy is glad to have someone to cook for again, Mistress,” she said, “Tippy has only been
cleaning for so long — not that Tippy complains!”

“I know,” Aurora was quick to assure her. “I’m very excited to taste what you’ve made us.”

Tippy beamed as she led them towards the largest drawing room. The door was slightly ajar,
and Aurora could hear faint music coming from the gramophone inside. Andromeda tensed
as they approached, but Aurora was already pushing the door open, to see her father sitting



inside, more nervous than she’d ever seen him and with a tension that was oddly reminiscent
of a misbehaving student waiting outside Snape’s office, only with marginally less dread.

He perked up when he saw them, though, all but running over to hug Aurora at her entrance.
She stiffened, but returned the embrace as convincingly as she could before stepping back.
“Father,” she started, “this is Andromeda. Which you know, of course, but... Well.” This
wasn’t quite the situation for regular introductions, after all.

For a moment, the two cousins just looked at each other. Aurora felt rather like wishing the
ground would swallow her up — even Tippy appeared out of sorts, and skipped hurriedly off
to fuss over the curtains. Then Andromeda said, voice slightly choked, “It took you bloody
long enough to invite me over, Sirius.”

He went red, but the two embraced quickly, whispering. “Thank you,” he said, when they
parted. His eyes darted to Aurora. “You’ve looked after Aurora. When I — I couldn’t. Done a
pretty good job, if you ask me.”

Andromeda pursed her lips. “Yes, well, she’s always been a wonderful child, ever since we
first met her.” Aurora felt herself glow red. “Ted and Nymphadora are sorry they aren’t here
to meet you too, but I’m sure we’ll all get to know each other. Aurora and I thought it best if
it was just the three of us for now, but you’ll have met my Dora already.”

“Oh, yes.” Sirius grinned. “Brilliant hair, by the way. Where’d that ability crop up in the
family?”

“Goodness knows,” Andromeda sighed. “The most recent Metamorphmagus we could trace
was Belvina — our great-great aunt, Dora and Aurora’s great-great-great aunt. She gave us
quite the fright when it first appeared. We thought it was just accidental magic at first, that
she’d managed to charm her hair green, just at a very young age, but no. It seems to have
served her well though.”

Sirius laughed. “I would have loved to have been able to do that when I was younger.”

Andromeda shook her head as Aurora, feeling slightly out of place, led them over to the sofas
next to the tea table, laden with trays of food. “From what I’ve heard, you got into enough
mischief without having inherited metamorphmagus magic. Turning into animals and all
sorts.”

Her father flushed as they sat down opposite each other. “We had our reasons. Tea?”

The absurdity of seeing him offer to serve Andromeda tea almost made Aurora giggle, but
she fought to compose herself. There was little time for idle chatter. Andromeda took a sip
and asked, “So what exactly do you intend to have happen from this point?”

Her father blinked. “With regards to...”

“Aurora.” She startled. “She didn’t say if you had discussed whether she would continue to
live with us or with you. I’m certain she thought I didn’t notice her avoiding the subject.”



Heat rose to her cheeks. She had been avoiding it — of course she had been avoiding it —
because she simply didn’t know what she wanted to do, or what she ought to do. No one had
prepared her for such a situation. She wanted to know her father, but she wasn’t sure she
wanted to live with him, and even if she did, it felt too much like tossing the Tonkses aside,
and that didn’t feel right after all they had done for her.

“Aurora’s welcome to live with me,” her father said slowly, as though sensing her delicate
mood, “especially seeing as this house is effectively hers. She knows what I would like. But I
wouldn’t... Andromeda, I really do appreciate what you’ve done.”

Andromeda pursed her lips, eyebrows raised. Clearly, that was not the answer she had
desired; but she turned to Aurora. “What do you want?”

Aurora stared at her. “I don’t know.”

Surprised, Andromeda said, “You don’t?” Aurora flushed. “Not that I would pressure you,
Aurora. You’re always welcome with us, you can stay if you like, but I wouldn’t blame you if
you wanted to live with Sirius.” Even as she said it, Aurora could see the words were
somewhat forced. “And of course, it isn’t as though we will live separate lives. I fully intend
to get to know my cousin again, now that I have the opportunity. I merely thought you had
made up your mind, already.”

She shook her head, avoiding both their gazes, because she knew her father would look
disappointed and she didn’t want to deal with that. “It’s not as if it’s the priority right now
anyway, is it?” she deflected, voice high. “We have to worry about the trial first of all.”

“I think we all know that’s a formality more than anything else,” Andromeda said, sighing.
“However — you have a point. Do you have an update, Sirius?”

At this, her father’s frown deepened. “Not much of one. It seems the Ministry wants it to be a
quiet affair. Last I heard yesterday, they’ll hold some sort of inquiry in the Autumn.”

Aurora scoffed. “That is not the impression I was given, and it isn’t nearly good enough. It
must be a terrible embarrassment for them, they’ll want to brush it under the carpet if they
can.” She smiled smugly. “But I won’t let them. If they keep you hanging, I’ll speak to Fudge
about it myself. I’m sure I can make him see that a trial, sooner rather than later, is of benefit
to him as well as us. There is no point in waiting until the autumn in the hopes that the issue
will somehow fade away before a trial. It won’t, and I don’t intend to let it, either.”

Her father raised his eyebrows. “Will you, now?”

“Yes.” Her voice was clipped. “The Ministry has Pettigrew, there is overwhelming evidence
that the trial was unjust. He has already confessed. As reparation, they must give you a full,
free trial and ensure your innocence is made known. The circumstances have already
prompted public outcry. Especially amongst pureblood circles. I’ve received letters about it
already — the Ministry, wrongfully imprisoning one of their own, and a member of House
Black, at that?”



“I haven’t been a real part of the House of Black for a long time,” her father said tiredly, “and
everybody knows it. And frankly, I don’t want to be.”

“But you may have to be,” she told him, trying to ignore the sting in his words. “People can
remember things very differently sometimes, if you only direct their thoughts slightly in the
other direction. You may have lost your place on the family tree, but I am still Lady Black.
Not to mention, the Ministry’s mistake is already causing a fuss. People are losing trust. They
are questioning things. They are afraid of what may be revealed.” She steeled herself. “But
our family name still means something.”

A faint and crooked smile graced his lips. “You sound like my mother.”

“Perhaps,” she said coldly, drawing herself up, “that can be a good thing, in the correct
circumstances. Grandmother taught me never to underestimate myself, and to always know
my worth.” She flattened her hair, staring her father down. “And just because you have
exhausted your allies, does not mean that I have. And I don’t intend to lose them in the murk
of all this.”

Now, her father wore a light smirk. “Why do I feel like you have more planned than you are
letting on?”

“Because I do,” she told him. “To begin with, Dumbledore knows the truth. He is head of the
Wizengamot, and I believe he will side with us.

“Then there are the other families. Granted, most of my friend’s parents may not be...
Particularly endeared to you, but Daphne Greengrass’s family might put some support behind
us. And of course, Ron Weasley’s family. They might not be held up as pureblood but they do
have some influence, and they are old.” She smiled to herself. “And I think we both know
Potter’s word will hold influence in this particular instance. No matter how quick Fudge was
to disregard him, public opinion generally won’t be quite the same.”

“Fudge won’t want to disrupt his position,” Andromeda warned. “He doesn’t want people to
lose faith in him.”

“But it was Bagnold’s administration that sentenced you,” she went on, “wasn’t it? Therefore,
he has a way of dodging the brunt of the outcry.

“I’m certain Blaise Zabini’s mother has connections in journalism, too. In fairness, she has
connection everywhere, but if it comes to it, and Fudge won’t do the right thing because he’s
afraid of the scrutiny, we could leak a story, start a fuss among the public. Put pressure on the
Ministry to address its gross incompetence, either way.” She could feel her own mouth lifting
in a smirk. “We still have power,” she told them both. “I see no point in disregarding it. And I
want justice, yes, but I also want acknowledgement of the consequences of the Ministry’s
failure all these years. To do nothing would be to betray the family legacy. Something I have
never been keen to do.”

She still hated the slow smile that edged its way over her father’s features. “Look at you,” he
said, “all grown up and defending your Dad.”



“I’m not just doing this for you,” she said, words coming out sharper than she had intended.
“I don’t want the family name smeared by lies, either.”

Her father nodded. His eyes trailed down to fixate on the table. “Still,” he said, voice thick.
“Thank you, Aurora.”

Andromeda coughed and took a scone from the stand. “I think perhaps our focus should be
on ensuring the script, not the stage. Aurora, you have assurances from Potter, Granger and
Weasley, yes?”

She nodded. Potter, she was sure, would be there, and his friends would follow whatever he
decided to do. Lupin would be there, too. Her lawyer, Atlas Runbarrow, was doing
everything to ensure that their statements were airtight. In truth, Aurora wasn’t concerned
about whether her father would be proven innocent — the Ministry had more or less decided
so already, and the evidence was stacked entirely against Pettigrew now. But she wanted, in
that bitter, burning part of her, revenge, not only on Peter Pettigrew, but on the whole
institution that had allowed for the miscarriage of justice against her father. She wanted
everyone to know and recognise the injustice of it. She wanted the Ministry shamed for what
they had done. Runbarrow had said that, once the trial was out the way and her father’s
innocence declared, he would be able to assist her in suing the Ministry, something she found
greatly appealing. They had a lot to answer for — they should be put on trial too, she felt.

Everything else they discussed was as Aurora had imagined. Her father was apprehensive
about the idea of revealing his Animagus form, however, the maximum punishment for not
registering was a fine, and infinitely preferable to the punishment for perjury. Admitting to
his form didn’t necessarily implicate Lupin in anything, unless they went into a deeper
explanation, which would have to be worked on.

Once they had eaten all that was on the stands and drained the kettle, and the conversation
turned from her father’s case to Dora’s position with the Aurors, and how Ted was getting on
with his writing work, and Andromeda asking after Professor Lupin (who, to Aurora’s relief,
was quite settled somewhere out in Wales, and had been in touch with her father regularly)
the bells in the village clocktower were ringing at five o’clock.

“You can always stay for supper,” her father said hopefully, gaze flicking to the window. “Or
invite Ted and Dora ‘round, I’d love to see them.”

Andromeda pursed her lips and Aurora tried not to fidget with anything as she set her teacup
down. “We probably should go,” Andromeda said, with a wary glance along at Aurora. “But
you can stay if you’d like to.”

“No,” she said, too harshly, and she winced. “Not that I wouldn’t like to, of course. But I’m
sure those Aurors outside are already getting tetchy.”

Her father snorted and looked away from her, somewhat coldly. “I’ll see you again soon,” she
promised, feeling suddenly like she had been caught again. What was she supposed to choose
to do? “This will be sorted soon and then you’re free to do whatever you want.”



His smile was clearly forced when he looked at her, standing up. “Yeah. Can’t wait. Really.”
Her father pulled her into a tight hug and she tried not to be so stiff as always. She just didn’t
know how to express her feelings about any of this, or about him. Especially since she wasn’t
even entirely certain what she did feel, or think. “Please visit me when you can,” he
whispered, and that made her feel worse. “I know this is strange, and difficult... But I want to
be able to spend time with you. Whatever form that takes. Alright?”

“Yeah.” Her chin bumped against his shoulder as she nodded. “I will. It’s just... There is
much still to deal with.”

The stiff uncertainty in her voice was impossible to hide. Her father let her go, before
reaching over to kiss Andromeda’s cheek. “I’ll walk you out,” he said quietly. “And Aurora,
if you would... When you can. I can’t have Harry visit me yet, without supervision, because
of... All of this. But I did receive a letter from him the other day which worried me.” She
frowned, gesturing for him to go on as they left the drawing room. “His cousin’s been put on
a diet and they’re all being made to follow it. It sounds grim, to say the least. But Harry’s
already a bit... Thin.” That was certainly true. “And he was all too eager to leave his family
when I offered. Just... See that he’s alright? Not wasting away or anything?”

She wanted to say no. Potter had already told her not to visit unless absolutely necessary —
because his aunt and uncle weren’t fans of magic. And she didn’t particularly want to have
contact with him anyway. But her father asked.

“I’ll see if there’s anything I can do,” she said grudgingly. “But I’m really not the best person
for this. I doubt he wants me there.”

Her father chuckled, with a sad sort of smile. “You might be surprised. Maybe things have
changed.”

“I doubt it.”

His eyes softened. “Come back and see me as soon as you can, right?”

“Of course I will.” She let him pat her gently on the shoulder, before she and Andromeda left.
His figure was slightly forlorn in the open doorway, illuminated from behind by the white
light reflected off the marble entrance hall. Aurora felt a pang of guilt, which she knew was
ridiculous. She couldn’t stay with him right now anyway, and yet, she didn’t know what she
ought to decide for the future either. Making her choose felt wholly unfair, yet she knew she
would never take kindly to either her father or Andromeda deciding for her. Such decisions
were too complicated, too emotionally loaded. Aurora didn’t know how to begin dealing with
such things right now.

Dinner felt somewhat stilted that evening, the tense air broken only by Dora’s discussion of
the tickets they had managed to secure for the Quidditch World Cup.

“Course,” she said, looking pointedly at Aurora in a poorly concealed attempt to draw her
into conversation, “Ludo Bagman doesn’t really know me all that well, and Moody says he’s
always been way too generous with favours, but I think he’s a bit curious too. Anyway, we’re



not in Top Box or anything, but he managed to wangle a bit of an upgrade for us. We’ll be
pretty high up.”

She cracked a smile. “And Ireland and Bulgaria are still the favourites? I suppose we’re all in
green then.”

Dora pulled a face and said teasingly, “Not Slytherin green, though.”

Andromeda scoffed. “Slytherin green is the best green, Dora. Everyone knows that.”

With a short laugh, Aurora glanced up at Dora, nervous to ask exactly how many people
these tickets were for. Everyone else seemed to notice the unspoken question, but she didn’t
want to ask. Not least because they were expensive tickets and it felt awfully rude. Besides,
she didn’t have to try and include her father. She didn’t even know if he would be a free man
by the time the cup final came around.

“We’ll have to book the campsite soon, too. Dad can do that, though, he knows how Muggles
work, and apparently I’m always too loud and weird on the telephone.”

“You are definitely too loud, Dora. It’s no different than a Floo call.” Ted’s smile was overly
bright. “Are any of your friends from school planning on going to the cup, Aurora?”

She almost laughed at the question. “Only everyone,” she said. “It’s been all Draco spoke
about for goodness knows how long, even Gwen’s going with Robin Oliphant’s family. I
don’t think Daphne is, and Pansy isn’t particularly interested, but everyone else is going. I
even heard Perks and Jones talking about it, and I barely hear them speak.” She shook her
head. “It is the sporting event of the year, after all.”

Dora grinned across the table. “Is it now?”

Aurora stared. “Well, yes. It’s the Quidditch World Cup, Dora, what’s more exciting than
that?”

The three adults traded secretive smiles, and Aurora frowned, feeling rather left out. “What
am I missing?”

“Nothing, dear,” Andromeda said, and Aurora hid the irritation that flickered across her.
“You’ll have to ask Gwendolyn what site they’re going to, I’m sure it would be lovely for
you to see each other again.”

Aurora narrowed her eyes. “Yes, I suppose so. Though that’s more Oliphant’s territory...” She
didn’t want to admit that she and Gwendolyn weren’t quite on the same terms as they had
been last year. It wasn’t bad, necessarily — just different. “Aren’t any of Dora’s old school
friends going too? It would be nice to meet them, after all your stories.”

Dora grinned. “Oh, Penny is, you’ll love her, she’s the sweetest.”

“Sweetest?”



“And wicked fun when she gets to it.” She winked. “We were the life and soul of Hufflepuff
house in our day. Never seen anyone like us.” She threw a teasing glance in her father’s
direction. “His lot could never have kept up.”

Ted rolled his eyes. “Well, I’m certain none of my lot got quite as many owls home as you
did, Dora.”

While they laughed, Aurora snuck a glance at Andromeda, who seemed tentatively warm.
She still couldn’t get over the feeling that, whatever she did, she would upset someone. There
was no right choice. Sitting here with the Tonkses, Aurora wondered how she could ever
want to be anywhere else. But leaving her father alone around that empty house, that felt
wrong too, in a different way. Like abandoning him — a foolish thing to worry about, really,
considering he had gotten himself locked up in Azkaban for most of her life.

Even so. She wanted to believe Andromeda and the Tonkses would be as alright with
whatever choice she made as they said. But she couldn’t — not quite.

Still, she tried to distract herself. Through dinner, and then, with the thought of her father’s
trial. It had to be significant. She could not allow the Ministry to sweep their failings under
the rug. That mission in her head, that had to be her primary concern. Never mind the
sentimentality of deciding whether she would live with Sirius or Andromeda — the House of
Black came first.

She would defend it.

-*

Post flooded in in the morning, as predicted. At least this time, Aurora had Dora, Andromeda,
and Ted on hand for the onslaught of owls, all of whom were indignant on her behalf.

“I did wonder when they’d get redirected from Hogwarts,” she said, plucking a howler and
flinging it straight into the fireplace, “clearly people don’t think about term times if they
don’t have children there. Rather awful planning.”

“You’ve had this many owls?” Dora asked, furious. “Random people shouldn’t be able to
contact you! You’re a kid!”

“They find a way,” she said idly. “At least help me read them. Some are important, some are
blabbering nonsense and some are just insults. So far, no one’s hexed me via letter, so I count
myself rather lucky.”

“No one had better hex you via letter,” Ted said in a low voice, snatching a letter from a dark
owl with bright eyes. “This one extends an apology from a Madam Barberton.”

“Blabbering nonsense,” Aurora said. “Just put it to the side, Ted.”

“Aurora,” Andromeda started in a disapproving tone. “We can’t just gloss over this.”

“I know,” she said, reading a letter from Leonard Arlington’s ShieldWorks, a company her
family had been associated with for years, which wished to set up a meeting, “I’ll make sure



it doesn’t all get sent here to you, it isn’t fair to interrupt breakfast—”

“That,” Andromeda spluttered, “is not the point. This level of post is — well, it counts as
harassment!”

“At least they don’t all hate me. It was worse after that Skeeter article.”

She ignored the pointed looks which the Tonkses traded. “It’s really fine,” she told them,
even though the barrage of letters was making her uneasy, “I’ll have to deal with this sort of
thing when I’m older anyway, I can’t hide from it.”

“Perhaps,” Andromeda said slowly, “but right now, you’re fourteen.”

“Oi!” Dora looked up with an indignant expression, waving the letter she had opened for
Aurora. “This one’s from Lord Thorel. He’s proposing!”

“He’s sixty,” Aurora said, disgusted, “burn it and I’ll reject him before I block his owl.”

“You’re fourteen!” Andromeda reiterated. “You don’t have to deal with this.”

“I don’t mind,” she said, “most of them aren’t creepy like that. To be honest, people like that
are even worse than the insults.” Even though she knew those were the sort of people she
would have to deal with the most over the next few years. “Andy, it’s really okay. We can
organise an owl redirect, but I can handle it — and I have to handle it, at least right now.”

Andromeda sighed. “You shouldn’t have to, not at your age.”

“But I do,” she reiterated, bristling. She wasn’t a child — even if she was, the world wasn’t
exactly treating her as one. She sliced open another letter, this one calling a lying whore,
which was a lovely new addition, however irrelevant the insult was to the issue at hand, and
one which admittedly rattled her more than she liked. “I’ll burn this one too. I just wish I
could use my own wand for it.”

“What does it say?” Ted asked at once, looking over, and she folded it, angling the writing
away from him.

“Nonsense. It doesn’t bother me.”

She scooped up the last of the letters, deciding that everything that wasn’t a howler could be
dealt with later, after breakfast. All three Tonkses were still staring at her, though. “It really is
alright,” she told them, trying to keep her annoyance out of her voice. “I just want to have
breakfast.”

Dora snorted, and took a long sip of coffee. “Sure, munchkin. I’ll look into owl redirects at
work today, we can manage that sort of thing.”

Despite her insistences, Aurora nodded gratefully at the offer. “I do need to be able to access
owl post, even from people I can’t pre-approve. But I’d rather it didn’t get to a stage of
getting hexed.”



“It won’t,” Andromeda assured her hastily, though Ted was still frowning, “eat up your
breakfast. We’ll see your father for lunch. He will want to hear about this, you know.”

“I know,” Aurora said grouchily, “but it will just worry him even more than he already is. He
doesn’t need to know.”

“He will want to know,” Andromeda said, and that was the end of it, at least until Aurora got
to her room after finishing her cup of tea.

She read through her letters hastily. Most were, thankfully, nice letters saying they hoped her
father was doing well and not too affected by his unfair stint in Azkaban — those, she could
compose a basic reply to and copy it out. But still too many accused her of lying, or said she
should be locked up herself. Two had the audacity to ask about her mother, as if Aurora was
going to hand out information, or knew what she would think of all this, and one of those
made a not-so-subtle inquiry as to her mother’s blood status, though they were signed
anonymously. Three letters related to society or Ministry business — one an invitation to tea
at Abbott Manor, the other about the Legislating Assembly agenda once it reconvened after
Merlin’s Day, and the other a confirmation of an appointment with Minister Fudge for a few
days’ time.

That one brought her courage, so she crumpled up the letters she didn’t like, placed the others
carefully in a drawer, and prepared herself to see her father again.
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A Deal, Struck

A few days after meeting her father, Aurora had a new destination in mind, one which she
was even less familiar with. Harry Potter lived at Number Four, Privet Drive in Little
Whinging, Surrey, with his mother’s sister Petunia Dursley, her husband Vernon, and their
son, Dudley. Her father did not speak highly of either Petunia or Vernon, and Aurora didn’t
expect much.

She took the Knight Bus there, avoiding the stare of the suspicious conductor Stan Shunpike.
Also on the bus was Augusta Longbottom, Neville’s grandmother, and her piercing look told
Aurora the old woman knew exactly who she was.

She pursed her lips and steadfastly ignored them. The countryside they rambled through was
not particularly exciting, though they did at one point wind up in Newcastle, teetering on the
edge of a bridge over the Tyne.

Privet Drive was a terribly boring street; all the houses looked to be made of the same brick,
with the same gardens — barring the occasional discrepancy in flower choices — the same
doors, and even the same shade of boring grey-silver cars. Aurora felt only a street such as
this could be home to Muggles with something to hide. She ventured down towards Number
Four, fiddling with the hem of her red cardigan. It had been Dora’s once, and was a little
short for her, and most likely out of fashion, but it was a Muggle item and she knew she
couldn’t very well show up in her full robes. She already received enough stares from the
neighbours, whom she imagined to be the sort who viewed anyone they didn’t recognise as
an outsider and hooligan. They seemed awfully judgemental as she passed, and Aurora felt
unexpectedly self-conscious. Had she made some terrible error? It was not her fault that
Muggles had such strange customs and trends. Gwendolyn’s family had not acted like this.

She found Number Four at last, precisely in the centre of the long street, and she strode to the
door, where she knocked crisply three times before stepping down and waiting. There seemed
to be some sort of argument going on in the entrance hallway, and she tapped her foot
impatiently. Perhaps Muggles didn’t care about punctuality in answering the door. Certainly,
she thought, Potter had never seemed to care about basic etiquette or manners.

Eventually, as Aurora stared at her reflection in the glass window panes at the top of the door
— she didn’t know where Muggles got such ideas, they offered her no insight indoors and
likely afforded none to the inhabitants looking out the way either — and smoothed back the
flyaway hairs from her low bun, the door opened to reveal a blonde woman with a long neck
and sharp eyes. She was wearing a floral apron, and stared at the stranger on her doorstep.

“Hello,” Aurora said as politely as she could, bobbing her head in greeting, “are you Petunia
Dursley?”

“Yes,” the woman said slowly, with a very obviously fake smile. “Are you a friend of my
Dudley, dear?”



“I’m afraid not,” Aurora said, clasping her hands together and saying as pleasantly as she
could given the absurd nature of her words, “I was actually hoping to see Harry Potter.”

The change in Petunia Dursley’s face was truly something to behold. Her lips twisted
downwards, her eyes sharpened in suspicion, and her cheeks lost their colour. She clasped the
door tightly as though contemplating whether or not to slam it in Aurora’s face. “Who are
you?” she asked sharply, voice losing any of the cautious warmth and false sweetness which
it had held before.

“I am... An acquaintance.” Friend was far too strong a word, but she didn’t think she ought to
introduce herself as enemy. And besides, that was not the terms on which she sought the boy
out. The polite approach, she felt, would always be best, and she hoped she could still make
some sort of positive impression. This tactic usually worked. “From Hogwarts. I also happen
to be his godsister, I am uncertain if he mentioned—”

The door was slammed in her face. Aurora gaped at the sudden blow, and stared indignantly
at the little window on it. She could still see Mrs Dursley’s shadow.

“Excuse me,” she said, opening the strange little letter flap, baffled by the sudden reaction.
Even though she knew Potter had said his relatives didn’t like magic particularly, this seemed
rather extreme — she had assumed that they, like most Muggles, simply did not understand
it. “I apologise if I have offended you.”

“Get away from my house!” Dursley snapped from behind the door.

“I don’t want to impose,” Aurora said as evenly as she could, “but it is a matter of great
importance that I speak with your nephew.”

She heard a door slam and groaned. Aurora stepped away and glared up at the door, trying to
work out what it was that she had done so wrong. Perhaps it was the mention of Potter. She
knew he didn’t speak of his family much, but she still didn’t understand how his very name
had garnered such a reaction. Or perhaps it was the mention of their relation. That was
possible. If they knew who Potter’s godfather was, it would only make sense that they
weren’t exactly fans, though she would have expected Potter to explain things.

Aurora sighed. She would have to either come back another day, or find another way to
contact Potter. She could write of course, but there was no guarantee he would read it or write
back, and this conversation would really be much easier to have in person. But just as Aurora
was turning to leave, the door opened and Potter came hurrying out, his shoelaces undone
and his hair a mess.

“Black,” he panted, catching up to her as the door swung shut behind him. “What the hell do
you think you’re doing?”

“Nice to see you, too,” she told him coolly. She nodded to him. “We need to talk. Come on, I
get the impression your aunt doesn’t want me loitering on your lawn.”

“Right,” Potter muttered, as she motioned for him to follow and walked out onto the
pavement. “I don’t really want to go anywhere with you, Black.”



“And you think I’m happy to be here?” she asked sharply, tossing her hair. “No, this is a
business trip.”

He stared at her. “What?”

“My father deserves a public trial to expose the failings of the Ministry and ensure there is no
doubt of his innocence. I am going to demand it, and I want your word that you will support
my father.”

“Right.” Potter frowned. “Well, obviously, I mean, I’ll... Well, I’ll tell the truth. I said so
already, didn’t I?”

She allowed herself a small smile. “That’s what I hoped to hear.”

Potter contemplated her for a moment and then shook his head. “Come with me,” he told her.
“You’re right, Aunt Petunia would be furious if I kept you hanging about the garden.” Aurora
smirked in satisfaction, as Potter led her down the street. “What did you say to her?”

“All I did was introduce myself!” Aurora said defensively. “Clearly, she did not want to know
that I am your godsister, or that I know you from school. Frankly, she looked disgusted.”

Harry winced. “Yeah... Look, I said they don’t like magic. But they really, really hate it. Any
mention of school, of any of my friends...”

“What?” Aurora asked. This was beyond what she had imagined from the Muggles. “Why?”

He shrugged. “Cause they do. They think it’s weird. Wrong.”

“But... You’re magic. It’s — part of you.”

Potter let out a rather self pitying laugh. “Exactly.”

Aurora frowned, recalling what her father had said, about Potter being too thin, too eager to
leave his family behind. Already, she could see a change in the way he held himself. Like he
felt out of place here, the town he had grown up in. She didn’t like to recognise that feeling.

“I am also here on behalf of my father in a different matter,” she began slowly. “He thought it
important that he — or rather, I — check in on your well-being.”

“And he sent you?”

“Well, he was hardly going to ask Cornelius Fudge to do it, was he?”

“Yeah, but...” She got the sense he was flailing somewhere behind her. “It’s weird.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows and he came to keep pace with her again, leading her through yet
another street that looked the same as Privet Drive, through a narrow alley towards a green
patch enclosed by an iron fence.

“Well,” she said after a few moments of frustrated silence, “are you well, then?”



“What?”

She rolled her eyes. “I am here for a reason, Potter, as I told you. And it’s not for the good of
my eyesight, I can tell you that, Muggle fashion is simply horrific.” She frowned, trying to
take in his features even as he walked away. “You look a little pale, Potter. And very thin.”
He glared at her. “Your hair is a mess, but that’s nothing new.”

“If you’re done with criticising my appearance—”

“I’m merely observing,” she said, as he led her to some wide garden, pushing a gate open. “If
you must know, my father got your letter saying you’re all on a diet and asked me to make
sure you’re eating, because you were far too eager to leave your family and he’s concerned
about you.”

That moment of honesty stunned him into sitting down on a bench. Aurora took a seat next to
him, albeit more delicately, and smoothed her skirt out. “You seem like you’re enjoying
poking your nose in,” he muttered, and she shrugged.

“Perhaps I would if it weren’t you,” she told him. “Your life seems infinitely dull to me.”
That was perhaps, not entirely true, but she didn’t want to say anything to Potter which might
come across positively.

“I see you’re going to be as annoying as ever.”

“It has only been a fortnight, Potter. Perhaps in a century’s time I’ll grow to tolerate you.”

He gave a surprising laugh and Aurora stared at him. Even he didn’t seem to have expected
it. “Sorry,” Potter said quickly, closing his mouth tightly and looking away.

Aurora smirked, then sighed and took on a more serious approach. “You said the people you
live with don’t approve of magic?”

“Yeah.” He have a derisive sort of laugh. “They really don’t.”

“Why?” she asked, and he looked at her like she’d gone mad.

“They just don’t! They’re Muggles, and they think it’s freakish!”

“Freakish?” she echoed, recalling with sudden intensity Pansy’s voice yelling freak after
Hermione Granger, and at the same time remembering the furious whispers from the other
house tables every time she passed, and how desperately she had wanted to go against
everything she’d been taught and simply blend into the sea of students. “What’s freakish
about magic?”

“I don’t know,” he snapped, “why don’t you ask them?”

“Well, if they truly believe magic to be freakish I am certain they would hate me for inquiring
further.”

He made an annoyed sound. “Do you always have to be a smartass?”



“I’m merely making a point, Potter.”

“You’re insufferable,” he muttered, turning away, and she raised her eyebrows.

“And you’re being childish.”

To that, he just turned away, leaving Aurora with the uncomfortable feeling of not knowing
what she was dealing with, a feeling she had become far too accustomed to this year. “They
don’t really like me either,” Potter said after a moment.

She frowned. “Who? Your aunt and uncle?” He nodded. “But they’re your family.”

He laughed bitterly. “Try telling them that.”

She knew she’d certainly said something wrong then. She was left, for a moment, to do
nothing but stare. Families didn’t always like each other, she knew that, but those Dursleys
had raised Harry since he was a baby. He was, or should have been, as good as their son. Part
of her wanted to say, I’m sure that’s not true, but she didn’t think she had anything to support
such a statement.

“Is that why you were so happy to leave?” she asked, knowing that it was. He didn’t answer,
but he didn’t need to. It occurred to her then, that Potter’s situation might not be so dissimilar
to that of her father, when he was their age. She recalled the Christmases he always spent at
Hogwarts — was it truly as Draco had always teased, that he genuinely wasn’t wanted at
home? She had thought those were just jokes, that he preferred to spend time with his friends
in the castle, or that something else complicated his returns at Christmas. Something
uncertain and rather cold unfurled inside of her.

Growing up she’d gone through a number of guardians and lost most of her family, be they
Grandmother, or Arcturus, or Lucretia, but she’d known that she was loved, that her existence
was valued. She could hardly conceive of not being loved by her family, and loving them in
return.

“So, you said you’re getting Sirius a proper trial?” Potter asked, breaking her out of her
contemplation.

“Oh, yes,” Aurora said hastily. “The Ministry wants to have a small, low-key inquiry, in the
Autumn, but I believe it needs to acknowledge what they have done properly. After the war,
many of the trials were public, or at least had large press presences. And everyone knew
when my father was taken to Azkaban — so I think that everyone needs to know when he is
declared innocent. But the Ministry wants to keep the scale of this low. I think that is an
injustice in itself. Of course, I also have to sort out how to make this actually work to our
advantage. My father made himself unpopular with the purebloods long before he was
imprisoned, but those purebloods happen to have accepted me and count me among them,
and I’m loathe to give that up. There’s still certainly a way to bridge the gap, even though my
father would rather not interact with that portion of society at all were it not for my interests.
We’ve at least a chance with some of the more progressive families, like Daphne’s.”

“Daphne?”



“Greengrass. My friend. You know her. She’s blonde and very pretty; she studies Divination,
too.”

“Right.” Potter looked like this was a lot to take in, which she supposed it was. “Do you
know how long it’s all going to take? And if — I mean, when — he’s proven innocent and
everything, did... Did he say anything about meeting me?”

“We hope that the legal process will be done and dusted by the end of July,” she told him
wearily, “but I am in no position to make promises about you meeting with my father. He is
currently in residence at one of my family’s estates, and the list of visitors is rather restricted
for the moment.”

“I take it I’m not on it then?”

“Would you rather I told you nothing?” she asked lightly, and he looked away. “Precisely.
You will be able to speak with him when it is time, I can promise you that. Probably you’ll be
able to visit at some point before the trial, to build the case, they must make allowances for
that. And he is very keen to see you, once he is able to. After the trial, whenever that may
be.” She took in a breath. “I need your assurance of loyalty, though. Not only to my father,
but to my family.”

Potter narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Why?”

“Because, in allying with me to lobby against the Ministry, you are also allying the Potter
family with the House of Black. Of course, that is in informal terms, but I need your loyalty
all the same. We represent more than we are, after all.”

He looked sceptical. “What do you mean, Potter?”

Aurora stared at him, not quite sure what to make of the question. “I’m sorry?”

“The Potter family? Does that... Mean something more? I mean, I’m just me.”

“Are you trying to make a joke, Potter?”

“No.” His eyes were wide — he appeared genuinely confused. “What... What do I
represent?”

“Your house, first and foremost,” she said, trying not to stare. Had no one gone over his
heritage with him? “The Potter name dates back many centuries. Even my family married
into yours at one stage, a great-uncle of yours, and a great-great aunt of mine, if I recall
correctly — though we have no actual blood relation. I don’t know if you have any political
seats anymore, though you would have once — there was a reshuffle of the Assembly seats a
couple of decades ago. Surely Dumbledore or someone must have told you...” Then again,
she thought, Dumbledore wasn’t exactly trustworthy. Though what would he have to gain
from hiding information from Potter, rather than using it for his advantage? Perhaps it was
merely incompetency. Either way... “It is not a prime concern at the moment. I just need to
know that, for these purposes and perhaps others, the House of Black has the support of the
House of Potter.”



“Why?”

“Because,” she sighed, “as I keep telling you, your name means something. It means power.
It means money. It means politics. Clearly, you are woefully underprepared—”

“Hey!”

“—and underinformed, but that can be excused for now. If you give personal public support,
that is one thing. You are the Boy-Who-Lived — apparently — and that means something to
people, too. But the name Potter means something to many purebloods who are more on the
fence ideologically. I’m not sure if the Potters qualify for lordship—”

“For what, sorry?”

“—but I am getting distracted. Will you, Harry Potter of the House of Potter, ally with me,
Aurora Black of the House of Black?”

He looked at her like she was mad. A part of her expected a rejection, but then he said,
slowly, “Yes?”

Something warm went through her. Potter seemed to feel it too, and looked wary. “What
exactly did that mean?”

She waved her hand. “Don’t worry, you haven’t signed your soul away or anything, you don’t
have to look at me like that. Now I just have better grounds to confront the Minister with.”
She checked her watch and stood up — it was half past two. “Speaking of, I have an
appointment in an hour. I believe that’s all. And you are keeping well?”

“Wait, you’re going? Already?”

She stared at him. “Well, I wasn’t going to stay forever, Potter. I have important business to
attend to.”

He glared. “So you’re just going to leave me here? You’re just going to show up, piss off my
aunt, insult me, and then bugger off?

Raising her eyebrows, Aurora drawled, “Unless you wish to join me at the Ministry.” It
wouldn’t be a wholly awful idea were it not for the fact that she didn’t trust him to hold to
any presentation of unity with her yet. If they could get through ten minutes without arguing,
perhaps.

He pursed his lips. “But I will be able to see Sirius soon, yeah?”

“Certainly. He is just as eager to see you, Potter.” That seemed to perk him up. “And about
your family... You have enough to eat?” Potter grimaced. “I will arrange something. Or have
words with your aunt, if you would like.”

“Why?”



“For my father’s peace of mind. Not yours.” She shook her head. “Do you want me to take
action or not?”

Potter blinked. “I think Sirius might be a bit more intimidating. If you could...”

“I will arrange some writing.” She smirked, and smoothed out her skirt. “Now, I really must
go. Enjoy your rest of your day, Potter.”

Without waiting for a reply, she turned, and made her way back to the secluded spot where
the Knight Bus had dropped her off in the first place.

“That was quick,” Stan Shunpike said when she got on. “Flying visit? Shoulda used a
broomstick.” He laughed at his own rather rubbish joke as Aurora paid.

“Ministry of Magic, London Entrance, as soon as you can. I have an important appointment.”

Taking the money, he swallowed. “Certainly. Right, Ern — Ministry, London Entrance. Get a
move on with it.”

Aurora smiled tersely at him and hurried past, towards the back of the bus, where she
shrugged off her red cardigan and replaced it with a flowing emerald green robe, cinched at
the waist, over her white blouse and black trousers. As they tumbled across the country, she
considered what Potter had said and, importantly, what he had not said. It was clear that his
situation with his relatives was worse than she had thought, and she couldn’t wrap her head
around it. Magic was as integral to his being as thinking. It was life itself. For his aunt and
uncle to take against it, felt so wholly wrong, especially as they seemed to hold it against
Potter personally. She did not want to sympathise with the boy, but struggled to reconcile all
of it with the world she had grown up in, not entirely at ease with herself or her status,
knowing that people spoke and whispered about her even when Arcturus tried to shield her
from it, when he told her her mother’s blood didn’t matter because Aurora was a Black
through and through. She had always tried to keep a more open mind, without compromising
her own position. After all, she knew her own potential and worth, so she had to be open to
seeing it in others who were not pureblood.

And even with her status, she had never felt that her family hated her for it. Perhaps it was
naive. She knew her grandmother had not been pleased by it, had been insistent upon
‘educating’ the bad blood out of her, reforming her to fit the family mould. Perhaps she had
been too young and too isolated to understand it, perhaps she merely wished to remember it
differently because it was easier.

Potter, however, seemed only too accepting of his lot in life and she didn’t understand that at
all. She knew that her father would not like it.

He was still as annoying as ever, but he confused her. Aurora had always thought him
arrogant, and she would stand by that even now, but there had been a strange, uncertain edge
to him, like he didn’t feel he belonged in his own skin.

Even so, she tried to drag her mind away from it, and all the issues it brought up for herself
too. She had a purpose, a mission to fulfill today. She had gotten what she wanted from



Potter. Now, she had to contend with the Minister.

-*

Cornelius Fudge looked deeply disturbed when Aurora appeared in the little waiting room
outside his office, at precisely half past three that afternoon. It was as if he hadn’t expected
her to actually show up.

“Lady Black,” he greeted tersely, “come in.”

Aurora smiled back, just as tense, and her robe swept around her as she went inside the
Minister’s office. It wasn’t quite what she had expected to be greeted with; the walls were a
crisp blue, adorned with paintings of past ministers which stared at her as she went past.
Newspapers were stacked upon a table in the back corner, and she spied a rather large bottle
of brandy which, interestingly enough, she knew to be Draco’s father’s favourite. “Do sit
down,” Fudge said, wringing his hands together. Aurora did so as smoothly as she could,
maintaining eye contact. “I won’t ask what you think I can do for you today, Lady Black. I
can assure you, the progress of your father’s legal case is going as well as can be expected.”

“I am aware,” she said in a clipped voice, tilting her head up so she had at least the illusion of
looking down at him. “I commend the Ministry for the efficiency of its response. However, I
do not think either of us can deny that the treatment of my father has been dismal. Certainly,
there are many who are outraged that a member of such a prominent pureblood house could
be subject to such an injustice.” Fudge’s face flushed slightly, his brow creased and his lips
pursed, and she knew she had touched a nerve. He knew this already. Perhaps he was
worried. Aurora didn’t know what Lucius’s reaction had been, as Draco had declined to
mention his father in any of his recent letters, but it looked bad for the Ministry and even if
Lucius didn’t care about her or her father, he would not like the message it sent, that the
Ministry did not care enough about pureblood families, let them rot. And Fudge was so very
reliant on his gold. “My impression is that the Ministry intends a small-scale inquiry, not a
full Wizengamot trial. This, as I’m sure you know, will not be enough to appease many of
your critics. Nor will it appease me.” She lifted her eyebrows.

“What you must understand,” Fudge said in a hush, “is that this is a very — very delicate
matter. The Ministry cannot be seen giving into demands.”

She smiled coldly. “I understand, but I am sure the Ministry also should not be seen
attempting to cover up its failings, or to diminish them. The people want to know the truth,
Minister. It would be in both our interests if you gave my father an appropriate, fair trial — as
your predecessor failed to do. If you do this,” she said, leaning forward slightly, “the burden
of blame will be alleviated from your shoulders. Surely, Minister, if the people see that you
are trying to uphold justice where Minister Bagnold and Bartemius Crouch failed, why, the
matter may not become so delicate as you believe.”

Fudge stared at her, then straightened. “What is it you would have me do, Lady Black?”

“Have a full trial. Ensure it is reported on, that there can be no doubt about the truth of my
father’s innocence. Issue a public statement, something about reintegration, about the



Ministry looking forward. Ensure that you run it by me. And open an inquiry into the
mishandling of my father’s case. It’s really the least you can do.”

Fudge raised his eyebrows. “It is not my job to cater to you. We will deal with your father’s
case efficiently. Peter Pettigrew is already in Azkaban, and your father on mere house arrest
awaiting a verdict, which three weeks ago would have been unthinkable!”

“Yet you still dally. The evidence is stacked entirely in my father’s favour, but you have yet
to issue either pardon or apology. I understand you wish to let the press and media frenzy die
down, but the longer you wait, the more confused people get. The more they think you are
trying to hide something. I want my family’s position in society restored, Minister. I want
everyone to know that they can associate with us. I want my father’s freedom assured as soon
as possible, because he has spent far too long without it. And I am sure that you want public
faith in your administration restored, too. You need to be transparent.” Fudge looked
uncomfortable at the very thoughts. Transparency had never really been an interest of the
Ministry, after all. She was coming to realise such things more and more. “As you know, as
Lady Black, I am entitled to my own seat on the Legislating Assembly, where many of my
peers are also on your council or the Wizengamot. I am sure that I am not the only one
concerned that the Ministry has made such a grave error, failing one of its own, one of its
longest serving families. In addition, Harry Potter has already given me his formal assurance
of support in this request.” At that, Fudge flushed — the House of Black was one thing, the
House of Potter another, but the Boy-Who-Lived bridged the gap. Allying herself with him
was a risk, as everything was. But at this point in time, Fudge could not be seen to deny
Harry Potter as he did Aurora.

“What would you have me say,” he asked finally, “in this statement?”

“That the Ministry offers a formal apology for its mishandling of my father’s case and failure
to identify the true criminal. That the Ministry extends an apology to the House of Black, and
supports its future.” She straightened, seeing the flicker of his eyes, wondering how far she
could go. If she could, she would have him grovelling — but she couldn’t push her luck. This
had to be a measured negotiation.

“And if I don’t?”

She raised her eyebrows. She could not appear too desperate — Fudge could not appear to
have the upper hand. “Then on your head be it, Minister. My father’s innocence will be
proven either way — I merely wish it to be sooner rather than later, it is no less than what he
deserves, after all he has been put through. Do you want to make an enemy of the House of
Black? I’m sure the money we donate to St. Mungo’s Hospital could easily be moved to
private endeavours elsewhere.”

Fudge’s smile thinned. “I will have a draft statement sent to you.”

Aurora sat back with a satisfied smirk. “And do you have a date in mind for the trial?”

“Mid-July ought to do it,” he said, flicking through papers, looking at the wall. “Lots of press
activity, and the full Wizengamot comes back into session shortly after Merlin’s Day.”



“That sounds quite perfect.” Aurora stood with a smile. “The inquiry into the mishandling, I
trust, will be dealt with? I’m sure the Daily Prophet would agree that neither your nor
Minister Bagnold’s administration has been effective in carrying out true justice. I doubt I am
the only one who sees this.” Fudge’s lips thinned. If she played this right, Aurora thought, she
could wring more than just apology out of the Ministry. Her father would be entitled to an
awful lot of compensation, she was sure.

“See here,” Fudge said, “the way this government runs is not your business.”

“Isn’t it?” she challenged, eyebrows raised. “I would think it is the business of everyone it
rules over, Minister. But if you do not wish to open an inquiry and give the public your
assurances, I am sure they will decide your personal efficiency for themselves. And it was
Bagnold who opened up the Assembly elections, after all. I’m sure she would agree on the
importance of public opinion.”

Fudge’s face went red, then purple. Aurora held his gaze with bated breath. Slowly, he
nodded. “No. No, you are right. There will be an inquiry, but I can’t give any — indication of
an outcome. This has all been such an embarrassment...”

“And I am sure you do not want any more embarrassment,” Aurora said lowly. “Or any more
negative press. But I am sure this will help you, too, Minister. I do not wish to make an
enemy of you, believe me. I would much rather that we could work together.” Then, seeing
that she had won — for now, at least, she would be a fool to expect Fudge not to try and
wriggle out of it — she smiled lightly. “I am glad that we could have this sorted, Minister. I
trust the decision will benefit us both.”

He pursed his lips. “Quite.” They shook hands, and Aurora inclined her head politely.

“Thank you for your time, Minister. I trust that statement will reach me soon?”

He was quick to nod. “Of course, Lady Black.”

“Good.” A satisfied, proud smile tugged at her lips. She liked to think Arcturus was watching
this moment. “And Mr Bartemius Crouch, will he join in this apology?”

Fudge’s smile faded. “Mr Crouch is busy at the moment, Lady Black.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Busier even than you, Minister?”

He flushed. “I will speak with him, but any personal correspondence may be... Difficult. Old
Barty’s having a hard time of it, as you might imagine.”

She smiled thinly, devoid of humour. “My father has had rather a hard time of it too, Minister.
For the past thirteen years. A word from Mr Crouch would mean a lot.” Her father likely
didn’t care at all what Bartemius Crouch thought of him, but Aurora thought it was important
to cover all the ground, and to get everything that she could out of this. “We shall speak again
soon.”



With another slight incline of the head, and receiving similar deference in response, Aurora
let Fudge show her out of the office and along towards the elevator. It was only when she was
at last alone, heading to the grand atrium where she had arranged to meet Dora after she
finished work at four o’clock, that she allowed herself to smile properly. That had all gone
rather well, she thought. Things were looking up, for once in her life. And she thought she
rather deserved the flicker of self-pride she felt warming around her heart.



By Merlin

Merlin’s Day was celebrated on the seventh of July, at the end of the Celtic Oak Month, to
commemorate the day of his legendary battle with the sorceress Morgana. Aurora had
attended only a handful of the celebrations as a child, alongside Arcturus, as he had not been
particularly keen on them, or bringing her out with him. But this year, approaching the age of
fifteen, Aurora counted as something on the edge of adulthood, and as such, had been invited
to the celebrations at Greengrass Manor on her own accord. Daphne’s family had long
claimed ancestry from Merlin, along with the Pendragon line, having settled in Wales.
Whether or not this held any truth, Aurora did not know — they were, after all, by no means
the only family to claim such descent, and it was an awful stretch anyway — but it wasn’t her
place to challenge it. Everyone had a little bit of the Pendragons and their peers, after all.
With the circumstances, she was just glad they had invited her — though the Greengrasses
had always been pointedly neutral, even on the issue of blood purity, she felt that such a
gracious invitation would not have been extended to her were it not for the recent events
surrounding her father, and Fudge’s statement of apology which placed her rather firmly in
favour, and in the focus of society gossip.

“I know you’re not quite out yet,” Andromeda had reminded her, after they received the
invitation one morning, “but you’re certainly society adjacent. I’m not one for lecturing you
on what you should and shouldn’t do, and I’m sure you know anyway, but you ought to be
careful. Most of the major pureblood and noble families will be there. And everyone will
want to hear something from you. Especially now.”

“I know,” Aurora said, frowning across the lounge as she held the piece of parchment
carefully in her hands, “but I’ll just have to make sure I can spin it my way.” It was what she
had been going to do anyway. Daphne’s family were well-regarded in the Ministry, and she
had an uncle on the Wizengamot, as well as an aunt in the Minister’s council. And with so
many other members of high society among them, Aurora knew she would be a fool not to
try and endear some to her side. Society was not a game only of gossip and dances as could
so often be the case within the Slytherin common room; it was a game of alliance and
negotiation, and it fell to her, as everything did now, to spin that to the advantage of her
family.

“I know you will,” Andromeda said, a clear smile in her whisper.

Aurora glanced up at her from the sofa, folding the invitation. “Were you familiar with the
Greengrasses at all? You know, before?”

Andromeda smiled wryly. “Lavinia Greengrass, certainly. She was a Flint before marriage. I
did not know her particularly well, but she was a... Friend, of my sister.” That she did not
specify which one told Aurora it was more likely Bellatrix than Narcissa. Andromeda had
never, in her memory, spoken her name. “I know that she has always put an awful lot of stock
in alliances and marriages and properiety. Even if purity is not so much of an issue, she cares
an awful lot about doing things the ‘right way’. She was never fond of me. She will be
curious about you, though.”



“I suspect most of them will,” Aurora said, and Andromeda smiled wryly.

“Careful, that almost sounded like a complaint.”

She pulled a face. “What about her husband? Daphne doesn’t really talk about her aunt and
uncle much, and we’re not especially close.”

“Cadoc wasn’t so bad, as far as I remember him, though this was years ago. He was a
Ravenclaw, actually. He’ll want to know where you lie in the Assembly, but they all will, and
you know that. What age are his children?”

“One son a year older than me, the others aren’t in Hogwarts yet.”

Andromeda hummed, and have her a significant look. “As I said. Lavinia cares about
marriages, Cadoc cares about the Assembly, and they will want to play nice with anyone they
can. There’s nothing major to be wary of, besides the usual society posturing and gossip.

“And I can handle that,” Aurora said. “Merlin knows.”

Andromeda cracked a grin. “And we had better get you some new dress robes as well,” she
said. “I’ve heard you may be needing them at school this year, too.”

Aurora stared at her. “How would you know?”

She just grinned and tapped the side of her nose.

“One thing at a time, dear. Write back to Lady Greengrass this afternoon. And we’ll pop by
Arbrus Hill later, too, see how your father is doing. Ted wants to hear his Quidditch chat.”

Aurora smiled at that. The semi-finals were approaching — Ireland versus Peru, and Bulgaria
versus Japan — with the final of the World Cup set for next month. Her father had taken an
interest in the goings on of the cup almost immediately — apparently he and Aurora’s mother
had both been Beaters on the school team.

When they arrived to see her father, he was in better spirits than she had ever seen him in. At
first, Aurora thought it was just because of the Ministry’s statement, until they got into the
drawing room and he said, sounding giddy, “Hagrid got my motorbike back to me!”

Aurora stared at him, while Ted and Andromeda both laughed. “What’s a motorbike?”

Her father looked crestfallen. “A motorbike!” She gave him a blank look. It sounded Muggle.
“It flies! Well, mine does — I’m not allowed to use it right now, cause of everything, but it’s
back!”

“What’s the model?” Ted asked immediately, and her father launched into a lengthy
description she could hardly keep up with.

Aurora turned to Andromeda, blushing, and asked in a whisper, “What is a motorbike?”



“You’ve seen a regular bicycle?” She nodded. “Well, it’s like that, but you don’t have to
pedal. The Muggles make it run on an engine, like they do with cars. Dora wanted one, but
knowing her she’d get her leg taken off. And they’re awfully loud.”

Aurora grimaced. “Sounds perfect.”

Andromeda smirked in return, eyes flicking to where Sirius was telling Ted about the
specifics of the levitation enchantments and invisibility booster. “Doesn’t it just?”

Her father looked over again, grinning. “I can’t ride it yet, obviously, but it’s good! And I’m
getting a load of all our old things back, too.”

“Oh.” She blinked. “Such as?”

Though his smile faded slightly as he spoke, her father managed to say, “From the flat, where
we lived, between...” Between her mother dying and her father leaving. “The Ministry took
everything, but they weren’t allowed to just destroy all that we had.”

“No one told me,” Aurora muttered, and her father raised his eyebrows.

“I’m not surprised.” His eyes looked down, and it took Andromeda to start up the
conversation again, break him from the train of thought, back towards the motorbike, and the
Quidditch Cup, while Aurora wondered, feeling uncertain and almost guilty, about what
memories exactly might be uncovered.

-*

The trial date was set for the fifteenth of July, just over a week after Merlin’s Day and the
resumption of the Wizengamot. Aurora’s time felt like it was being sucked away by meetings
with her father and their lawyer, and one particularly stilted occasion when she, Potter,
Granger, Weasley and Professor Lupin had all gathered in the same room with him. He had
been overjoyed to see Potter, of course, which put Aurora in a bad mood for the whole day,
though she did try to hide it.

In some ways, she was glad to get a break from it all and visit Daphne’s aunt’s estate for the
celebrations. In others, she was terrified.

This time, she had not gone on any shopping trips with her friends to get her dress robes. She
had ordered from the Twilfitt and Taffling catalogue and had her measurements taken, and
Andromeda had seemed faintly emotional about the whole thing.

“It isn’t as if I’m getting betrothed,” she said, after the tailor had left, “it’s just Merlin’s Day.”

“I know.” Andromeda had bitten her lip. “You just remind me of when I was your age. It is
strange.”

The thought had unsettled her only a little.

The day of the celebrations, Andromeda did Aurora’s hair and makeup for her, teaching her
the charm to keep a hairstyle in place without product, which she said would come in useful



sooner than Aurora expected, whatever that meant. Her robes were a soft shade of lilac,
slightly more girlish, and the silhouette slightly less structured than Aurora would normally
opt for, but she felt oddly weightless in the robes. By the time Daphne’s mother arrived to
pick her up — as the least awkward relation — Aurora was feeling quietly rather pleased
with her appearance. Ted had insisted on taking photos beforehand that she could show off to
her father when she next saw him, and she supposed it was nice to have a fuss made of her
for a positive reason.

Greengrass Manor, far out in the Welsh countryside, was seemingly old as time, and unlike
many other pureblood homes which had been patched up and renovated with magic over the
years, it still bore the scars of the past.

She was ushered first upstairs, to where Daphne and her little sister were still getting ready.
Daphne gave a light shriek when she saw Aurora in the doorway and rushed over, exclaiming
about how awfully long it had been, and Aurora couldn’t stop herself from smiling as she
gushed about the holidays and her recent short break in Switzerland, giving every observation
about the food, the landscape, the people. Astoria looked bored by the entire affair.

“She’s just jealous none of her little friends get to come,” Daphne whispered in Aurora’s ear,
“she always sulks like mad, but especially now all my friends are of an age to join us. And
she doesn’t seem impressed that I told her to keep an eye out for Draco.”

“Why Draco?” Aurora whispered, grinning. She knew the Greengrass girl had been rather
taken with her cousin last Summer, but it was an odd thing to still be worried over.

“She likes that he’s blond,” Daphne whispered back, as if the glowering Astoria couldn’t hear
them. “But I am certain he dyes it.”

“I couldn’t possibly say,” Aurora told her conspiratorially, and Daphne cackled, whipping
around to her sister.

“See, Astoria? I told you so!”

Astoria flung her hairbrush down and dragged her fingers through her to detangle it, a
movement Daphne immediately chastised her for. “Astoria’s a romantic at heart though,
aren’t you? She wants to marry for love.” Daphne practically sang the last word, and Aurora
grinned faintly.

“How wretched.”

“At least I know someone will want to marry me,” Astoria said. “Mother told Daphne that if
she carries on the way she is with Theodore Nott, people will get the wrong impression.”

Now it was Daphne’s turn to scowl. “Mother doesn’t know anything about love, though, does
she?” she sighed, and before Aurora could try to discern what had just happened, her friend
had taken her sternly by the elbow. “There is nothing romantic between Theodore and I. He’s
like a brother and besides, we’re both practical, and we’re also not stupid enough to worry
about romance right now. It’s little girls with fairytale dreams who’ll get themselves in



trouble.” Then, she pinned the last of her hair behind her ear and said pointedly to Aurora,
“And we ought to get to some proper company, anyway.”

Astoria grumbled at her sister as she got up, going to join them. Both sisters exchanged one
last annoyed glance before putting on almost identical smiles and facing the door. Aurora
thought it was rather impressive, how rehearsed it was, as Daphne swept open the door into
the hallway and went to find her parents who were waiting in the next room.

“You’ll be announced separately of course,” Aurelia told her, “just after Daphne. Phillip and I
will be going with Astoria first. My brother and sister-in-law will already be down there.”

Aurora nodded. Making an entrance by herself felt like a daunting task, but she had had all
eyes on her before. Yet this felt different. She could feel the weight of expectation and
preconception upon her already as they made their way downstairs to the wide balcony
which, from the masonry and positioning, had likely once been battlements, overlooking the
grounds which were now a garden. Magic hummed in the air, silver and green lights winding
between the trees. The party was only just beginning, it seemed, but there were already
around a hundred people gathered. Daphne took Aurora’s hand as they reached the glass
double doors.

“Are you nervous?”

“Of course I am not nervous, Greengrass,” Aurora said as convincingly as she could manage.
“Are you?”

Daphne grinned. “Not at all.”

Someone at the foot of the staircase introduced Aurelia, Phillip and Astoria, to light and
polite applause. “You remember my cousins’ names, don’t you? Rhys is the eldest, the year
above us — and the other two are—”

“Tristan and Lynn,” Aurora finished. “I have done my research, Daphne.”

“I know,” she said lightly, stepping forward, “I just don’t want you to mess this up and give
me a bad impression, too.”

Then her name was announced and she strode onto the balcony with the grace of a swan in
her floaty white dress. Aurora watched her go, feeling suddenly self-conscious. She had to
put that out of her head, though. She had to keep her focus, and seek the advantage.

At the sound of, “Lady Aurora Black,” Aurora knew people were turning to watch. She put
on her most elegant smile as she made her way out, channeling every instruction she had ever
received in a ballet lesson — posture, gait, charm — as she glided down into the garden. Her
fingertips skimmed the bannister, while her other hand held her dress just ever so slightly
aloft. Assessing eyes watched her descent; and then she stepped down, onto the light path
verged with grass and vibrant wildflowers, and she could breathe.

Those eyes still followed her, but she hurried quickly to stand by Daphne, watching as Frida
Selwyn emerged behind her parents, looking drowned in a midnight blue gown. “Poor thing,”



Daphne clucked, “she does look so dreadfully out of place. Aunt Lavinia disapproves — that
was a rumour, about Frida and that Thomas boy, the Gryffindor Muggleborn — but she can’t
very well snub the Selwyns over rumour. Not just yet, anyway.”

Though when Aurora glanced up, she thought Frida rather looked as though she would have
preferred to have been snubbed. People were whispering all over, and Aurora’s skin crawled.
They could just as easily be whispering about her, after all.

The procession continued long after Frida. Aurora watched as Hestia and Flora came next —
at an earlier age than most, due to their relation to the Greengrasses, as Aurelia’s nieces —
followed by the Bulstrodes and a very pale Millicent. Then came Pansy, in dress robes even
frillier than last year’s, beaming all the way, and then Lucille, perfectly postured in her usual
shade of red.

Leah MacMillan came down too, managing to maintain a certain haughtiness about her even
in frilly pink, and Aurora spied Alice Runcorn and Hannah Abbott at one point, too. The
procession felt endless, and Aurora was rod-straight the whole time, terrified of a misstep. It
was a relief when it came to a close, and new music started up.

Everyone moved together, so that they formed a ring just within the bounds of the orchids
laid out in the grass. Very few people were dancing; negotiations had to be made first.

Daphne was swept away by her fussing mother and aunt, who were pointing out to her every
eligible boy or man within a decade of their age. The Greengrasses may have been more
progressive than some with regards to blood purity, but that didn’t mean their daughters still
weren’t expected to marry for alliance over love. The expectation of that made Aurora’s
throat tighten, and she felt suddenly panicked, alone in the mass of people.

All the other young witches here had someone to guide them, to support them, and she
suddenly wished desperately for her Aunt Lucretia. She would have pointed out everyone she
needed to speak to, and told her how best to approach them, and she would have ensured
Aurora held herself perfectly. Even Andromeda’s guidance before the ball was not enough to
abate the sudden nerves and the sense of absence that accompanied them, the knowledge that
she was alone in her experience this night.

But she managed to catch the eye of Narcissa Malfoy, and even if she felt uncertain about
Lucius, the face was familiar and friendly and her father’s cousin swept down on her,
beaming, in a cloud of sweet perfume and fluttering powder-blue robes.

“My darling,” she said, taking Aurora’s hands and kissing her cheeks swiftly. “You look
radiant.”

Aurora felt her cheeks heat, but reassurance pooled in her chest at Narcissa’s presence.
“Thank you, Narcissa.”

“I didn’t know if Andromeda would let you come to this,” she said, shaking her head. “She
never quite approved of the institution, but I must say, I am relieved you’re here. We have
things to discuss — and things beyond petty courtship, too.”



Feeling startled, but relieved that she didn’t have to think so directly about marriage yet,
Aurora nodded along and let Narcissa guide her some way around the ring; she noticed,
further away from Lucius. Still, his eyes tracked their movements from where he was
engaged in conversation with his father, Lord Abraxas Malfoy, and Theodore’s grandfather,
Lord Nott. A chill went through Aurora. It was like he was seeing right through her, and she
saw him for the first time too.

Blood of a blood traitor, that was what Lucius had called her. In her memory that the
Dementors has dredged up, of the night her mother been murdered. By Lucius Malfoy and
Bellatrix Lestrange and Merlin knew who else. She knew a Travers had been accused of
starting the fire that had consumed the McKinnons.

The thought made her burn inside. There had been no one to defend her father, and because
of that, he had been condemned as an innocent man — while others walked free from their
crimes.

“Aurora, darling,” Narcissa whispered, “you’ve gone quite pale.”

She straightened sharply. She had to remember herself — remember her place. Aurora
feigned a smile, poised and elegant, as she ought to be. “My apologies, I was swept away in
thought for a moment there. What do you need to discuss, Narcissa?”

“My cousin,” she said, lips pursed, “is he well?”

It was not an innocent question. “As much as he can be,” Aurora said, going to clasp her
hands together and then forcing herself to hold them by her side — Draco always noticed
when she did that if she was nervous, and she knew his mother would pick up on it too.

Narcissa hummed. “I heard a rumour that you went to the Minister himself to demand he
send out that statement.”

“Demand is, perhaps, a strong word.”

“Negotiate, then,” Narcissa said with a knowing smile. “You don’t need to be so guarded
with me, Aurora. I have known you since you were a child. I know you are uncertain about
what this means.”

Her smile flickered. “And what do you think, Narcissa? Of what this means for you?”

Narcissa pursed her lips and looked Aurora up and down carefully. “Do you remain head of
the family?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She lifted her chin. “You ought to make yourself known more often. One can forgive
a child for being out of the public eye, especially in your circumstances, but you are nearing
adulthood. Sooner than you think.” Catching Aurora’s eye, she added with a smile, “I do not
speak of marriage, don’t worry. Merlin knows I have enough of that sort of talk with Draco
and Lucius.”



Aurora tried not to let her confusion show. “I certainly don’t intend to hide away. But
Hogwarts—”

“Will be much more... open, this year, shall we say?” Narcissa reached over to tuck a stray
curl behind Aurora’s ear for her, a maternal gesture that warmed her for a second and then,
inevitably, brought her back to earth with a jarring thought of what it meant that she could
have anything maternal from the wife of a man who had killed her own mother. But Narcissa
had also had a hand in raising her, when she was young, softer than either her grandmother or
Aunt Lucretia. She loved her, she always had — hadn’t she?

“You ought to prepare. Now that the Ministry is trying your father so publicly, you will be in
the light more than ever. I know you’ve noticed the attention all these guests are paying to
you.”

“Obviously.”

“My husband is wary of it all. Things are changing. That is what he tells me. He thinks I
don’t hear anything else that he says.” A prickle of cold went up Aurora’s spine. Narcissa
moved closer, taking her hands again. “You need to be careful, Aurora. All is not what it
seems. You are the head of my family, too, remember.”

“I would never forget.”

Narcissa smiled and squeezed her hands. “We have a duty to one another, then. My relations
with my sister are strained at very best, and with Sirius non-existent. The Black family is not
what it once was. But we protect our own, when it comes to it, do we not? You are my own,
Aurora. You know this too.” Aurora nodded slowly. She hardly dared to look away. She could
feel Lucius Malfoy’s eyes on her. “My sources tell me you allied with Potter in your crusade
against the Minister. Do you think that was a wise choice?”

Aurora weighed her answer before she gave it. “For now,” she said softly. “We have one
common goal. That may change easily. I do not have to be on his side, for him to be on
mine.” She raised her eyebrows just enough to make Narcissa smile. To know that she was
balancing, even if she felt somewhat precarious. “Not that he needs to understand such
things.”

Narcissa smiled. “Indeed. I must say, I do approve. It is a risky decision. Not the move
against the Minister, but the strength of it suggests a certain allegiance. You know this,
though.”

“I do.” She nodded slowly. “But I know that the past speaks for me, too.”

“As it should,” Narcissa said. “The House of Black was great once. It pains me to see how it
has fallen. I cannot say that I support Sirius. But I am interested to see what the future will
bring. Nevertheless. You must be careful. Allegiances change. Targets change.” The warning
was clear if the words were not. “My son is naive to all that is happening around him.
Innocent, perhaps, as children ought to be. I hope that you are not.”

She swallowed. “No, I’m not.”



“Good.” Narcissa took a long, steadying breath and stepped away. “Now, as no one else has
stepped forward for the role, I suppose I ought to assist you in finding a dance partner. I
would say five turns of the floor would suffice to quell any nastier rumours, without
generating uneccessary gossip, scandal or scramble. Seven would be generous.”

Aurora nodded, eyeing the crowd of people. Dancing was expected, that was correct. Pansy
had already found a Yaxley boy to dance with, and she spotted Lucille smiling tensely in the
arms of someone who appeared to have no sense of musicality whatsoever. On the fringes,
Draco was huddled with Blaise and Theodore, whispering and glancing around.

“There are Sebastian and Julian Carrow,” Narcissa said, nodding to two dark-haired boys a
few paces away from where Lucius Malfoy was standing. Aurora knew of them only in
passing, though they were both Slytherins — the eldest, Sebastian, was a seventh year, and
Julian in fifth year. Both kept to themselves rather. “The eldest boy, I have heard, has
something of an attachment with Alexandra Bulstrode, and you would look best with the
younger anyhow. A better match in height. Over there, the Runcorn boy must be a year or
two older than you — it was a bit of an upset with the sister, but he appears above it. The
MacMillan boy is your age but I have never met a MacMillan who wasn’t a dreadful bore,
and I do believe he is a Hufflepuff.” Aurora’s lips twitched in a smile. “Are you familiar with
Lewis Stebbins?”

Aurora pursed her lips. “We’ve only spoken on a handful of occasions. He keeps company
with Sally-Anne Perks and Apollo Jones, mainly.”

Narcissa hummed, but her eyes lit suddenly. At the look, Aurora turned sharply to see
someone she knew was one of Pansy’s cousins, but whose name she couldn’t for the life of
her remember, coming around the edge of the path towards her.

“Do not look too excited,” Narcissa murmured as she tugged Aurora back around to face her.

“I’m not excited,” she said before she could stop herself, and then pursed her lips, ruffling the
skirts of her robes just so and settling the necklace that hung around her neck.

“His name is Cecil,” Narcissa whispered, just as there was a low cough from behind Aurora.
Cecil. Of Pansy’s male cousins, three were older than them and she was sure Cecil was in the
same year as Cassius.

She turned with as much of a smile as she could muster for someone she didn’t know.
“Mister Parkinson,” she said, inclining her head.

“Lady Black,” he greeted in return, taking her hand and kissin the back of it as he moved into
a low bow. Aurora tried not to let her discomfort show. She wanted to cringe away. “A
pleasure. I believe you are acquainted with my cousin, Pansy?”

He knew fine well that she was. Aurora took her hand away with a delicate, measured smile,
but she saw Pansy on the other side of the clearing gesturing to her, nodding quickly. “I am,”
she said slowly. “Did she ask you over here?”



Narcissa muttered something she couldn’t hear and Cecil cleared his throat, flushing. “Well, I
have to admit I’m curious.” Of course he was curious. Everyone was curious about her, now.
“Would you dance with me?”

Her immediate instinct was to say no. But that would be impolite, and raise eyebrows, and it
was only one dance and Pansy seemed to want it to happen, as did Narcissa. The sooner she
did this, the sooner she could have the ordeal of dancing and the stifling air of courtship over
with. Even if she wouldn’t formally court anyone at this age, it was a notion she didn’t want
to get too close to.

Realising she was taking too long to answer, Aurora took Cecil’s outstretched hand and said
in a strained voice, “It would be my pleasure.”

The dance itself was simple enough. Aurora could follow it easily, the gentle turns and the
small steps. The dance of conversation however, was difficult not in its complexity but in its
dullness.

Cecil Parkinson had just achieved eight O.W.L.s and seemed to think that this news ought to
have been splashed across the Daily Prophet, for he simply would not stop talking about the
achievement. Even when Aurora attempted to steer the conversation into Arithmancy, a
subject he had studied and that she was herself interested in, he managed to make it about
how he had known all along that he had an aptitude for it and didn’t need an exam to tell him
so — Aurora suspected this indignation was due to the fact that he had only achieved an
Acceptable — and her every mention of Arithmantic theory was twisted into the most basic
of numerological explanations that she knew better out of a textbook and most certainly did
not need a boy to explain to her.

The dance seemed endless, and Aurora was starting to wonder why she had ever thought that
it was a good idea in the first place and had not run away at the first mention of socialising or
courtship, when Cecil said in the most startlingly off-hand manner, “Of course, exams won’t
matter much for me anyway, more a matter of reputation than anything else. I suspect you
will be the same, they won’t matter once you have somewhere else to go. Dear Pansy might
have to work now, though.”

And he laughed.

Aurora tried not to stare or falter in her step. “Might she?”

“Well, if her father keeps going on the way he is.”

He tightened her grip slightly and Aurora tried not to squirm, in favour of asking, “Why
might that be?” At the look on his face, she added in a falsely sweet, naive tone, “Forgive me,
I’m not certain quite how these matters you are describing play out.”

“Politics, isn’t it?” He shrugged, disrupting the flow of the movement when he was supposed
to be spinning her under his arm. Instead, she nearly crashed into him. “I mean, she was
supposed to be getting betrothed to that Malfoy, but you don’t see them dancing tonight, do
you?”



“I’m sure Pansy’s just keeping her options open.”

Cecil laughed. “More like Malfoy is. They’re looking at Elinor now instead. I think she’s
young, but I suppose she won’t be forever.”

His grip on her felt suddenly suffocating but Aurora had to keep asking.

“I can’t imagine why. Pansy is a most lovely girl.”

“Oh, sure Pansy isn’t the problem.” He laughed again and Aurora forced herself to smile.
“It’s Uncle Julius, isn’t it? I wouldn’t expect you to understand, of course. We all have to
keep our options open.”

Aurora began to feel slightly sick. “I’m sure the issue will be resolved. Pansy and Draco
would make a lovely match.”

Cecil snorted and spun her again, as the music began drawing to a close. “Sure they would,
but that isn’t what matters.” He moved ever so slightly closer than was proper and Aurora
took a measured step backwards. “But I want to hear about you.”

“I can’t think why.”

“Come on, I’ve told you a secret of mine.” He smiled as if that meant anything to her, like he
was doing her a service. “The Black heir’s been hidden away so long. Pansy doesn’t like to
gossip about you, she says it’s unfair to discuss the situation and you’re her friend so she
won’t say a word, but I disagree. The Parkinsons make just as good allies as the Malfoys, you
know.”

That sick feeling curdled in her stomach. “I have no doubts of your power or your loyalty.
Pansy and I are good friends. As are Draco Malfoy and I.”

He shrugged again, and Aurora struggled to hide her annoyance. They were supposed to be
gliding, and he was jolting the movement. In ballet, that could seriously hurt a partner at the
wrong moment. “See, my mother is considering ladies for me already. A Flint, a Greengrass,
a MacMillan and an Abbott, all lined up.”

“How delightful for you,” she said, voice dripping with sweet sarcasm.

He smirked down at her, picking up on it. He wanted her to know he was a desirable match.
But why? MacMillan and Abbott were both fairly neutral parties as far as blood politics went,
while the Flints and Greengrasses were known to shift alliances easily. “I hear you went to
speak to the Minister yourself. That takes some strength. But you aren’t quite in society now,
are you? Not yet, anyway. But look at all the people watching you here. With me.” That
smirk only grew. “The Black name used to have power.”

She stared at him and said, “It still does, so long as I am here.”

“Precisely.” He leaned closer and Aurora prayed for the song to just finish already. “Think
about it, Black. You are acquainted with my family already. My cousin would welcome you
as something closer to a sister. Any friendship would be prosperous for us both.”



Then he spun her slowly again, just as the final chords of the dance ended.

“Thank you,” she said, curtsying to him, trying to hide the tremour in her hands as she let go
and worked out what to say. “You must excuse me for this next dance, there is someone
demanding my attention.”

In truth, there was no such person, but Aurora felt that if she had to dance with him a moment
longer then her mind was simply going to stop working. Her hands and forehead both were
clammy as she glided back out to the ring of people, trying to spy Narcissa and finding Pansy
instead.

She gaped at her. “Your cousin—”

“I know,” Pansy groaned, “I’m sorry. But Aunt Clarissa said one of them had to dance with
you, and Edwin is far too old, Elliott’s boring and Weylan reeks. He’s the best of a bad lot,
but it’s over and done with now, he won’t trouble you again.”

“That’s not — why are they trying to get your cousin to marry Draco? And why is Cecil
interested in me?”

Pansy rolled her eyes as she looped her arm through Aurora’s. “Everyone’s interested in you
tonight.”

“Not like that. He was talking about alliances. What happened with the Malfoys?”

A dark look came over Pansy’s face. “Somewhere quiet,” she murmured, with a sideways
glance at Muriel Prewett, who was known never to miss an opportunity for gossip. They
moved off slightly closer to the staircase, by a fountain carved in the shape of a bouquet of
daffodils. “I’m not supposed to know,” she told Aurora quietly, once they were out of earshot,
“because it doesn’t concern me, which is ridiculous because it obviously does. It concerns me
more than it concerns anyone else.” She let out a long, harsh sigh. “My parents — well, my
father, really — they’ve always been tight in with the Malfoys, obviously. But then, Lucius
and my father had a falling out over some business thing, and Lord Malfoy got involved and
then, I don’t know quite what it is, but... There’s something else going on. Something’s
happening this summer, some political thing, I don’t know, they don’t tell me anything, but
I’d bet anything that’s what the Malfoys are talking to Lord Nott about right now, too. But no
one will tell me anything. Mother had Narcissa over for tea and I wasn’t allowed anywhere
near them.” Rolling her eyes, Pansy glared in the direction of her mother, who was holding
conversation with Cecil Parkinson and the elder Abbott girl — Lucy, Aurora believed her
name was. “And now she’s trying to set me up with, well, anyone she can get to look my
direction basically! As if it’s my fault!”

“As if what’s your fault?”

“I don’t even know! Mother said herself, my father’s the one who got them in this mess and
it’s his job to get us out of it. She called him a coward the other day, they — they had a bit of
a fight.” At that, Pansy’s cheeks went pink and she looked away. Aurora got the distinct
impression that she wasn’t meant to be relaying any of this, but no one was watching as she
put an arm around her friend, hoping that the action was reassuring. “It wasn’t bad. I mean, it



was worse than usual but... They won’t tell me anything! Even though it’s my future!
Apparently I won’t understand, but I don’t understand anyway. And I — everything could be
so perfect, with Draco and I. But they’re ruining that, and I don’t even get to know any of
what’s happening. I don’t want to get stuck with someone I don’t like, or don’t know, just
because my father says so!

“And as for Cecil, his mother thinks he needs to start thinking about the future, and my
mother, again, is looking anywhere she can.”

“Which includes me,” Aurora said, uncomfortable.

“I know, and I told them I didn’t think you’d be interested at the moment, but when does my
mother ever listen to me? If you ask me, it’s all ridiculous. I’m only here because I like the
dress robes.”

A smile pulled at Aurora’s lips briefly. “Narcissa didn’t seem opposed to Cecil dancing with
me,” she mused. “She seemed to encourage it, actually. So even if there is an issue between
your father and Lucius, it must be salvageable. Especially if your mothers are still taking tea
together.”

Pansy sighed. “I suppose so. It’s all just so...”

“Frustrating?” She nodded. “I know.”

Aurora looked up as Pansy’s grip tightened around her, trying to catch sight of Narcissa
again. She was at the other end of the ring, near to the enchanted instruments which played in
mid-air, speaking to Marcus Flint’s mother. The Quidditch Captain himself was nowhere to
be found, which was good. Aurora didn’t want to hear what he might think of her in a dress.
She had had enough comments from him over the past two years.

“I still have between two and four dances to partake in,” she murmured.

“My mother’s probably furious that I’m not dancing right this minute,” Pansy said, scowling
at the ground. “I don’t even like any of them. I know that isn’t the point, but they’re all dull,
or we have nothing in common, or have never spoken before. It isn’t very romantic.”

“Marriage isn’t romantic,” Aurora said, wrinkling her nose. “Not really. This whole thing
certainly isn’t. Like you said.” Her lips quirked up. “I’m only in it for the pretty dress robes.”

At that, Pansy let out a small chuckle. “I wish it was more. But I suppose, I have to do what
Mother wants me to do.” She could hear the tension, the nerves, underlying that sentence, but
before she could question it, Pansy had moved her arm so that it was linked through Aurora’s
again, and said, “Speaking of the devil, she’s glaring at me. I think I have to dance again.”

Aurora gave her a sympathetic smile, eyes combing the clearing, then nodded when she
found her target. “I spy Blaise and Theodore. They’re at least bearable company, and more
manageable than most of the people here. Come on. You can take Blaise first, he’s the better
dancer.”



That, at least, consoled Pansy. And dancing with Theodore was far better than with Cecil
Parkinson, even if he was noticeably more nervous. Largely, this was because Theodore,
unlike Cecil, was not a prat, nor did he attempt to drag Aurora into a ludicrous feud via the
suggestion of marital relations. Instead, he asked about her summer and they shared their
predictions about the Quidditch Cup, both agreeing that Bulgaria was the underdog reliant on
their Seeker. When Aurora asked after his summer and family, however, his smile faded
somewhat. Even though he tried to hide it, Aurora recognised what he was doing. She did it
often, too, after all.

“I hope everything is well,” she told him softly as the music slowed around them.

He frowned, another familiar expression like he was holding back his words. “I’m sure it will
be. Just my mother... But my grandfather says it’s nothing.”

She recognised that too. The feeling that something was amiss and everyone was denying the
obvious, thinking he couldn’t work it out. “She’s unwell?”

“We’re not supposed to talk about it,” Theodore said quickly, then forced a smile. “How’s
your father? We didn’t really get a chance to speak — I mean, I get if you don’t want to,
but...”

His face was almost awkward, endearingly uncertain as he turned her in his hold. “Not here, I
don’t,” she admitted, casting a wary eye towards Lords Avery and Thorel, both of whom
were watching her intently. “It’s delicate. But he is well.” She gave a tentative smile, one
which Theodore returned even if it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You don’t want to talk about
your mother either.”

He shook his head, eyes darting about. “Not here,” he agreed, and Aurora nodded, as the song
wound to its end and partners separated across the floor.

He took a step back, holding her hands and bowing slightly. “Write to me,” Aurora said, “if
you need me.”

“I’ll be fine,” he said, and she let him think she believed it.

As Theodore left, Aurora turned, searching for Narcissa or Pansy or Draco. Instead, she
found Lord Rosier making his way over to her, with Abraxas Malfoy and Lord Nott in tow.
Rosier and Nott both cast her suspicious, yet curious, looks, while Abraxas looked merely
wary. Another who had not thought to reach out to her at all since the passing of her family. It
seemed they only came to her when they wanted something. The other two, it wouldn’t
bother her — even though the Blacks had a Rosier connection, as Andromeda and Narcissa’s
mother had been born into that family — but even though she didn’t like or know Abraxas
particularly well, it did not escape her that this familial tie did not mean anything to him.

“Miss Black,” Lord Rosier greeted, and she disliked him immediately.

She smiled back stiffly, inclining her head only slightly. “Mister Rosier,” she returned, in a
pleasant tone, and watched his irritation flicker. “Lord Malfoy. Lord Nott. How lovely to see
you.”



Trying not to show her nerves, she made her way off the main dance clearing, towards the
crowds.

“Likewise, Lady Black,” said Abraxas, eyebrows raised. “It has been quite some time.”

“Indeed,” she said, holding his gaze. “Last I recall we spoke, I must have been eleven.”

He smiled thinly. “You certainly have changed since then, Lady Black. As has everything.”

“So it appears,” she agreed, looking between them all, trying to figure out what they wanted
and why they approached together. Nott, she suspected, was here to pass comment on her
dance with Theodore. The other two, she had no idea, other than political motivations.
Questioning her loyalty, her affiliation, her place with her father restored. “Might I help you,
gentlemen?”

Something annoyed ticked in Rosier’s jaw. “As Lord Malfoy said,” he drawled, “it has been a
long time since the House of Black has opened its doors. We did wonder at the timing. Of
your father’s innocence... Why, I am sure no one suspected.”

Evan Rosier, the name came to her. A Death Eater, killed in the last war. Had he been
involved, she wondered, in her mother’s murder? He must be the son or nephew of Lord
Rosier, she was sure it was the latter.

“It would have done us all a service if they had,” she replied clippedly, wondering where this
was going. “But justice, I am sure, will be done.”

Lord Nott raised his eyebrows. “Do you believe so? You have faith in the Ministry?”

She smiled thinly. “I would like to.” His own son, she knew, was imprisoned in Azkaban, and
there had been a time when it looked like Lord Nott might have joined him there. Perhaps he
was angling for some greater release, retrials, now that confidence in the Ministry and its
judicial process had been shaken. “For now, we shall see what comes of the trial.”

“And your father,” Malfoy said, “why, I remember him as a child.” From the look on his face,
he did not remember it with a particular fondness. “Tell me, will he take the Assembly
position?”

The question felt like a slap to the face. She blinked, though she supposed she shouldn’t
really have been surprised by the question.

“I was named explicitly as heir by the late Lord Arcturus,” she told them as calmly as she
could, ignoring Rosier’s flickering gaze. “So no. I shall remain Lady Black and carry out the
appropriate duties.”

The Assembly had not sat officially in over a year, anyway. The Ministry had said years ago
that they would make it a more regular sitting, but in truth, most of the work of its hereditary
members was in influencing the members of the Minister’s Council, and the work of its
elected in trying to communicate and collaborate for their constituents outside of the formal



setting. There wasn’t much to truly legislate for, at the moment, anyway, though the fact that
the were asking made Aurora wonder if they knew something she did not.

The three men exchanged glances, that were cold but almost amused, and she felt that awful
nauseous feeling that she was being privately mocked by their gazes.

“Is there a specific issue?” she asked, doing her best to appear aloof. “I am open to
discussions.”

She would rather not have discussions with them, though. Their eyes crawled over her,
probing, mocking, questioning. “The House of Black has long been associated with the
Houses of Rosier and Malfoy,” Rosier said, explaining it in a tone as if he thought she did not
already know this, as if he expected her to be ignorant. She tried desperately to hold back her
glare.

“I am aware.”

“The late Lord Arcturus, by the end, had let that association slip somewhat.” Probably,
Aurora thought, because he realised how awful they all were. “He was secretive, in those
days. Would not answer very many questions about you.” His gaze slipped over her. “We are
curious, you see. The late Lord Arcturus never did say...” Her stomach rolled. “What family
was your mother from?”

There it was. The question, innocent thought it may have been received, was anything but.
He was taunting her with it, she could see it in his eyes. Lord Malfoy at least had the audacity
not to look directly at her.

“We did not discuss my mother,” she said in a flat voice. “She has nothing to do with me.”

“Surely your father must have mentioned. It seems such a needless secret.”

The worst kept secret of the House of Black. But she would not give them ammunition in the
form of confirmation. Instead, she raised her eyebrows and schooled her face into an
impression of boredom as she regarded Lord Rosier. “My lords, this does not seem to be
about me, or politics. I fail to see what my mother, who has long since left us—” She tried
not to look at Abraxas as she said this, nor over his shoulder towards Lucius, who was
watching, but she failed “—has to do with my political affiliation.”

Rosier sneered. It meant everything, she knew.

“Forgive Lord Rosier’s indelicacy,” Abraxas said smoothly. She was sure he knew, or at least
suspected. But he would know because of Lucius, know because of the Dark Lord, if
Arcturus had truly kept so quiet about it to everyone. “We understand you must be busy at the
moment. But your house is, officially, unaffiliated.” His smile was deceptively warm. “The
Insular Alliance would welcome House Black into the Assembly.”

She tried not to laugh. The Insular Alliance stood for the ‘old ways’ to prevent Muggles and
wizards mixing, to stop Muggleborns holding positions in society. They all knew, or at least



suspected, that she was not truly pure of blood. Even this she felt was a test, or a chance to
mock her, or both.

But she would not give them the satisfaction of bowing out. “I will of course, give it my due
consideration.”

She smiled tensly, nodding to them in turn, and it was Abraxas who became leader as he
turned away, murmuring something to Rosier.

Only, Lord Nott lingered. His eyes were calculating, cold, and his swept over to Theodore,
who was standing with his brothers and sister, by the edge of the clearing.

“Make no mistake, Lady Black,” he murmured, “everyone knows your potential. Do not
waste it. But.” His eyes held a steely, cold glimmer. “I did see you with my grandson.” He
looked her up and down. “It would do you some good to remember your place.”

Cold went through her, and she forced a smile. “I hope I did not offend you, Lord Nott.”

“Of course not.” He gave her a look as if her mere presence was offensive. “I merely wish to
pass on some advice. Everyone wants only the best for our heirs. Theodore is on an important
path. Let us not get carried away with ideas that are beyond our status, hm?” Lord Nott gave
her another calculating look, then nodded. “Give your father my regards.” She absolutely
would not. “Azkaban is such a lonely place.”

Then he turned, and was swallowed by the crowd.

Aurora took a step back, finally feeling like she was able to breathe again, only for Narcissa
to appear again, like a demon summoned.

“What did my father in law say to you?” she asked quickly, right in Aurora’s ear, and she
blinked.

“Merlin knows.” She winced. “He only meant to inquire as to mine and my father’s political
associations going forward. I told him the truth, that it is still left uncertain.”

“Good,” Narcissa told her, with a sigh. “Tell him nothing of worth.” The fact that the warning
was necessary to come from Narcissa made her even more nervous. Why were they so
interested to have her affiliation, even while mocking and questioning her, and barely being
subtle about it? Lord Nott clearly did not like her, and warned her away, so why would he
want to even suggest alliance?

“Is there something I ought to know?”

Narcissa had a heavy look in her eye, and it took her a long time before she shook her head.
“I am sure all will be well.” Aurora was not. “I see you and Pansy were deep in discussion.”

Aurora nodded. “We were weighing up her choices.” She glanced up, but Narcissa had
always been good at keeping on that mask of cool indifference that gave absolutely nothing
away. “I had expected her to be dancing with Draco. Though I’ve barely seen him either.”
Perhaps by design.



“My husband thinks it’s best to keep Draco’s options open,” Narcissa said, with the slightest
sigh in her voice. “He is only young, which I’m sure Pansy understands. As does her
mother.” Aurora gave a non-committal hum in reply.

“Naturally. I must admit I was surprised, though.”

Narcissa’s lips pressed into a thin smile. “Surprises occur for all of us. But nevertheless —
we have to put on a show of unity, don’t we?” When Aurora didn’t say anything more,
Narcissa added, “Lord Malfoy wants only the best for Draco and for his future. As we all do.
He does not mean to cause offense if he... Speculates, on certain aspects.”

Like her blood status, Aurora thought, heart pounding. She nodded sharply and Narcissa’s
smile was, almost surprisingly, one of sympathy.

“Be careful, Aurora. You may not be Abraxas’s and Lucius’s, but you are my family. I will
not let him forget that.” She put a hand on Aurora’s shoulder, which might have been
comforting, had she felt Narcissa had been there for her in the past years, before now. “Don’t
you forget it either.”



Freedom

In the week since Merlin’s Day, Aurora had barely had a moment to herself to think about
everything that had happened. From Pansy’s outpour, to Narcissa’s cryptic words, none of it
sat well. It was a feeling not unlike the one she’d had in the weeks leading up to Lucretia and
Ignatius passing away — the feeling that something was changing, whether with her
knowledge or not, and no matter how people might try to dress it up or keep it from her.

But one thing, she hoped, might change for the better.

On the sixteenth of July, Aurora made her way to the Ministry of Magic, where her father
was already waiting. Dora, Andromeda and Ted had all accompanied her, but they were to sit
in the gallery for the trial, watching. The whole of the Wizengamot had been summoned, and
though Aurora had pushed for it, when it came to waiting in the corridor outside the grand
courtroom, on her own, Aurora felt slight sick at the thought. There were people up there,
some that she knew and some that she didn’t. Some who, perhaps, had been down there as
defendants themselves, or ought to have been.

She knew that everyone would have an opinion on the outcome of this. It unsettled her more
now, after the Merlin’s Day party. None of the Dark Lord’s old supporters would move
against them now, she was fairly certain, seeing as so many of them had publicly denounced
him and were firmly in cahoots with Fudge. But they would whisper.

Even so, Aurora had gotten used to whispers. She knew who she was, and what her family
meant to her, and that had to be the most important thought.

Her father was escorted to the Ministry alone in the early morning, but Aurora made her way
with Dora, Ted, and Andromeda, all of whom were planning on watching from the gallery.
Along with most of the country, she thought. It was only Andromeda who was allowed to
walk down towards the courtroom with her, as they split from Ted and Dora at a door leading
to the gallery overlooking Courtroom Ten.

“Remember what we discussed,” Andromeda said as they went towards the elevator. “Keep
to your story, don’t let them distract you. It all should be fine — they can’t prosecute him,
there is no evidence. But you have to keep calm.”

“I know,” Aurora said, clasping her hands together. “I know, and it’ll be okay. I know what
I’m doing.”

They both knew it, both knew that this trial was more a formality than anything, her stage to
condemn the Ministry rather than their theatre to try her father. That didn’t stop her from
feeling nervous, from worrying that something awful might come out of the woodwork to
haunt them.

She knew there were plenty of people behind them. Even the Quibbler — a magazine known
for its eccentricities — had said that it believed Sirius’s innocence, though it did also imply
that he had a rockstar alter ego, which somewhat detracted from the credibility of the article.



She had received letters too. There were still plenty which took against her, but she chose to
try and focus on those which supported her, and on the messages of support from her friends.
None of them were able to get away to watch the proceedings, though she suspected all of
them would have it relayed to them by their parents. Pansy, Theodore, Daphne, and Gwen all
had written the day before to wish her luck, and it was a gesture she appreciated greatly.

As they went towards the elevator, though, she startled in surprise when she saw Cassius
Warrington making his way over. Blinking, Aurora turned to Andromeda, who seemed
oblivious.

“Cassius?” she asked when he got close. “What are you doing here?”

He shook his head, grinning as he fell into step and Andromeda frowned at him, suspicious.
“My dad’s on the Wizengamot, remember? He said I could come with him today to watch the
trial, but I wanted to come see you. Say good luck, you know.”

She tried to hide her smile. It was sweet of him, and wholly unexpected, but she found herself
grateful when Cassius hugged her quickly, even if it did make her blush. “Graham says good
luck too,” he added when he let her go and ran a hand through his long blond hair. He
glanced back over his shoulder, towards the open door to the gallery. “I’m sure you’ve
nothing to be worried about.”

“Thanks,” she said faintly, still recovering from the fact that Cassius Warrington had decided
to come here to wish her luck and show his support. He had written, of course, but his
actually being here was an even stronger gesture. A smile pulled at her lips, as she avoided
Andromeda’s knowing, curious look. “That’s er — that’s really good of you. I think it’ll be
okay, but it’s still... You know.”

He nodded, wrinkling his nose. “Bit nervewracking, yeah?”

She let out a breathy laugh. “Just a bit, yeah.”

“You’ll be grand,” Cassius assured her. “The whole Quidditch team’s behind you. I’d get
Marcus in to give you a pep talk if I could.”

Despite herself, Aurora laughed. “Somehow I don’t think being told to kick Gryffindor’s arse
would really help in this situation.”

“You never know,” Cassius said, shrugging as he laughed. He looked over to the door again,
where two blonde young women were waiting on him, looking annoyed. “I’ll get back to my
sisters before they start moaning at me.” He reached out a hand and then stopped himself,
before clapping her on the shoulder. He cleared his throat. “Good luck, Black.”

“Thanks,” Aurora said again.

Cassius grinned at her, then with a nod towards Andromeda, hurried over to the door to the
gallery.



Aurora blinked, still surprised as she watched him go. Andromeda cleared her throat,
smirking.

“Come on, you can get distracted by boys later.”

Heat flushed her cheeks as she hurried to the elevator. “I’m not getting distracted. Certainly
not by Cassius — not like that!”

“Of course not,” Andromeda sang, as they entered and pressed the button for the lower floor.
“I believe you.”

The elevator ride down was highly awkward in the light of Andromeda’s teasing, but at least
it gave her something to think about besides her crushing nerves about the trial. She knew it
would go in her favour, but didn’t want to take anything for granted, and her brain came up
with all the worst possible scenarios to unfold.

Atlas Runbarrow, the lawyer she had taken on for herself and her father, greeted them at the
end of a long, draughty corridor. “Lady Black,” he said, with a nod. “Mister Black is already
waiting through there.” He gestured to the door opposite the one that led to the courtroom.
“We have some time to go over any points of concern. And one of your other witnesses has
already arrived — Remus Lupin.”

“Yes,” Aurora said, trying to hide her nerves, “I thought he would be early. I believe Miss
Granger, Mister Potter, and Mister Weasley are all arriving together.” She and Potter had
exchanged a couple of letters recently, and once Aurora had gotten over the abysmal state of
the boy’s handwriting, they had agreed their arrangements. Potter and Granger had stayed
with the Weasleys the night before, and were too arrive at half past eight on the dot, prepared
for the trial to begin at nine o’clock.

“Good, good,” Runbarrow said, glancing anxiously up the corridor. “Well, I’d hope they’ll
find their way. Come inside, Lady Black, your father has been anxious to speak with you.”

Aurora tried not to roll her eyes. It had only been two days since she last spoke to him, but
her father was just like that. He said he wanted to make up for lost time, and she was
increasingly inclined to remind him why such time had been lost, but had had to hold her
tongue. They had more important things to worry about, and he had been just as disconcerted
as Andromeda when Aurora told him about Merlin’s Day.

“I’ll see you after,” Andromeda said, hugging Aurora tightly. “You’ll be alright, I promise.
Say hello to your dad for me.”

Aurora nodded, and tried to ignore the fresh wave of nerves that came with Andromeda’s
departure.

Runbarrow led her inside, where her father was in low, agitated conversation with Professor
Lupin. The latter looked very much worse for wear, with deep bags beneath his eyes, but her
father broke into a grin the second he caught sight of her, all but leaping to his feet.



“Rory,” he said, opening his arms as he hurried over. She gave him a tight lipped smile and a
tense hug in return. “Are you alright?”

“I’m perfectly fine,” she said, shaking her head. She glanced over at Lupin, who gave her a
wan smile and didn’t get up. “I’m more worried about you, considering this is your trial.”

His smile fell, only the tiniest bit. “Yes, well, hopefully it’ll all go smoothly. You said it
yourself, it’s a formality more than anything else. We just need to prove our point.”

Aurora nodded. “Yes, but that isn’t to say it won’t be nerve-wracking. You have to make sure
you don’t leave anything out, because the press are all in there and they’ll use anything they
can to elaborate the story. And you have to make sure you stick with Dumbledore, he’s
leading the trial anyway which is helpful, if a slight bit morally dubious. But it works in our
favour for now — and you have to be careful in your wording, Pettigrew will try and twist
whatever you say, and the journalists want as much of a scandal as they can get. You have to
keep calm, like we practiced.”

“Aurora,” her father said gently, putting a hand on her shoulder, “I know. You don’t have to
worry, it’s going to be fine. I know what I have to do. I can handle it. We’re in control.”

Aurora pursed her lips. “Even so, this is an incredibly important day. We have to use it to the
best—”

“Sirius!”

She broke off, face immediately dropping into a scowl. Her father didn’t notice — though
Lupin seemed to — as he quickly moved past Aurora to embrace his godson. When she
turned, trying to keep her face pleasant and neutral, she noted that all of the Gryffindors had
made something of an effort, but Weasley’s collar was still sticking up evenly on one side,
and Potter’s hair was not even the slightest bit tamer than usual. His glasses were dirty too,
and Aurora rolled her eyes when he turned to her, looking awkward.

“Black,” he said. She could hear the struggle in his voice, too.

“Potter,” she greeted, inclining her head. She spared a passing glance as she said, “Weasley,”
and then offered Granger a small, tense smile. “Hermione. I’m glad you’re all here.”
Someone came in just behind them, closing the door, looking harried. “Arthur Weasley, yes?”

They had met before, of course, neither occasion particularly pleasant, though for different
reasons. But to her surprise, Mr Weasley nodded enthusiastically, and went to shake her hand.
“Lovely to meet you again, Aurora. Slightly better circumstances at least.” She nodded,
avoiding the curious crease of Potter’s forehead at those words. “Now, I think I’m supposed
to go up into the public gallery, but I wanted to see these three down here safely. Are Ted and
Andromeda here, Aurora?”

She blinked, slightly surprised by the question. But she did know that he was familiar with
them, since Dora had been friends with Weasley’s eldest brothers at Hogwarts. “Yes,” she
said after a moment, “Dora’s with them too, and her hair’s bright orange today so she
shouldn’t be too difficult to find.”



“Jolly good.” Mr Weasley beamed at her, and then nervously between her father and Lupin.
“Well.” Runbarrow arched an eyebrow. “I suppose I’d better let you all get on with it, get
ready. Ron, remember what I told you — and fix that collar, or your mother’ll have my head
if you wind up in the papers looking like that.”

At that, Weasley scowled, and Aurora let her gaze drift around the room as Mr Weasley left.
“You three,” Runbarrow said, once the door closed again. “Run your stories by me again, will
you?”

They all went into a corner to discuss, while Aurora took the opportunity to sit down opposite
her father. He appeared to be getting healthier and happier by the day, and she knew already
that once this was over, it would be a massive weight off his shoulders. She wished she could
say the same for Lupin — her old professor looked pale, his scars more prominent than she
remembered, and back to the same gaunt thinness that had worn at him when he first took the
position at Hogwarts. It was strange to try and reconcile him with the image of a werewolf
which she had always kept in her head from horror stories. But Lupin had not been close to
hurting her that night in the forest, he had even helped them in his wolf form.

And it was hard to look such a person as him in the eye and believe he was as awful as he
surely should be.

“I haven’t seen you since you left,” she said quietly to him, trying not to disrupt the
conversation in the corner. “I doubt we’ll ever get such a good teacher. It’s unfair that you
had to leave.”

A smile plucked at him, briefly. “In truth, Aurora, I don’t think it was surprising. This has
happened every year. Even when we were in school, there would be a new Defense teacher,
every year, without fail. The circumstances are just... Unfortunate.”

“Unjust, you mean,” her father said, glaring at the table. “Snape had no right going off like he
did.”

“Yes, well.” Lupin pursed his lips. “What’s done is done.” He nodded to Aurora. “You did
well in your exam regardless.”

She flushed, and her father looked over interestedly. She hadn’t mentioned her exams to him
really, because it had felt rather meaningless in the face of what had come after. Defense
Against the Dark Arts had gotten her an unexpected Outstanding grade, along with
Transfiguration and Arithmancy, while most subjects had been Es, only Herbology and
Potions earning Acceptable grades. Whoever we have next year won’t be as good,” she said.
“I know that already.” Lupin smiled and she asked, “But how are you feeling? I imagine this
situation isn’t ideal.”

He laughed. “Far from it, Aurora. But I’m coping, and I have my best friend back, so that’s...
Something.” Both men glanced over and smiled at each other. The brotherly expression was
strange and new on both of them.

“I suppose so,” she agreed. “Father, you’ll have to invite him round once this is all over.”



Her father grinned, eyes flicking over to the corner. “As a matter of fact, we need to talk
about that. I know you’ve been putting it off, and I’m not going to tell you where to live or
anything—” Aurora stiffened “—but I would like you to... Visit, for a couple weeks. Before
the World Cup, I know you’re going to that with the Tonkses. Visits of an hour or so aren’t
the same, and you know that house has nothing but space.”

Aurora clasped her hands together. She didn’t want to say no, but she wasn’t sure how to say
yes. “I’ll consider it,” she said slowly, not looking at him. “I will. But we have to take this
one thing at a time.”

“Sirius,” Potter said, distracting them as he appeared, lacking any grace or decorum, next to
him. “How are you? Are you nervous?”

“We were in the middle of a conversation, Potter,” Aurora said in a clipped voice. He pursed
his lips, glancing between the three of them assembled there. Over in the corner next to
Runbarrow, Weasley and Granger whispered, throwing unsubtle glances their way.

“Right. Sorry. Um...”

“It’s fine,” Sirius said. “I’m fine, Harry. We just have to get through today, and then it’s all
official and I’m free. Thanks to the two of you.” He nodded between them, and Potter
grinned.

“I know, Ron said everyone’s talking about it. And about Aurora speaking to Fudge.” She
bristled at the use of her first name, but Potter clearly didn’t notice. “But it’s good, isn’t it?
Now everyone’ll know you’re innocent, they can’t doubt it.”

“That’s the plan.” Her father grinned. “I must say, it’ll feel good knowing people know I’m
not a murderer. And it’ll feel good to know Peter’s behind bars.”

“Yeah.” Potter had a satisfied sort of smile at that, too, but it fell quickly. “Will he — I mean,
I guess he is here, right?”

Sirius nodded. “We’ll be questioned first, and then him. I think they’re keeping us separated.”

“Right.” Potter set his jaw, then glanced at Aurora. He smiled tersely. “How, um — how are
you?”

She stared stonily at him. “Quite alright.”

Potter seemingly didn’t know what to say that, so the group of them lapsed into a stilted
silence, until Granger and Weasley came over and started up a chatter that, honestly, started
to do Aurora’s head in. They were all so loud, and all she wanted to focus on was the trial
that awaited them.

At nine o’clock sharp, there was a knock at the door and Albus Dumbledore swept in,
wearing robes of violet and gold, and the matching hat with the embroidered W which
Aurora knew to be the uniform of the Head of the Wizengamot. The fact that he was leading



a trial he had taken such a clear side in didn’t quite sit well with Aurora, but it suited her
today and she was certainly in no position to question it so long as he kept to their side.

“We’re ready for you all now,” he told them, eyes twinkling. “There are seats prepared for
everyone. Please.”

Aurora felt her stomach stir with nausea as they all got to her feet. Her father sent her a
reassuring smile which she could not bring herself to reciprocate, and she tried desperately to
appear collected as they went through to the courtroom. She had to be calm, measured. She
had to show everyone not only her father’s innocence, but her family’s strength.

Her head was abuzz with nerves and with the noise of the courtroom. High up in the gallery,
she could see throngs of people, possibly hundreds, who had turned out to watch the trial.
She caught Dora, Andromeda and Ted at the front, with Arthur Weasley beside them. Higher,
Augusta Longbottom sat wearing the hat from Neville’s boggart, next to, of all people,
Professor McGonagall. In the corner, a dark veil over her face, was a short, round woman
whom Aurora realised looked eerily like Pettigrew. She thought she saw, too, the silvery
sheen of Narcissa’s hair — but she couldn’t fixate on it, and was being moved along to one of
the sturdy, high-backed wooden chairs that ringed the circular courtroom floor. Her heart was
beating so loudly she was certain it echoed all around. In the press gallery off to the side, one
Rita Skeeter sat poised to take notes, and the Wizengamot at large was a sea of magenta
robes. She recognised some faces, but tried not to dwell on them. She knew it would only
make her nervous, and she could not afford to be nervous today.

This was a formality, she reminded herself. She had nothing to be nervous about. Andromeda
was smiling encouragingly down at her from the gallery, as were Ted and Dora. She had
confronted the Minister himself for this. She had to make the most of it.

They called on her as the first witness. Trying to hide the slight tremor of her hands, Aurora
tilted her chin up, straightened her back and pushed down her shoulders. She took in a depth
breath, remembering what she had rehearsed so many times in the mirror, making sure her
delivery was perfect. Dumbledore smiled at him from his seat as High Warlock, as she began.

“My father is innocent, it is clear. Twelve years ago, his case was brushed aside in the wake
of the end of the war. Today, I want to set the record straight, for the sake of my family. I
want the world to know the truth.”

-*

For its nature, the trial was over quickly. No one was surprised when Dumbledore declared
her father innocent, though Pettigrew did put up a fight. The reporters in their gallery were
whispering excitedly, likely already dreaming of the morning’s headlines and the papers
stuffed with analysis.

But all that was beyond Aurora when they shut the door to the courtroom and her father
embraced her, holding on tighter than ever, and she could feel his smile against her. “I’m
free,” he said hoarsely, and she realised awkwardly that he was crying. She put her arms
around him as best she could, trying to let her shoulders relax. She couldn’t stop herself from
smiling.



“That, you most certainly are,” she said, beaming.

“We need to celebrate,” Lupin said, clapping Aurora’s father on the back.

Her father released her, grinning over at his friend with watery eyes. “Well?” he said,
grinning at Aurora and then at Potter, Granger, and Weasley. “I think there’s some sort of
paperwork I have to go through, but I really ought to thank you all—”

“Mister Black,” Runbarrow said from behind them, “I believe there is still the matter of the
inheritance.” Aurora tensed, looking at him. “Now you’ve been cleared... Well, you can
access your personal accounts regardless, but the family finances and responsibilities will
revert to you unless otherwise declared.”

“Oh, I don’t want any of that.” He said it so easily, it was almost more shocking than if he
had taken the responsibilities. “No, it’s much more important to my daughter than it is to
me.” She flushed as he drew her towards him, but it was true. “I’ll abdicate formally or
whatever it is I need to do — but Lord Sirius just doesn’t sound right.”

Runbarrow regarded Aurora curiously, but nodded. “Very well. I’ll have the paperwork for
you, to ensure everything is official and legal, but if that ring is anything to go by, the family
magic’s already recognised its Lady Black.” At that, Aurora smiled.

“Thank you, Runbarrow,” she told him, still giddy with her relief. “Truly. We’ll be in touch.”

Then, he smiled back at her, lifted his briefcase and said, “I’m glad to be of assistance, Lady
Black.”

She turned back, beaming, to her father, and bade Runbarrow goodbye just as Dora came
crashing through the door, grinning. “I told you everything would be fine,” she declared to
Aurora, who laughed and let her pull her into a hug. Ted and Andromeda followed, and
behind them a short witch with flushed cheeks. “And you,” she said, staring over her
shoulder at Aurora’s father, “now you have to show me how that motorbike works.”

Andromeda groaned.

“I will,” Aurora’s father promised Dora with a smile, and then caught the eye of the short
witch who still lingered in the doorway. His eyebrows rose, and he brightened further.
“Hestia?”

The short witch smiled faintly, making her way inside with a rather bewildered look on her
face. “Thought I’d congratulate you on your freedom, Black.”

Her father grinned, hurrying forward to clap her on the shoulder. “Thank you,” Aurora heard
him say quietly.

She nodded, glanced at Remus, Potter, and then at Aurora. Hestia Jones, her mother’s best
friend.

“Last time I saw you,” she said, walking towards Aurora, who felt suddenly nervous,
uncertain of herself and how she ought to react, “you were a baby.”



“Yeah,” Aurora said, “a lot of people say that.”

Surprise registered on Hestia’s face, and then a faint grin. She winked. “Cute kid, Sirius.”

Aurora bristled at being called cute, but Hestia didn’t seem to laugh at her. Rather, she
crossed the room towards her. Andromeda moved behind Aurora, a noticeable and protective
presence at her shoulder.

“I’m sorry we never met before,” Hestia said, and Aurora said nothing. “I did try.”

Good for you, she wanted to say, but held her tongue. Some part of her thought it would be
nice to meet her mother’s best friend, to know another part of the woman she had been taught
not to think about — but she also felt that Hestia was not entitled to meet her, that if she had
wanted to then she had had her chance, and she didn’t know how to break away from the fact
that this, all of this, would have been forbidden by her grandmother.

“Thank you for your support,” she said, trying to ignore the coldness of her own voice. “I’m
sure we’ll get to know each other some day.”

Hestia smiled, and exchanged a look with Remus, who nodded. “I should get back to the
Hospital. Sirius, Remus you know where I am. Aurora...” Her smile now was somewhat
forlorn. “I’d love to see you another time. But I’m sure you’ve plans to celebrate. And
Harry?” Potter startled, looking over from his conversation with Granger and the Weasleys.
“You too.”

“Right,” he said, too quick and to eager for someone who hadn’t been paying attention to the
conversation. He was grinning, too. “Hestia Jones.”

With another smile, Hestia Jones clapped Aurora’s father on the shoulder and hugged Remus
tightly, before leaving. At the door, she turned back, and called, “Just to warn you, there are
about a million reporters out here.”

Her father chuckled and Aurora smiled faintly as Hestia disappeared.

“Guess they all want a story,” her father said, putting a hand gently on Aurora’s shoulder.

“That’s all they ever want,” she replied in a low voice, as the roomed quietened. “But at least
this story we’re in charge of.” She eyed the door cautiously. “Are you ready?”

Her father nodded, eyes glistening again. “I’m a free man, and Peter’s going to be locked
away for life for what he did. I feel ready for just about anything right now.”

-*

An hour and a half later — a million reporters, Aurora felt, was a severe underestimate, and
had made getting out of the Ministry an astounding feat — they found themselves in a
Muggle cafe, having commandeered around half the tables once they were joined by
Andromeda and Ted, and then Arthur Weasley, and then Percy Weasley the ex-Head Boy
who had now found himself in Barty Crouch’s office and had been keeping an eye on the
proceedings with great interest.



“We in the International Magical Relations office,” he had told Aurora rather pompously on
the walk there, thinking she was interested, “are really just glad it’s all over, and we can get
back to our other work. I’ve this report on cauldron density, and Mr Crouch has been run off
his feet organising everything for this year.” He shared a conspiratorial look with with his
father, one which Aurora recognised too well. What the hell was everyone in on that she
wasn’t allowed to know?

“I wasn’t aware Mr Crouch was particularly interested in proceedings,” she told him, tilting
her head, “as he never extended any letter of apology for what transpired under his
leadership. My impression was that some in the Ministry believe he’s losing his touch.”

Percy Weasley went pink. “Mr Crouch has a lot of important business to be dealing with. It is
only natural that he prioritise. We have some very important business coming up.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows, but Percy Weasley was not the target of her ire and if she wanted
to drag an apology out of Bartemius Crouch, she would do it herself, at a later date. This was
her father’s day to celebrate, and though she was certainly irked by the sight of him merrily
walking down the pavement with Harry fucking Potter by his side, there were other battles to
fight. “Well, whatever it is that is so important,” she said in a tired tone, “and I know there is
something super secret because everyone has been dancing around it all summer, send
Crouch my regards.”

And with a too-sweet, false smile, she strode onwards, slotting herself between Dora and
Granger, the latter of whom seemed greatly entranced by the concept of a metamorphamgus.

“I have read about them of course,” she said, then covered to Dora’s amusement, “well, not
them, of course, people like you. It seems very rare, and ever since I met you, I’ve been doing
my research because it seems like an awfully useful skill to be have, but everything I read
said it must be inherited, is that true?”

“Apparently,” Dora said with a shrug. “I mean, I was born with it anyway, and we’re pretty
sure one of Mum’s great aunts or something had it, but there’s no real way of knowing if it
comes from the other side of the family, since Dad’s muggleborn.”

Granger looked at Aurora with interest. “But you and your father can’t do it, can you? But
you are only cousins, I suppose, and if it comes through the other branch of the family...”

Aurora felt this would be an inappropriate moment to mention that their family tree’s
branches tended to form more of a circle. “No metamorphmagus powers as far as we’re
aware,” she said. “It tends to die out and then crop up again for a few generations, as far as I
know. But I do have a tendency towards Transfiguration magic above anything else, and
you’ve seen my father. That sort of magic does come more naturally to us.”

Granger cocked her head. “That is interesting. So do you think certain types of magic run in
the family? As in, you’re... Genetically, more attuned to one form?”

“Perhaps,” Aurora said lightly, “but as far as I know, there haven’t been any formal studies
into the subject. Personally, I just prefer the precision of Transfiguration to Charms. It always
felt more flimsy to me.”



It did feel slightly absurd to have such an easy theoretical conversation with Hermione
Granger, especially as it continued all the way into the cafe. But she had always been the
more tolerable of the Gryffindor trio, and her conversation was at least more stimulating than
that of Ron Weasley, who was lamenting the losses of the Chudley Cannons Quidditch Team
— he had truly awful taste. They had lost by a margin of three hundred and seventy to
Aurora’s team, the Holyhead Harpies, a few months ago, and she had to resist the urge to
break from conversation to crow over it.

They wound up having cake and ice cream all around, which was a bit of an irresponsible
meal, but Aurora was content to join in the merriment of her father. He seemed brighter all of
a sudden, and the light of freedom shone out from his smile as he told Arthur Weasley about
his enchanted motorbike. Still, when she did look closer, she could see something strained
behind his smile still. Small enough that perhaps even he didn’t notice it, or feel it all the
time. But there was a certain haunting there, and Aurora could feel it.

When she glanced at the window, she saw the shadow of Death lingering on the pavement,
skirting around a group of teenagers not much older than herself. He tilted his head, as
though she had asked him a particularly difficult question, and then vanished.

She couldn’t pursue him today.

They stayed in the cafe until Percy Weasley looked at his watch and declared that he had
really best be getting back to the office, because his lunch break was about to end, and Dora
and Arthur followed, the former not without giving Aurora a tight, warm hug. The rest of
them wandered around Muggle London for a while — as the Wizarding World would be very
much abuzz discussing the trial — and it was a very new experience for Aurora and Ron
Weasley.

Everything was so loud in the city. Trains rattled underground — in a complex system of rails
that was literally, in a grand show of Muggle unoriginality and to Aurora’s great annoyance,
called the London Underground — and bright red buses screeched and cars beaming in the
sunlight blared their horns in the mid-afternoon traffic. Aurora didn’t know why they didn’t
just squeeze in and then there would be room for everyone, but she supposed that was the
point of motorcycles, and they made the worst noises out of any of the Muggle traps.

The clothes were quite another thing. She was used to Gwen’s style of dress and to her
family, and she’d been confronted with horrendous novelty jumpers over Christmas, but
everyone she passed seemed to have a new way of dressing, in bold colours of knitted
patterns, torn denim — what could possibly be the point of that — with strange, flimsy
chokers around their necks. A massive board in one of the busy squares showed a moving
advertisement for something called Coca-Cola, and in another a woman pouted at the camera,
scantily clad. She averted her gaze. Muggle London felt so dreadfully improper, there was no
other way to put it.

Her father at least seemed to sense her discomfort, even if Ron Weasley took it in his stride,
asking Potter and Granger and the Tonkses seemingly every question he could think of.

“It is a bit overwhelming, isn’t it?” her father asked, with a grin.



“The clothes are... Odd,” she commented, as the passed a girl whose skirt barely covered her
thighs. Aurora’s cheeks burned.

“It was worse in the seventies,” her father assured her. “I did like the leather jackets, though.”

“And all of these fumes are awful. I feel like I’m choking.” She lowered her voice to a
whisper, though frankly anything she said would be lost along this many people, “How can
Muggles live like this? How can magic thrive in this?”

Her father shrugged. “We find a way, I suppose. World’s always changing, Aurora.”

She stared around at the strange knot of people she found herself in, with Muggles on all
sides, talking loudly about things she had never heard of. Brights lights blazed on corners
where traffic slowed — electric, she knew that was what the word was, she had said it before,
but when Granger said it it sounded effortless and Aurora was sure she mangled the word by
comparison. Some shopfront was playing music and blared the words, “You swing me right
round, baby, right round,” and a couple of teenage girls squealed and swung each other
around, almost knocking Aurora into an oncoming man in a suit who glared at her and
muttered something about bloody kids and stalked right past her.

“I hate it,” she decided, folding her arms with a creeping feeling of unease. The Muggle
books she had read weren’t like this, an undignified clash of words and sounds and smells
and tastes and sights, and for all Gwen’s family were rambunctious and loud, being around
them didn’t make Aurora want to claw her skin off.

She realised, in a panicked moment, that there was hardly a trace of magic in amongst this
chaos. There were all the wizards and witches around her, yes, but the Muggle world had
taken them and twisted their essence and churned it out the way its buses and cars belched
out their awful fumes.

“I really hate it,” she said, voice more strangled now, and her father took her hand quickly. “It
doesn’t feel right.”

“Andy,” he said quickly, and Andromeda turned, broken from Hermione Granger’s
questioning about how Ted’s family reacted to his being a wizard.

She seemed to understand immediately, hurrying over to Aurora, who was immediately
embarrassed at the new attention. No one else was bothered, clearly, by the strange, warped
world that they had found themselves in.

“It’s a lot, isn’t it?” Andromeda asked, and she shook her head.

“No,” she said, “it’s nothing.”

Andromeda’s face settled grimly. “Muggle London isn’t like our London. It has its own
magic, its own way of doing things. There are eight million people in this city, and it’s
polluted beyond belief. I thought it was overwhelming my first time, too.”



“I’m not overwhelmed,” Aurora said crossly — even though she was, just a bit — because
Potter had just glanced back with a strange look on his face which made her cheeks blaze.
“I’m perfectly alright. This place is just horrible, that’s all.” Anyone would feel suffocated in
this inescapable, smoggy heat, wouldn’t they?

“See those cracks in the pavement?” Andromeda asked, and Aurora looked down, nodding.
“See the flowers sprouting up from them? There’s magic in that, isn’t there?”

“That’s life.”

“Isn’t life a principle tenet of magic? And not too far away, there’s a park. There are loads of
them in London, when you focus on them. We’re not so far from our world. Not so far from
nature. There’s a lot of Muggle technology, using electricity, it meddles with the magic. It
isn’t meant to be contained.”

Electricity was meant to be lightning, Aurora knew. Untamed and fierce, burning across a
roaring sky. She thought of that, latched onto a lightning storm, imagined the little grassy
patch that she knew was outside Grimmauld Place, not really too far from this part of the city.
She wasn’t so far from magic; wasn’t so far from home. This place was just strange and itchy,
and maybe it was because she was realising that Muggle didn’t really mean mundane, but
Aurora felt horribly out of her depth.

She forced herself to take in a deep breath. She didn’t want people to stare, and Andromeda
was giving her that maternal worried look that made her uncomfortable, so Aurora forged
ahead, wrenching her hand from her father’s grip. This was fine. Muggle London was fine.

They found a park soon after, which Aurora was sure was no coincidence. It was large and
green, covered in trees, and Aurora felt she could easily forget the city. It was strange indeed,
she thought, as they gathered on the grass. Granger seemingly had endless questions for the
Tonkses, which Ron and Lupin joined in on. Aurora pretended not to notice when Potter sat
down beside her father, staring at the sky.

“I’ve never really been in Muggle London either,” he admitted. She clenched her jaw. “Apart
from when Hagrid took me through the Underground to get to Diagon Alley.”

He glanced at her as he said this and it made Aurora’s skin prickle. She didn’t know what
game he thought he was playing with her. “I’ll have to take you out properly some day,” her
father said, “to see the sights and everything. I’ve not seen nearly enough of the world.”

Potter grinned. “Aurora said you’re living somewhere out in Norwich.”

There it was again. Using her first name. Since when had she given him that permission? She
didn’t expect him to use her title, but he seemed to have discarded any of the formal distance
between them. She didn’t understand why. What was he hoping to achieve? Did he want her
to let down her guard? He was a Gryffindor, and an idiot at that, and she was not going to let
him any closer to her than was strictly necessary for her father’s peace of mind.

“Yeah. Little village, where our family used to have a lot of land. A lot of it’s been divided up
now, for farming and stuff, it was part of the 1707 Agreement. The house is still there, just



the Muggles conveniently forget about any desire to try and enter it. It was too prominent to
just erase from their collective memory entirely, nowadays I think they all believe it’s under
some sort of heritage trust. The wards are strong, though. It’s a nice place.”

Potter smiled and Aurora folded her arms, pretending to be very interested in the going-ons
of a small family of four across the path from them. “I did say, when we met, that you could
come and live with me. Managing something permanent might be difficult this year, but I do
want you to visit. And from there, some people might kick up a fuss, but if it’s what you
want, no one can really say no. Not even Dumbledore — and he did try.”

Aurora hadn’t been privy to all the details of that particular conversation, only that
Dumbledore had said Potter needed to live with the Muggle relatives for his safety, which her
father said was bollocks considering all the precautions they had around Arbrus Hill.

“You mean it?” She was sure she had never heard Potter more excited. “I thought, for a bit...
Cause of everything...”

“It’s what James and Lily would have wanted,” her father told him. “Your birthday’s coming
up, isn’t it?”

“Yeah...” Potter sounded almost shy. It was weird. Aurora gritted her teeth, and had to look
away from the family that had interested her, lest the parents think she was plotting murder.
“But it doesn’t really matter to me or anything. We don’t do — I mean, I’ve never celebrated
it with the Dursleys before.”

“I’ll get something arranged,” her father said flippantly. “That alright, Aurora?”

She startled, not having expected to be included in this conversation. “It’s your life, isn’t it?”
she said stonily. “Celebrate Potter’s birthday if you want.”

Her father looked awkward yet pleading. Potter stared at the grass, cheeks pink. “You could
join us.”

“No thank you,” she declined. “I’m sure Potter would rather I weren’t involved anyway.”

Potter’s eyes darted between them. “I really wouldn’t mind,” he said quickly, to her shock. “I
mean, you’re my godsister, right? It could be fun.”

Aurora thought it would be anything but. The smile on her father’s face, though, stopped her
from saying anything.

“When are you free to go?” he asked Potter. “You can come and live with me any time you
like, so long as we clear it with your aunt and uncle.”

“As soon as you’re ready for me,” Potter said immediately, smile brightening. “It’s not like I
have much to pack or anything, and the Dursleys won’t care, they’ll just be happy they don’t
have to worry about me. I think Dudley’s cottoned on to the fact I’m enjoying this diet way
more than him, but he probably hasn’t managed to work out I’ve got a stash of snacks
upstairs yet.”



Her father looked stupidly happy. “I’ll have a room set up for you. There are enchantments
all around the place, so you’ll be perfectly safe, and you might even be able to get some
Quidditch practice in.” He turned to Aurora, grinning. “You both could!”

Aurora gave him a flat look. “How lovely.”

His face fell and she felt a stab of guilt. Her father had been through hell for twelve years,
and he deserved a happier life. But his idea of a happy life happened to involve the very
opposite of her idea. She understood why he wanted to have Potter in his life, of course she
did. She didn’t want it to be at the expense of her place in his life, though, and it wasn’t her
place to make this more difficult than it already was.

So she said, through gritted teeth, “Arbrus Hill really is a lovely place. Cassiopeia was rather
good about keeping it in condition, and Tippy’s the sweetest elf you’ll meet.”

At the mention of an elf, Potter looked interested. “Elf? You have a house elf?”

“Three, technically,” she corrects. “Kreacher’s been in the family for... Well, as long as
anyone can remember, which in fairness isn’t too long. The other two were employed more
recently by my relatives, but letting go of house elves can be an awful hassle, they see it as a
betrayal sometimes, and I gave them the option but they wanted to stay and help clean up the
old houses — Merlin knows Grimmauld certainly needed it — so I let them.”

Potter’s eyes narrowed. “You know, I met a house elf once.”

“Yes, I am aware,” she told him shortly. “Draco’s father was furious all Summer.” She tilted
her head. “It would have been funny if he wasn’t so... Him.”

“The Malfoys treated him terribly.”

“I can assure you, my elves are well cared for,” she replied smoothly. “As all elves should
be.”

That Lucius did not treat elves well was hardly a surprise. He was not the sort to think of
them as equals — as admittedly few did — nor was he the sort to understand their differences
and treat them with kindness. Elves thrives on friendship, common bonds forged with
magical peoples. But people, like Lucius, had taken advantage of their differing idea of
loyalty, had warped it to suit their own means and feed their own sense of superiority. But
elves could choose their loyalties too — and they were not to be trifled with, or kicked
around.

Potter didn’t looked satisfied with the answer Aurora had given, but she wasn’t going to
elaborate on her thoughts about house elves to him, certainly not yet.

“What’s Grimmauld?” he chose to ask, and she groaned. “You mentioned it before.”

“None of your business.”

Potter gave her an exasperated look and then turned sharply. “Sirius, what’s Grimmauld?”



“The place I grew up. Aurora lived there for a while, but it’s full of — well, nothing I would
want a child around.”

“Bully for you,” Aurora muttered at that, rather indignant on the house’s behalf.

Her father flushed, and Potter clearly noticed the shift in tension, as he turned to her again.
“But you grew up there.”

“Precisely,” her father said darkly. With a wordless sigh, Aurora got to her feet and moved to
sit next to Andromeda. No one stopped her.

“What’s wrong?” Andromeda asked quietly, while Ted distracted the other two by talking
about the Quidditch World Cup.

“Nothing,” Aurora whispered back, “I’m only a little uncomfortable. Potter has a lot of
questions, is all.”

Even now, he seemed to be probing her father for information about his time at Hogwarts —
though she supposed that was an alright subject for him to be interested in.

“You know it’s alright to be uncertain about all this,” Andromeda told her gently. “You don’t
have to commit to anything. All any of us want us for you to be as happy and as safe as you
can be, your father included.”

With her hands on the ground, grass threaded between her fingers, Aurora stared up at the sky
and contemplated the movement of the clouds, and what this place might look like under
nightfall. Leo would be rising; she would be able to see Regulus, or maybe London was too
polluted for that. “I know that,” Aurora said, voice quiet. “I do. I just don’t know what to do
with it.”

Andromeda gave her a tense half-smile in return.

“But I do want to visit him.”

“Of course you do,” Andromeda said in a rational sort of tone, “that’s only natural.”

“It still doesn’t feel quite right.”

“That’s only natural, too.” She smiled weakly. “Especially considering the relation to him.”
The slight indifference that her tone held towards Potter somehow set Aurora at ease. “I think
you should try to get to know your father, and I think we both know that you want to. But
your home can be wherever you want it to be, Aurora. You’re not going to lose one if you
choose the other.”

“But what if I can’t have a home?” she asked, hardly breathing through the words. “What if
— what if he likes Potter better than me? What if I do something or say something and ruin
everything, and what if I choose not to and that ruins every home I’ve ever had before? I
can’t just be Aurora. I have to be Aurora Black.”



There was pity in Andromeda’s gaze, but there was understanding, too. “Perhaps not. But you
can still decide who Aurora Black is.”



Prophet and Promise
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BLACK DECLARED INNOCENT; PETTIGREW TAKEN TO AZKABAN; THE
MINISTRY, FAILED?

Article by Julius Rookwood.

The name Sirius Black has been on everybody’s lips for the past year, ever since his
unexpected escape from Azkaban prison last July. Since June of this year, however, we have
heard quite a different story. That not of Black’s criminality but his innocence, the framing of
him by the man once thought to be a hero, Peter Pettigrew — whose Order of Merlin has
since been revoked — and the failings of the post-war Bagnold administration in enacting
justice.

Yesterday, the Ministry’s Courtroom was packed with people, from Wizengamot members to
foreign ambassadors and public witnesses to what has already been dubbed the trial of the
decade, as Black was cleared of all charges and Pettigrew — once believed dead —
sentenced to life in Azkaban prison for perversion of justice, mass murder, war crimes,
treason, and conspiracy to the murders of heroes Lily and James Potter, parents of the Boy-
Who-Lived, Harry Potter. The Wizengamot vote was near-unanimous, and as the trial and
case is now wrapped up, the Daily Prophet can reveal its findings on the handling of justice
and sentencing after the War with He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.

In the wake of the unexpected disappearance and believed death of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-
Named, a total of one hundred and sixty five witches and wizards were accused or suspected
of collusion with the Dark wizard. Of this number, thirty-seven were eventually tried
formally before the Wizengamot, and twenty-three sentenced to life in Azkaban prison. Of
those twenty-three, eleven have perished within the prison walls over the space of twelve
years. We will never again hear them defend themselves. For the most part, there was trust in
the trials’ outcomes at the end of the war, and faith in the Wizengamot’s decision.

Three, however, were not given the chance to defend themselves in trial. Sirius Black was
one such wizard condemned to Azkaban without proper procedure to justify the sentence.
The other two wizards — named as Samuel Gulls and Levi Marrow — who were sent to
Azkaban for life, died in the time since. The recent revelations about Black’s innocence have
raised questions about the justice system, and more particularly, its capabilities and adequacy
under the leader of Bartemius Crouch, Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement,
1977-1982. A fair trial would have prevented the travesty of Black’s unjust incarceration, and
may too have prevented the deaths of Gulls and Marrow. So too, might it have protected the
wizarding community against the threat of Peter Pettigrew, whom it transpires has been
hiding in an illegal animagus rat form, causing unknown harm to the wider community.

The Daily Prophet can also reveal that, in 1981 and 1982, there were no fewer than eight
requests for a formal trial of Sirius Black, grandson of the late Lord Arcturus Black and heir



to one of Britain’s oldest wizarding families. All requests were denied by the Department of
Magical Law Enforcement, on the grounds that there was no reasonable evidence for appeal
of the sentence, disregarding the fact that no evidence was heard to support Black’s
sentencing and subsequent incarceration in the first place. This oversight has cost the
Ministry’s reputation dearly already. Though in the wake of the war, the mood was
undoubtedly one of a desire for justice by the public opinion, in peacetime we must ask
ourselves — and the Ministry must ask itself — if we can have faith in our justice system,
and if no, then how many have been allowed to fall through its cracks and been sentenced
unjustly? How many more wizards such as Sirius Black, valuable contributors to the
community, our heritage and society, have been locked away in Azkaban prison for no fault
of their own?

Has the Ministry failed — and what price must it pay for its failures?

Aurora set down the article on the breakfast table with a long sigh. Andromeda, Ted and Dora
all glanced up from their own reading, expectant.

They had been informed by owl the night before that this story was going to break in the
Daily Prophet, but she had not expected it to be as damning as it was. It was almost exciting,
in its way, the feeling that people were going to read, were going to be forced to reconsider
their thoughts and actions, that the Ministry was likely furious but they couldn’t be furious at
her because they were the ones who had failed, and she had not written the article.

“Well,” she said at Andromeda’s expectant look, “if the Ministry don’t launch an
investigation into my father’s unlawful imprisonment, then I think the Prophet might do it for
them, and the court of public opinion will be judge.”

“I’m not sure I like this,” Dora said quietly, frowning. “It seems to be appealing for retrials of
other Death Eaters too, or at least suggesting it.”

Aurora nodded. “I know,” she said, the thought sitting somewhat uncomfortably, “but I
suppose, that is kind of rational. I mean, he might not be the only one who’s innocent and still
in Azkaban. It’s wrong of us to assume he’s the only exception.”

Dora frowned further. “Maybe. But this is written by Julius Rookwood. Not exactly
impartial, is he? His own brother’s in there.”

At that, Ted and Andromeda exchanged a look, one of worry. “The Ministry’s always been a
bit messed up,” Ted said, “but I’d wager it might be even more corrupt now than it was back
then. Fudge is in the pockets of rich purebloods.” He took in a steady breath.

“Magical Law Enforcement isn’t,” Dora rebuked. “Bones wouldn’t take shit from anyone.
And Dumbledore’s Head of the Wizengamot. Still.” She scowled. “Most of those in Azkaban
will be guilty, I’m sure.”

“Not all though,” Aurora said quietly. “I suppose we can’t be sure, can we? Still they’d need
more evidence for appeal. Most wouldn’t really have much to suggest otherwise, and the
likes of — well, some of them probably still stand by the Dark Lord. They wouldn’t take the



opportunity to get out if it meant renouncing him. But they’d nowhere to go. It’s not as if he’s
coming back, is it?”

Even looking at Andromeda and Ted’s faces, though, she wasn’t so sure that they believed
that.

-*

The next evening, Aurora stood in her room, staring at Dora’s old trunk and the many sets of
robes and casual clothes she had scattered across her bed. She was going to stay with her
father for two days, heading over there in the morning. For her, it felt like testing the waters,
seeing if she could really co-exist with him before he tried to add Potter into the mix later in
the summer. But it also, at that moment, staring at an accumulation of clothes and possessions
built up over the last few years, brought her back to the summer before Hogwarts, packing
her bags to leave Black Manor and live with Lucretia and Ignatius. Exceptthis time, she knew
that she was not leaving, and that no one was leaving her. She had a sense — one which
grounded her — that she had a family, to return to, that she wasn’t going to lose them.

And that, despite the unexpected circumstances, despite her previous aversions to anything
beyond the family she had always known, the values they had taught her, she did love them,
greatly.

So she picked out three sets of day robes, a set of night robes, set a few pieces of jewellery in
and a couple of pairs of sturdy boots, and picked up the photograph on her bedside table, of
herself and Arcturus one day by the beach. She was around eight, giggling furiously; her
great-grandfather looked incredibly grumpy, no doubt because she was just in the midst of
splashing a bucket of water over him, but he also had that look — familiar in herself — of
trying very hard not to laugh.

The expression made Aurora smile. “I hope you’re happy,” she told the picture quietly,
though he didn’t speak back. Arcturus was already spread over a multitude of portraits, but
this captured expression, a memory of a moment more than it was a remnant of a person, and
she could have sworn that he smiled anyway, eyes glimmering within the glass.

The next morning, she felt if possible, even more nervous than she had before the trial. That
was a formality, a given and predictable result which she had felt she could rely on — could
rely on the evidence and on her own abilities. Today, she was supposed to rely on herself, but
not her abilities. She couldn’t shake the fear that her father, upon having her stay with him,
would somehow change. That he wouldn’t want her, or worse, that he would decide he
preferred Potter, because she didn’t know how to be fun, or how to interact with him when
they didn’t have a common goal to discuss.

Ted, seeing her distress before the fireplace in the morning, put a gentle hand on her shoulder
and ruffled her hair. “You’re gonna be fine, kiddo,” he told her, “just don’t overthink.”

“I know,” she said tensely. “It just feels weird.”

He chuckled. “Can’t imagine it not being a bit weird, to be honest. Just let yourself have fun,
okay?”



She felt that was possibly the most important part — allowing herself to experience this and
to be with her father, rather than worrying, rather than thinking she didn’t belong. And she
knew that, when she stepped through the Floo, her father’s bright grin told her what she
needed to know. That he wanted to get to know her properly and that he was excited that they
finally had the opportunity to salvage their relationship.

So Aurora, clutching the old trunk tightly in her hand, allowed herself to smile, and to
embrace the next few days.

They were awkward at first, as he showed her to her room, to the white walls and the heavy
wooden beams over the ceiling. “It’s a bit... sparse right now,” he admitted, “I didn’t know if
you’d want the walls painted or what posters you might put up. But you can do whatever you
like with it. You can even paint it green.”

She smirked. “And will you help me if I do?”

“I suppose I could close my eyes,” he said, but winked. “Whatever you want, Rory.”

She nodded. The gesture, even as small as it was, set her at ease somewhat, and stayed with
her when he left her to unpack her things. It was only for a weekend, but it was still
important, and she’s brought extra sets of robes in the end, in the reasoning that by doing so
she was reinforcing the idea that she could return again and again.

Over lunch, her father asked about her exams. “I know it’s not the most exciting topic,” he
admitted, “but you were very worried about them and you haven’t spoken much about it
since.”

Aurora shrugged. “Well, I had bigger things to worry about, didn’t I? I did fine anyway. More
than fine, actually.”

He grinned. “That’s my girl,” he said, and Aurora felt a proud smile coming on.

She went on to explain to him her confusion over Arithmancy, mixing up curse
configurations and formulae, but that she was mostly comfortable with the theory and
numeracy. “Plus,” she said, “it helps I know my name now. I could never get it right until I
knew.”

A guilty, almost pained look flashed across her father’s face. “I’m sorry you didn’t know—”

“It’s done now,” she reminded him. “I know now and that’s what matters.”

Even admitting annoyance that she hadn’t been told, that he hadn’t been there to tell her, felt
too much like blaming Arcturus, Lucretia, Grandmother, and she was quick to move
conversation away from it, instead telling rambling about Astronomy and how the cloud
cover on the night had been truly ridiculous and should have had it called off. She was glad
he didn’t stop her rambling — talking, sharing her thoughts about something she was
interested in, was something she often felt self-conscious about after the fact, but her father
listened attentively, following her conversation.



“All this to say,” her father said when she trailed off, “you mixed up Saturn and Uranus?”

“Yes! But it’s worse because I should know this stuff, I was tired and I could barely bloody
see. I mean, we’re all named after the stars. Arcturus made me stargaze every week.”

“I’m sure you’ll learn for next time though,” She father said, “at any rate you’re a whole lot
more dedicated than I was at your age. I just mucked about the first four years. But you’re
going to be brilliant. And technically,” he pointed out, “Saturn and Uranus are planets, not
stars.”

“I do know that much, thank you very much.”

His lips twitched in amusement. “And technically, you’re not named after a star.”

She laughed slightly, though it was quelled quickly. Her father was saying all the right things,
but somehow this still felt unnatural. Perhaps it was only her mind that was making it feel so,
though. She contemplated him for a moment, wondering, before daring herself to ask, “Why
did you call me Aurora?” He blinked in surprise. “Not that there’s anything wrong with the
name, but it’s different from everybody else’s. I know Narcissa’s a flower and Lucretia a bit
out there too, but still. I’m curious.”

Her dad frowned, and then nodded. “Well, Marlene liked the name, first of all. That was her
favourite film when she was young — Sleeping Beauty, it’s a Muggle animation, I don’t
know if you’ll know about it, but it has a dragon in it.”

“Aurora’s the dragon?”

“No,” he admitted sheepishly, “she’s actually asleep for most of the film, the dragon’s an evil
witch.”

“Lovely,” she muttered, and her father laughed.

“And I liked that it was different. I looked through the family tree and couldn’t find an
Aurora anywhere. It seemed fitting. Everyone else is a star, but you’re the dawn.”

“That’s incredibly cheesy,” Aurora said, wrinkling her nose, thinking that she was never
going to have a child so young if it meant she based her names on spite, Muggle movies, and
strange sentimentalities.

“Well, we were nineteen. And I still think it suits you.”

“Well, its not like I’ve ever had another name,” she pointed out, then shrugged. “But I do like
it. Still don’t get the Rory part either though.”

“Oh.” Her father grinned, but stopped halfway, like a painful memory held the expression
hostage. “That was Danny. One of Marlene’s brothers. She had three brothers, see, and a
sister. One brother a wizard, one sister a witch.” He winced. “A lot of magic for a
muggleborn family. The boys were Daniel, Kenneth, and Robert — Danny, Kenneth, Bobby.
And then Marlene was Marly, and her sister was Shirley — just Shirley. Then I came along
and they decided I was Siri, and we really couldn’t let you go without.”



Despite herself, Aurora found a small smile coming to her face, the thought that her mother’s
brother — her own uncle, strange a thought as that was — wanted to include her. It was still
off to realise that she had had a life beyond that which she remembered, that she had once,
however briefly, been a part of a very different world, and that despite her distance from it in
the last twelve years, that world had indeed held people in it who loved her.

But the thought of her mother’s siblings chilled her still. “How old were they?” she asked,
looking at her father carefully. “When... You know.”

Her father nodded in understanding. “Danny was nineteen. He’d just started Auror training.
Kenneth was twenty-five, Bobby was eighteen. Shirley — Shirley was sixteen.”

Sixteen. Far too young. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly, not entirely certain what she was
apologising for but feeling she ought to.

Her father just nodded. “Tell me about Transfiguration now, yeah? It was my favourite
subject, and I know you said you liked it too. Does McGonagall still do that thing at the start
of third year where she gives everyone a fright turning into a cat?”

She nodded, recalling the startled look on Draco’s face when the tabby cat had leapt onto
their shared desk, and laughed. “She still does it. It’s pretty impressive, actually.” What she
didn’t say was that there was a part of her very curious about becoming an Animagus too —
but today was certainly not the day to bring it up. Settle in first, she decided, as her father
went on to talk about his motorcycle and the repairs he’d been working on to try and make it
run properly again, with all modifications intact.

 

-*

In two days’ time, Tippy had managed to procure a very large tin of hue shifting green paint,
which appeared on the doorstep at half past five in the morning, much to everyone’s
confusion. Her father, Aurora had come to learn, was not very much of a morning person, and
so was deeply disturbed by the paint’s appearance, only staying awake long enough to haul it
inside and up the stairs before stifling a yawn and heading back to bed with a promise that
they would put it to use later that afternoon.

Aurora found it more difficult to get back to sleep, but was well-rested enough when they
headed back upstairs after brunch, and her father managed to find some large paint rollers
and brushes. “Someone in the family must have been an artist at some point,” he reasoned,
“and they’re all a bunch of hoarders, no one ever chucks anything out. Just used an engorgio,
some light transformation, and voila!”

He whipped out a large paintbrush from behind his back, tossing it in the air towards her.

“Fetch,” Aurora said flatly, making a move as if to toss it back at him. Her father made a
show of glowering but she didn’t believe it for a second.



While they got to work, her father managed to open up some more, chatting away about old
Quidditch matches. He had been, to Aurora’s disgust, a Puddlemere United fan, and when she
expressed such disgust with a cry of, “But they’re awful!” her dad flicked the brush and
bright emerald green paint speckled her cheek.

For a second, she stared at him in shock, which turned quickly to a glare. Her father’s eyes
widened, and then, wildly, she tossed her brush towards him. It landed just as she had
planned, brushing over the top of his hair before landing on the floor, covering him in
emerald. She burst out laughing at the indignant look on his face, as he spluttered, “Aurora!”

“That’s what you get!” she insisted, laughing as he picked the brush up from the floor.
“There, you look practically Slytherin!”

“How dare you?” he mocked, feigning disgust. “That is a dastardly prank.”

“It’s hardly a prank,” Aurora laughed. “You’ll have done worse, I’m sure.”

Laughing, her dad flicked the brush again, causing specks of green to land on her other side
when she spun around. “Oh, we doused Snape in red and gold glitter once after a Quidditch
match. He couldn’t get it out either, it was brilliant.”

Aurora grinned. “What did he do?”

Her father shrugged. “Can’t remember. He’d cursed Hestia earlier that week though, it was
the least we could do.”

“You didn’t curse him back?”

“Nah, Marlene did that soon as she found out. Course, we definitely did hex him again at
some point.”

A smirk of satisfaction wound over Aurora’s face, though at the same time she had to fight to
forget what had come to light in the Shrieking Shack, about the ‘prank’ her father had played
that had almost gotten Snape killed. Still, she could hardly bring it up now.

“It was one of our tamer pranks,” he admitted, “but it was also one of the funnier ones, and I
suppose in hindsight, that’s better.”

“Well, I’d be furious if someone put Gryffindor colours on me,” she said, “but seeing as it’s
Snape, good.”

“Really?” Her father smiled, equal parts intrigued and amused.

“I hate Gryffindors as a rule,” she explained, “with few exceptions. But I hate Snape because
he’s a bullying git and his hair’s greasier than motor oil.”

Her father barked out a laugh and Aurora grinned, pleased with herself. She couldn’t stop
smiling even as he tugged her into his side and hugged her tightly, and the warmth — dare
she think, the familiarity of it — made her feel, for a moment, at home.



-*

Two weeks later, she was back again, and staring, to her confusion, at the hunk of teal metal
which gleamed before her, making a sound like a growling beast. Apparently, it was the
mysterious contraption called a ‘motorcycle’.

“This thing is a death trap,” Aurora said when she looked at it, polished and — allegedly —
ready for flying to Surrey, her least anticipated destination. “And it’s a Muggle death trap.”

“With a few modifications.”

“A few modifications which interfere with the basic distinctions between magic and Muggle
technology.”

“It’s all perfectly safe and legal. I’ve already flown it four times before you arrived.”

She scowled at him. Aurora had arrived at Arbrus Hill again three days ago, with the
implication of staying until the Quidditch Cup — though not without visits from the Tonkses
— and now it was the day before the end of the month, which just happened to be Harry
Potter’s birthday. Aurora supposed she could have looked up when his birthday was, but she
didn’t feel like she ought to know. Her father had informed her that they would be visiting
Potter today, and that he would be staying with them for the next two weeks, at which point
the Weasley’s were going to pick him up for the Quidditch Cup. None of this was ideal.
Aurora had made a point of not doing any of her homework so that she could instead wield it
as an excuse to get away from her godbrother.

Her father had said he wanted to get to know them both, and wanted them to get to know
each other. Aurora wanted to get to know if she could actually hex Potter into next week —
or better yet, two weeks’ time.

But she had already agreed, because saying no would be too much like conceding defeat to
Potter, and also, it would mean conceding her father to Potter. She wanted him to back down
first.

“If I fall off of this motorbike,” she warned her father, “I will never forgive you or Harry
Potter.”

“I will never forgive myself either,” her father assured her, “which is why I know you are
absolutely not going to fall off. You can go in the little sidecar if you want.”

Aurora eyed the cramped little space, like a hollow shell or a very large metal bowl, that hung
from the side of the motorbike atop its rear wheel. “Absolutely not.”

Her father grinned and passed her a helmet for the bike. “Come on, Rory. What’s life without
a little risk?”

“Longer.”

She took the helmet nevertheless. She knew her father wouldn’t take her on the motorcycle if
he didn’t actually think it was completely safe and he did know these things better than she



did. That didn’t mean she was going to enjoy the journey or the destination — though
meeting Petunia Dursley again would doubtless be interesting.

Aurora hopped onto the back of the motorcycle behind her father, and it was more like a
hippogriff than a broomstick. She didn’t get to be in control here, and that scared her. This
thing didn’t respond only to magic, but to whatever fallible Muggle technology had crafted
her. Her father steered it, and she had to hold on tight and hope that she didn’t plummet to her
death. Aurora had never understood why people were afraid of heights before, but as she flew
on the back of that awful machine, she found herself gripped by terror at the thought of
falling and the lack of control she had in such a situation. With the Invisibility boosters on,
she felt even more nervous. Would anyone even notice if they plummeted to their deaths in
the middle of a field in a Muggle town?

Though Aurora would never admit it, she was silently grateful when the motorcycle touched
down just outside of Little Whinging. The invisibility booster was turned off and her father
turned onto a flat Muggle road not unlike the ones in London, but full of holes, and rushed
along it until they rounded a corner and roared along to the still immaculate garden of
Number Four Privet Drive. The neighbours across the street stared, and Aurora immediately
whipped off her helmet and took out the handmirror in her pocket. She didn’t look as sick as
she felt, thankfully, though she did have to comb over and fluff out her hair, trying to
detangle it after that ride.

“This is the one, right?” her father asked, wrinkling his nose at the place. Honestly, Aurora
thought it at least wasn’t as bad a place as Muggle London. The order of the place was
strange, but at least it had an order.

“It certainly is,” Aurora said, grimacing as she got off the motorcycle and set the helmet on
the seat. She put her handmirror in her pocket and peered at the left window, through which
she could see a large man pacing on the floor, a boy who appeared to be trying to melt into a
giant armchair, and the long-necked Petunia Dursley wringing her hands in front of the
fireplace.

“Shall you ring the bell, or shall I?”

“There’s a bell?”

“An electric one at the side of the door. See?” Aurora squinted as they made their way up the
path.

“It doesn’t look like a bell.”

“It makes a noise like one. Probably.” She frowned in question. “I don’t really know. Marlene
— your mother—”

“You don’t have to remind me who she was—”

“—her house had one just like that. Course, this house doesn’t quite look like hers did.”



Aurora squirmed uncomfortably. She didn’t want to reminisce about a woman she had never
known, so she rang the bell — which did not, in fact, sound as much like a church bell as she
had hoped, and instead emanated a much more shrill ringing sound — and stepped back
politely, feeling a little more accomplished than she had last time. None of her friends knew
about electric doorbells — except Gwen, of course, and possibly Robin.

The large, beefy man opened the door to her this time, and looked her father up and down.
“So you’re the delinquent godfather then, are you?”

Her father looked nonplussed. “Vernon, it’s been too long.” Aurora struggled to imagine them
ever having met. “Might I introduce my darling daughter?”

She bit back the words don’t call me darling, because the look on Vernon Dursley’s face was
somewhat more amusing. “Lady Aurora Black,” she said for herself, enjoying the way his
eyes lit and then narrowed at the title. “I believe you were expecting us?”

“You’re late,” he snapped, but he stepped back to let them in. The hallway wasn’t so different
from Gwendolyn’s house, but it was bigger, with more muted floral wallpaper, and a
cupboard door that looked like it had seen better days and was now bolted shut. When
Vernon caught her looking at it, he was quick to move her on. “You lot got a different time
zone or something?”

“Norwich, not Greenwich,” her father said, throwing Aurora a wink. She rolled her eyes.
“Where’s Harry?”

“Sirius!”

Potter had managed to silently make his way down the stairs, even holding a trunk and an
owl in its cage, and was beaming from ear to ear. Aurora pursed her lips and tried to hide her
dislike of the situation as her father rushed to his godson and embraced him tightly. Vernon
Dursley huffed.

“Well, I suppose you’ll be on your way then. And you said you’ve got him for the rest of the
Summer, so don’t bring him back.”

Her father stiffened very suddenly. He straightened, turned around, with a slightly dangerous
glint in his silver eyes. Aurora recognised it.

“Actually,” he said, in a cool voice that really suited her more than it did him, “I’d rather
have a conversation with you and your wife for a moment.”

Vernon went red very quickly. “I’d rather you got out of my house.”

Potter was looking between the two men in a mixture of curious amusement and nervous fear.
Like they were two wolves that might tear each other apart in a very interesting fight. Or, she
thought, perhaps more accurately, two wolves, one of which might well turn on his audience.

“Vernon?” Petunia Dursley had appeared in the doorway, wearing the same awful apron she
had been wearing when Aurora met her. “So it is you, then? Is that motorbike yours?”



Her father nodded proudly. “Petunia. Always a pleasure.”

She sniffed loudly. “What is the issue here?”

“Oh, a few things,” her father said. “Aurora, Harry, would you both wait by the bike? You
might have to do a bit of a balancing act getting all that on there.”

Which was precisely why bringing the bike had been a stupid idea. Aurora hadn’t thought of
it before, but now felt slightly vindicated.

“You heard him, boy,” Vernon yelled over Aurora’s shoulder, voice cracking like a whip.
“Get a move on.” He cracked his knuckles when he looked at Aurora’s father, and she
regarded him with cool disdain. It seemed to unnerve him. She liked being able to do that.

“Sirius,” Potter said, because her father was staring Vernon down and he clearly didn’t like
the look on his face either, “it’s fine, really, we can just go.”

“You two go,” he replied, pleasantly enough but with an underlying warning more aimed at
Dursley than either of the children. “Aurora can explain to you how motorcycles work.”

She bristled, because she could not in fact explain how motorcycles worked and it wasn’t
only because Potter was the person she was supposed to explain it to. As a matter of fact, she
thought he probably understood the subject better than she did. And she hated when he did
anything better than she did.

But the look from her father was insistent that they go. “Five minutes,” she muttered quietly
to him, “I don’t trust these Muggles.”

Her father grinned and made a move like he was going to ruffle her hair in the same way
Dora did, but stopped himself. This was a good thing, because if he did it then it would not be
nearly as endearing as the same move coming from Dora. “I can look after myself, Rory.”

She tutted, and didn’t respond but to cross over to Potter with a frown as the adults went into
the front lounge. “Give me the owl cage,” she demanded, but his snowy owl squawked loudly
and Potter gave her his trunk instead. The corner of his robes stuck out the edge, as did the
end of some shoelaces. “Splendid.”

Aurora gestured for Potter to first, because she didn’t like having him at her back, but he
seemed to stop in shock the moment she closed the door.

“He actually does have a motorbike!” He turned to stare at Aurora. “You’ve been on a
motorbike.”

“Regretfully. And you’re going in the sidecar, before he asks. I’m not doing it.”

Potter was still staring at the bike, though Aurora didn’t know what the fuss was all about. It
wasn’t like it was a broom. Even she didn’t stare like that at a broom, she left that for Flint to
do. “Will you stop gawking? I’m sure you’ve seen one before.”



“Does this motorbike...” Potter frowned, like he thought he was about to ask a stupid
question. “Does it fly?”

Aurora was rather taken aback by the question. “How did you know that?”

“I used to have dreams about it...”

That was... Weird, Aurora thought. There was no other word to describe it. “You had dreams
about a motorbike?”

“Not a motorbike. This one. I dreamt I was on a flying motorbike, and it was night...” He
screwed up his face like was concentrating. “It looked just like this.”

“My father has had it since he was a teenager.” Somehow, though, she couldn’t imagine him
having taken his infant godson out on a joyride on it in the middle of the night. “But that is
odd. Are you sure it’s the same one? It’s a strange thing to remember.”

Potter gave her an almost suspicious look, but didn’t so much as try to accuse her of any
nefarious deeds as he settled his owl in its cage in the sidecar. Aurora tutted and took it out
again, sliding the trunk into the bottom so that the cage could rest more securely on top of it.
The silence was stifling so she tried to make conversation. Be nice, she reminded herself.

“What’s your owl’s name?”

“Hedwig,” Potter said, then frowned like he had surprised himself by replying.

Aurora bit back a laugh. “She is rather gorgeous. She doesn’t mind cats, does she?”

“Not really.” Potter shrugged. “She likes to eat mice, too.”

“She and Stella will get on wonderfully.”

“Your cat?” Aurora nodded and Potter did the same, swaying on the ball of his feet. “Cool.”

They dropped into silence again. Potter leaned against the motorbike, too casual, and Aurora
stood up straight with her arms folded. This was, at least, civil. Not speaking was better than
arguing, even though a silent Potter was unnerving and full of nervous energy. He tapped his
foot on the ground, ran his hands through his hair, and Aurora frowned at the door of Number
Four as if by doing so she could compel it to open and her father to come out.

A Muggle woman came walking by with a little boy clinging to her hand. She gave Potter a
disparaging look, glared at Aurora and the motorbike, and muttered something about
teenagers. Aurora flicked her hair over her shoulder and watched the woman walk down the
street until she disappeared around a corner and her father opened the door, looking rather
angry. The door slammed behind him.

“Never liked that Petunia,” he muttered, as he went to grab his helmet and gestured for
Aurora and Potter to do the same. “The two of you ought to fit on the back alright, but if not,
you can rock-paper-scissors for the sidecar.”



“We already have,” Aurora said smoothly, jumping on behind him, “Potter lost.”

She could practically feel him rolling his eyes, but to her annoyance, he did manage to fit on
the back. They were both still relatively small for their ages, and Potter abnormally skinny.
She thought she ought to let Tippy know about that when they got back to Arbrus Hill.

The motorcycle was now speeding at length along Privet Drive, and her father drove them
back the way they had come, because he admitted he had no idea how else to get out of the
network of houses that all looked and felt the same. Then they were in the sky, heading back,
and Aurora got the sense that everything was changing beneath her gaze.

-*

She spent the afternoon in her room, doing her summer homework. It was clear that her
father wanted to catch up with Potter, and while the latter likely wouldn’t outright say she
was unwelcome in their conversation — at least, not in front of her father — she wasn’t an
idiot, and didn’t really care for the details of Potter’s life anyway.

She worked through the Ancient Runes slower than she would at Hogwarts. At most, it
would take her two hours to complete the lot, but she needed plenty of excuses to hand for
the rest of the summer, and possibly for tomorrow too. Maybe her father would take Potter to
Diagon Alley for ice cream or something on their own and she wouldn’t have to worry about
the optics of her being with them, and wouldn’t have to worry about forcing herself to get
along with him.

So she took breaks often, glancing at the supplementary books and syllabaries she had to
compare every possible definition of runes which she already understood in context. It was
curious to find Runes that could mean both hot and cold, and Runes that could mean anything
from yew tree to death to evil to lust. She assumed, in the last case, that the mountain troll in
question had not caused the lust of Deirdre the Damned but more likely her death — and
having heard the tale of Dierdre the Damned when she was a child, that probably helped.
Aurora had just turned over the page when there was a knock at her door.

She closed her eyes and hoped it was not Potter.

“Yes?”

“Black — Aurora?”

It was Potter. Fantastic. “What do you want?”

“Your dad says dinner’s almost ready. And, um, I’m to say that the holidays aren’t for
homework anyway.”

Maybe not for Gryffindors who didn’t care about grades or what anyone thought of them and
as such generally succumbed to stupidity as quickly as Dierdre the Damned had succumbed
to death when faced with a troll. “But uh, that’s what your dad says. Not what I say. I mean,
Hermione’d kill me if I said that, and I know better.”



“Open the door,” she instructed, turning around, and he did so, looking around. It was
strange, she thought — he looked at her room the way Draco did, which was to say, with a
certain level of early adolescent discomfort that it was a girl’s room, and he was unused to
being in such restricted territory. She doubted either boy would appreciate the comparison.

“I’m not going to hex you,” she said, and it didn’t seem to put him at ease. “Tell my father
I’ll be downstairs in five minutes, and that for some people, the holidays are about a chance
to catch up on anything they might have missed while chasing after their classmate’s rat
animagus on behalf of their estranged convict father for the better part of last term.”

Potter looked almost like he was going to laugh, but soon thought better of it. “Sure. See you,
Black.”

He closed the door behind him. Aurora closed her books neatly around their bookmarks,
bound her homework parchment and stowed everything away. Then she put her head down
on the desk for five minutes so that she could gather herself before going to dinner. She knew
that if she continued to think the worst of the situation, she was likely to exacerbate it
anyway. This would be fine. She would have her own moments with her father, and she
wouldn’t hesitate to tell Potter to shove off if she didn’t want him hanging around her.

“Stop being a coward about it,” she muttered to herself when she passed her mirror, and then
headed downstairs.

Tippy had set everything up beautifully for the occasion, which only made Aurora more
annoyed. Still, she was determined to retain her elegance as she pulled out a chair for herself
and sat down, crossing her ankles and laying a napkin on her lap. Her father raised his
eyebrows, seemingly amused — she didn’t usually eat dinner like this anymore, unless it was
a formal meal. The routine of it, the practice and the movement, were reassuring.

Potter gave her a confused look from across the table and tried to replicate her movement, but
nearly knocked over a water jug instead.

“Shall we eat?” her father said briskly to spare his godson’s embarrassment, and dug in
before Aurora could even answer.

With a sigh, she started eating too, holding herself perfectly. Potter, she noticed, had no such
issues, and positively devoured his meal before Tippy appeared and presented him with
seconds. The dinner was stilted, full of questions from her father and rather awkward answers
from herself and Potter. Neither of them wanted to make small talk around the other. Neither
knew how.

When they were finished though, they all went through to the lounge, where Potter did
indeed lounge. Aurora sat, still posed, on the edge of an armchair next to a table with a book
about sorcery in the writing of Homer, facing him. Her father coughed on the couch, seeming
just as uncomfortable as they both were. Aurora picked up her book and continued reading
from where she had left off.

It took at least a quarter of an hour before Potter started to ask her father about Lily and
James Potter. Aurora pretended not to listen — she wouldn’t have liked to discuss her mother



with Potter in the room, but he had started the conversation and she felt it would be less
polite to leave — but it was strange to overhear the conversation anyway. Potter just wanted
to know more and more and more and she couldn’t fault him for that. She had wanted
answers, too, about her own mother, but there was a certain urgency to his tone when he
asked her father about it, like he had to get every question in sooner rather than later, lest he
be told to stop asking.

Aurora listened to a tale that had apparently involved several dung bombs, water balloons,
and the Gryffindor girls’ dormitories. Both Lily Evans and Mary MacDonald had been
furious, but Marlene McKinnon had seemingly worked out something was up beforehand,
and she had laughed and laughed and given Sirius a high five once the common room had
started to clear out. Another story involved the Quidditch trials in their parents’ fifth year,
when James had almost lost his Chaser position because he’d been distracted by Lily sitting
in the stands and had flown into a goalhoop.

“Honestly,” her father had said, “I don’t know what I’d have done if neither of you two
turned out to like Quidditch. It’s in your blood.” Aurora didn’t like that they were being
grouped together, and it was evident that Potter didn’t, either.

“I didn’t realise my dad was a Chaser,” Potter said, “I thought he’d have been a Seeker, but I
guess I just thought that ‘cause I am too.”

Her father nodded. “Don’t get me wrong, he was a brilliant flyer, but I daresay his eyesight
was even worse than yours. He also liked to say that Seekers were all glory-chasers, but you
should have seen him doing five victory laps after he scored a goal, or him playing with a
Snitch during class to show off.”

Potter grinned. “You played, didn’t you?”

“Aurora’s mother and I both did.” Aurora felt she ought to glance up at the sound of her own
name, without appearing too intrusive. “Fifth year happened to be the year we made the team
together — Lily was in the stands because she was cheering for Marlene. We were both
Beaters, although I’d gone out for Seeker. McGonagall said she hoped it would help us both
get out some of our emotions.” Aurora thought it felt weird to imagine that her mother had
emotions, even though it was only natural that she would have. Her mother was dead. Maybe
that made it all the more important that she listened to the rare snippet of her life. “We’d
always gotten along well. Better than any of the other girls had gotten along with me and the
boys. Marlene thought we were idiots, but she also said she thought we were hilarious idiots,
and that softened the blow. She always said I was her favourite, even before we really got to
know each other so well from being on the team.”

All of a sudden, Aurora really didn’t want her father to continue the story. This was her
family, not Potter’s, and he had no right to listen in when she was only just hearing such
things.

“Tell him the story you told me,” she said abruptly, “the other day, about when you charmed
McGonagall’s robes pink.”



Her father beamed at the memory. Potter didn’t seem perturbed by the change in subject, but
he did sneak a few glances at Aurora when he thought she was stuck in her book again. She
hid her scowl in the pages and wished she could turn men into pigs.

The breakfast conversation was also stuck on the subject of parents, though this time it was
Potter’s parents, and Aurora didn’t mind that so much. She had arrived five minutes late on
purpose, waiting for Potter to stomp past her door before she followed downstairs, and he and
her father were already discussing Potter’s first birthday party. There was an air of sadness in
her father’s eyes, though. Her mother had been killed in August, after all. Killed for a
prophecy that had only affected her because Harry Potter, idiot that he was, had been born on
the thirty-first of July.

Neither of them said such things aloud. Aurora didn’t say anything aloud at first, hoping that
her silence would help her out of any unfortunate situations. As it was, her father had seemed
to work out her unease in this environment, and kept the conversation away from her mother
as much as he could. He had, however, bought a very large chocolate cake for Potter’s
birthday, which they were both happy to take in place of a nutritious breakfast. Only after she
had had sufficient toast, eggs, milk, and some banana and strawberries did Aurora indulge in
cake — far more gracefully than either of them, she noted.

She didn’t take interest in Potter’s opening of his birthday presents, though he seemed happy
enough with his lot. Apparently, her father had agreed that he could have Weasley and
Granger over in the afternoon, and she made to make herself scarce immediately.

Already, she wondered if she should go back to the Tonkses and never return to Arbrus Hill
again. But that was overreacting and making a scene as well as admitting defeat. She was
making this more miserable for herself than it needed to be, and that was no good to either
Aurora or her father. So she smiled throughout Potter’s talk about Granger and Weasley’s
summer letters, and what the twins got up to in their free time, and explained that Granger
didn’t like flying at all but Weasley would probably want a go on his Firebolt and a race
around the massive garden, if there was a free broom. Aurora did not offer the Slytherin team
Nimbus 2001, not least because she didn’t entirely trust that Weasley wouldn’t tamper with it.
Also, she could hear Marcus Flint berating her for letting a Gryffindor anywhere near team
property even as she resolved not to.

The morning was spent on her own broomstick instead, then running laps around the garden
once it was stowed away, and then running through ballet exercises in the old ballroom,
where she had more room than she had in years, and the piano played itself. There was
nothing like a grande jeté to work out emotions that words and thoughts couldn’t express, and
the wooden flooring was perfect for turning again and again, seeing how long she could do it
without losing her balance.

When the Floo went downstairs and voices filled the lounge, she retreated to her bedroom for
some light barre work and homework. No one disturbed her until half past three, when her
father knocked on the door, saying — and it didn’t entirely sound like he was joking, so
Aurora felt slightly guilty about having been absent for so many hours — that he thought
he’d better check she wasn’t dead. When she confirmed that she was very much alive, he



asked if that meant he could come in or if she was going to throw a book at him for
interrupting her homework.

Her reply was that he should probably make sure the three Gryffindor teenagers downstairs
weren’t going to make anything explode, and he came in anyway.

“You know you can join them,” he told her, and she scoffed.

“Would you have let Uncle Regulus join a party of you and your school friends?” His silence
was reply enough. “It doesn’t bother me that I’m not welcome with them, if that’s what
you’re worrying about. I couldn’t care less. I wouldn’t want Pott — Harry to hang about if I
had any of my friends over, and I doubt he would want to anyway.”

“I know.” Her father came to rest against the windowsill. He still moved like there was an
aching chills in his bones. He still picked the angle that best hid the darkness beneath his
eyes. “I know you’re not as comfortable with the arrangement as Harry’s making himself.
That wasn’t a criticism,” he said when she opened her mouth to retort that Harry Potter made
himself comfortable wherever he bloody well pleased, whether in her house or in her
common room. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have brought up your mum last night. That’s private,
isn’t it?”

“He would have known her, too. And I don’t care.”

Her father looked like he’d suffered a blow at the words. Aurora didn’t know what to do to
mitigate that, but she also knew it hadn’t been the right way to word what she was thinking,
so she said, “Not that I don’t care about her. But it isn’t like I have any claim to privacy over
her life. I just don’t want to have to be in the room with him when you talk about it. He
looked like he expected me to react and I didn’t. I didn’t know how to react. It’s not that I
don’t care about her life, I don’t want you to think that. But I don’t need to know about her
like Potter needs to know about his parents. I’d still rather that I didn’t have to have that sort
of conversation in front of him. You can talk about her, but don’t — don’t expect me to share
anything about how I feel about it. Because I really just don’t know how to feel about it.”

She flicked the feather at the end of her quill, repeatedly, until he broke the silence, “Your
feelings are private, not the memories themselves. Is that it?”

Aurora was surprised by the way he managed to sum up what she struggled with. “Yes. Not
that I know what my feelings are.”

He didn’t tell her that she didn’t have to have any feelings about it, or that whatever feelings
she had would be okay. She was glad. Aurora knew that he wanted her to want to know about
her mother, and she didn’t not want to know about her mother. But she didn’t like people
acting like she had to, or assuming she wanted to hear or be compared to her, talked about
like she was a souvenir of a dead woman. She especially didn’t want to have to think about
such things when feelings seemed to come so naturally to Potter.

When she didn’t elaborate any more on her thoughts, her father asked in a careful, restrained
sort of voice, “What do you want to do?”



She tutted. “I want to do my homework.”

She was glad he refrained from making any other comments about whether or not holidays
were for homework. “Tomorrow, or the day after that. I told you I wanted to get to know you
better, and I do. Whatever you want to do together, whatever makes you the most happy or
comfortable — that’s what we’ll do.”

Aurora wasn’t sure what that might be. She appreciated the gesture all the same. It was
selfish to want him to herself, but she didn’t particularly care.

“I’ll get back to you on that,” she said. “Nothing involving the motorcycle. Maybe — I’d like
if you could show me some of that music you brought. The Muggle records. I — I do like
dancing.”

Her father beamed. “You are going to love ABBA.”

“Am I?”

“Possibly not, but it’ll be brilliant if you do. I was more a Queen man myself.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

“You will.” He grinned and tentatively, tried to hug her. She let him. “You’re still my priority,
Aurora. I’m here for you, and because of you.”

“I can look after myself—”

“I know you can, sweetheart. I just want you to know that I love you.” He ruffled her hair
gently then patted her shoulder. “Nothing’s going to ever change that. I promise.”

Chapter End Notes

God this was a fun chapter to write. My characters are? Smiling? Laughing? I hope y’all
enjoyed the fluffier parts — anyone got thoughts about the Prophet article?

Happy Wednesday, y’all!



Let the Music Play

Chapter Summary

In which Aurora gets a crash course in 70s music, and our two favourite Quidditch
players get real mad at each other (surprise surprise).

Aurora had a wretched sleep that night. Her dreams were of bright lights and high cackles,
and when she woke there was a cold wrapped around her despite the summer weather,
reminding her eerily of the Dementors. Her morning mood was not helped at all by the owl
pecking mercilessly at her bedroom window, and she had to resist the urge to throw a slipper
across the room as she got out to answer. The owl glared at her as she took the parchment
envelope from its leg, and then hooted loudly before flying away.

“Rude,” she muttered, tearing the envelope open. Inside was a pale green and white card,
inviting her to the Parkinson family’s summer gala on Saturday afternoon.

She grinned — the invitation had been expected but not guaranteed, and she was excited to
get to see Pansy and the rest of their friends again. She wrote back in her best handwriting
and parchment, one letter directly to Pansy, and another thanking Rosebelle for her gracious
invitation and confirming her attendance officially. Then she hurried downstairs, to see her
father and Potter were already sitting together, laughing. The sight made an unwanted sort of
envy writhe bitterly in her chest.

“Ah,” her father said, when he looked up and saw her standing in the doorway. “Rory, I was
getting worried. I thought I’d have to send Tippy up.”

“I only had to send a letter off,” she told him stiffly, determined not to look at Potter. “I’m
going to Pansy Parkinson’s on Saturday, for her family’s Summer gala. The invitation came
through just now.”

Potter glanced up from the bacon and eggs he was devouring. “Gala?” he asked through a full
mouth of food.

Aurora wrinkled her nose in disgust and gave him a pointed look. “Pansy’s family hosts a
gala every year. I wasn’t anticipating an invitation this time, but it seems people are curious,
and it will be good for connecting with society in light of the trial.”

He just stared at her. “What, and you can’t just connect with society in Diagon Alley or
something?”

She couldn’t help but burst out laughing at the absurdity. “Aurora doesn’t mean society in the
sense you’re thinking of,” her father said, with a quelling look. “She means high society.”
Potter frowned, like he didn’t understand.



“The old families,” she said. “Like mine. A lot of purebloods, but also families that have just
been well-established, well-connected, or just plain wealthy. Of course, I also get an
invitation as a friend of Pansy’s, but there are important people there. The Minister’s Senior
Undersecretary was there last year, but I don’t think she liked me — not that I’m a fan of hers
either.”

“I left before my mother and father could force me into society properly,” her father said, and
she could tell he was keeping his thoughts on the subject contained for her sake. “It’s an
awful lot of posturing and greeting people and dancing. I could never be bothered with that.”

Aurora rolled her eyes, and ate a mouthful of scrambled eggs before replying, “That doesn’t
diminish its importance to me. As Lady Black, I have to represent us, now more than ever.
And a lot of my friends will be there, so it’s more tolerable.” She glanced at her father. “I still
can’t be doing with courtship.”

“Quite right,” he said quickly. “Absolutely no courtship. You’re too young.”

“Not by anyone else’s standards, but thank you.”

“Wait,” Potter said, eyes flicking between them, “Lady Black? You said that to Uncle
Vernon.” Aurora nodded, frowning.

“I did.”

“That’s your real title?”

“Yes, obviously, Potter, I didn’t just make it up.”

His cheeks went red and her father gave Aurora a warning look which she ignored. It wasn’t
her fault if Potter asked stupid questions.

“Well, yeah, but — you said something as well when you came to see me about the Potter
family, and if it was a noble house.” He took a deep breath and Aurora got the sudden
impression that he had been thinking over the matter for some time, considering how to
address and approach it. “What does it all mean?” His eyes darted to her father. “And how
come you’re not Lord Black? Or is it — you’re not, like, a duke or something, are you?”

Aurora tutted. Her father’s voice was strained as he answered, “I was disowned, Harry. But
my brother didn’t have any children, nor did our aunt Lucretia, and as my mother raised
Aurora—” he still sounded disgusted by the thought, and that annoyed her “—she was
reinstated. The Noble House of Black couldn’t just die out.” He said the name in a sneering
tone that made Aurora bristle defensively.

“Well, it couldn’t,” she told him. “If it had, everything would have gone to Narcissa and then
Draco, or else Bellatrix, so I hope you don’t think that’s a better option.”

She was glad when her father didn’t try to argue. She didn’t want to have this conversation
around Potter, but there was something about it that bothered her. She turned, frowning at
him.



“I don’t quite know how the inheritance laws apply to the Potter family — I imagine the seat
and house would pass to you, and I’m sure there was a Potter in the Assembly at some point,
and I’m sure it was inherited. Some other families have strange laws, like anyone in the
family can inherit but have to fight for the title, or that only men can inherit, but I don’t
suppose anyone else has claimed the title”

Potter stared at her. “There aren’t any Potters left, though. Apart from me.” He looked to
Sirius. “Are there? Cause no one ever told me any of this, not even Dumbledore or Hagrid!”

Her father blinked in surprise. Aurora had not mentioned the brief discussion she and Potter
had had about it last month — she hadn’t thought it a priority, and in truth didn’t want to give
them something so easy to bond over and discuss. “I’m sorry,” her father said, “I should have
said something before. I just reckoned you didn’t care about it, Harry. Your dad was never
fussed about titles, though I suppose, in the circumstances...” He coughed. “It doesn’t really
mean anything.”

Still, he looked equal parts horrified and confused by the revelation. “You did know your
parents were wealthy?” Aurora asked slowly, sending that she was treading on somewhat
volatile ground.

“Yeah, but — I don’t know, I just figured...”

“Most of the family’s later wealth did come from Sleakeazy’s,” her father put in. “But you
must know there’s Potter Manor.”

From the look on his face, Potter did not. Aurora imagined what it must be like to truly not
know any of one’s family history — she did not like the thought, and it didn’t sit right in her
mind. “So when you said you didn’t know anything... You really didn’t know anything.”

The enormity of it seemed to wash over her. She in no way wanted Potter to be a part of her
world, and certainly would not be the one to introduce him to it or associate with him — but
the absence of knowledge about one’s past was something that spoke to her no matter how
much she hated to hold anything in common with Harry Potter.

“I know there’s quite a bit of money in the vault, but... Even Gringotts didn’t say anything!”

“Again,” Aurora said, “they likely assumed you had been told. You should have been told —
I can’t think why Dumbledore would keep it from you.”

Potter frowned too, seeming greatly discomfited by it. “This is ridiculous,” Aurora decided,
when he did not speak. Father, you will have to teach him.”

“Me?” Her father raised his eyebrows. “You’re the one that’s out in society, Rory.”

“Don’t call me Rory — and I’m not teaching him.”

“Why not?” her father asked, and for once she and Potter were both united as they stared at
him. It was obvious why not.



“I have homework,” she said primly, “and this isn’t what we said we would do today anyway,
is it?” She shot him a pointed look and his eyes lit at the reminder. Pleased to have the matter
quelled, Aurora tucked into her breakfast, thinking of her friends. With Potter here, she
missed them even more — Pansy’s quiet snark, Draco’s haughty grins, Theo’s quiet support
and Gwen’s distracting gossip.

“I was thinking I might ask Draco and Pansy over at some point, actually,” she said suddenly,
not quite daring to look up as she asked. She knew it was controversial, and her father tensed
as expected, surprised — but Potter had had his friends over, and it was unfair, she thought,
of him to pull such a disgusted face. Even if he didn’t like her friends, he could at least be
polite.

“Right,” her father said, and even he sounded disgruntled by the idea.

She gritted her teeth. “They’re my friends,” she started defensively, “I can invite them if I
want, can’t I?”

But her father’s eyes flickered to Potter — as if he was the important one, the one whose
decisions he wanted to take into account. The action infuriated her.

“Well?” she snapped. “Can’t I?”

Potter snorted. “I’m not having Malfoy over.”

“Then you can leave,” Aurora retaliated.

“Aurora,” her father scolded.

“Well, it’s my house! Potter had his friends over!”

“Don’t know if you remember, Black, but Ron and Hermione helped save your dad’s soul,
and yours!”

“And I respect that, and I’m grateful, but that doesn’t mean I have to like them over my own
best friends.”

Potter snorted. “Please, Malfoy’s a bullying git and you know it.”

The words caused an anger to surge within her. “Don’t speak about him like that.”

“It’s true!” Potter said indignantly. “He's the reason Buckbeak almost got executed, first of
all, and he’s horrible! I’m not talking to him!”

“Then don’t! You can go somewhere else or sit in your room or something, but don’t tell me
what I can and can’t do, or who to be friends with.”

“I’m not,” Potter scoffed, “I’m just saying, I’m not talking to Malfoy, and I think he’s a git.”

“I don’t care what you think, Potter, but don’t voice it so rudely in my own house.”



“Yeah,” he said, glaring, “‘cause you’re the same as him.”

“Excuse me? What exactly are you trying to—”

“Maybe we should circle back to this later,” her father tried in vain.

“Well, you’re vain like him, you’re rude like him, you’re arrogant like him—”

“Harry, don’t—”

“Says Harry Potter!” Aurora snapped, cutting her father off before he could interrupt them.

“I’m not arrogant!”

“You were so convinced of your Quidditch talents you tried to call for a rematch when I
clearly bested you!”

“You did not, it was totally unfair, and you were only playing cause Malfoy’s a little coward
and he wanted to get Hagrid in more trouble for his arm—”

“Draco was seriously injured and—”

“He was not!”

“Can we please break this up, you two—”

“And if were talking about unfair, how about McGonagall buying you a broom when first
years aren’t allowed them, and putting you on the team without any trial after you broke the
rules and attacked Draco—”

“I didn’t attack him, I was trying to get Neville’s Remembrall back—”

“Oh, please, you were trying to show off and show him up, I had half a mind to—”

“He was being awful and I know you knew it too, you told him to stop! You just don’t care
about anyone else!”

“Just because I don’t particularly care about you!”

“Well, you’ve made that perfectly clear!”

“Good! Now shut up and piss off!”

“Aurora!”

She pursed her lips and tore her gaze away from Potter’s to glare at the table. He muttered
under his breath.

“Like I was saying,” she went on, “I wanted to invite my friends to visit me. Though clearly,
they’re not welcome, and dear golden boy Potter must have the final say on all friendships.”



“I never said that,” her father told her gently, ignoring Potter’s protests. “I can’t say I’m sure
of them, but I don’t know them. They’re your best friends and if you want to see them, you
can.”

Potter pulled a face, and muttered, “Still gits, though.”

“So are you,” Aurora snapped, “yet you still keep hanging around.”

He scoffed but said no more, and Aurora resolved to ask her friends at the gala. With any
luck, Potter would be gone by the time they arranged to meet anyway. Good riddance, she
thought with a scowl.

She turned to her father, hopeful to change the subject, for the room suddenly felt very warm,
and she felt entirely on the wrong side of things. “You said you had music to show me?”

His eyes lit up at the reminder. Aurora let him ramble about Muggle record players and
something called Eurovision and how Marlene had taken him to his first concert, while she
ate breakfast and seethed at Potter’s words. Vain, she could perhaps grudgingly accept if
Potter wasn’t messing up his hair all the time, if he wasn’t constantly demanding to be the
centre of attention. Arrogant, she didn’t feel was true and at any rate, Potter was far worse
than she could ever be. As for rude, he had never learned any manners in his life, and she at
least didn’t have her elbows sitting up on the table.

No, she thought, Potter was wrong about absolutely everything. She tried not to think of what
he said about Draco. She didn’t want to have to concede anything to him, and she didn’t want
to think anything bad about her cousin, not when she had already experienced what it was
like to grow distant from him and miss him so terribly. He had his faults, but she was not
going to let Potter voice them, or influence her feelings about her cousin. She had to have
faith that Draco was a good person, because she was terrified of any wedge that might push
them apart — she had experienced it far too often already.

So she tried to focus on her father instead, ignoring Potter’s presence as much as possible for
her own sanity. Some of what her father was saying, she could follow along with, since Gwen
had explained Muggle means of recording music, and told Aurora about some of the bands
and singers she liked, but she didn’t know any of the old bands her father was name-
dropping. Potter nodded along as if he did, which aggravated her — but this had been her
suggestion for today’s activity and she was determined to show her appreciation for it. She
was determined, too, to enjoy it far more than Potter would.

The three of them went from the parlour around to the music room at the back of the house. It
seemed her father had remembered his promise perfectly well — there was already a square
black box set up and open next to the pianoforte, looking similar to a gramophone inside.
Aurora had never been brilliant at the piano. As a child, she was merely frustrated that it
didn’t sound right, and had seen no need to continue it, much preferring to dance to music
than to play. This piano looked forlorn and abandoned, as she supposed most of the
furnishings of the family properties were. It caused a strange sweep of sadness over her, to
see the neglect.

Already, though, a stack of vinyl records sat next to the record player.



“You’ll have heard of a few of these, Harry,” her father was saying, to Aurora’s annoyance.
“Queen, ABBA, Rolling Stones... AC/DC...”

“I don’t think Uncle Vernon really likes that sort of music,” Potter said, with a twitch of the
lips like he thought there was nothing more hilarious than his uncle listening to some stone
band. “He’d say it’s for delinquents.”

“What?” Aurora said in fake astonishment, just to annoy him. “Not the Falling Pebbles.”
Gwen always sighed when Aurora and Robin got the name of some Muggle thing wrong, and
it seemed Potter was annoyed by it too. “They sound like a very respectable band.”

Her father just laughed. “Doesn’t have quite the same rock and roll ring to it, though, does it?
Now, Aurora — you didn’t take Muggle Studies, did you?”

She stared at him. A Slytherin, a pureblood, take Muggle Studies? Even if she had wanted to,
she would have been mocked for the whole year. It simply wasn’t the done thing. “I did not,”
she said flatly. “But that does remind me of a gramophone, and Gwen tells me lots of
interesting facts about Muggles. That’s a record player.” She felt rather proud of herself for
knowing it, but annoyance flared when Potter scoffed and rolled his eyes at her. “What?”

“Everyone knows what a record player is.”

“Maybe in the Muggle world, Potter,” she said, glaring, “but I happen to be learning.”

“It’s literally just a record player. It’s not that interesting. People have CDs now.”

“Well, that sounds disgusting,” Aurora snapped, wrinkling her nose. “Forgive me for taking
an interest. If you think it’s so boring, then leave.”

“Well, actually, I was—”

“Right,” her father interrupted sharply, “let’s get on with it then. Im glad you know what a
record player is, ‘cause at your age, I didn’t have a clue.” Aurora shot Potter a smug look.
“But, you still don’t know what rock and roll is, which honestly, is a tragedy.”

“It sounds rather dangerous.”

“Think the Weird Sisters, but just... more of everything.”

Aurora wrinkled her nose. She had never been a massive fan of the Weird Sisters, though
Dora loved them. “Got a favourite, Harry?” her father asked, but Aurora cut in before he
could reply.

“I want to hear one of your favourites,” she told him. “Something... Fun, I don’t know.”

Her father screwed up his face, thinking, and then broke into a smirk. “I have the perfect
song, as a matter of fact.”

He sifted through the bright square covers until he found the correct one, with four men
standing on the front, and grinned. “Harry, you’ll definitely know this. It’s a lot, but it’s



iconic.”

There was a faint sort of crackling noise as he lifted the needle of the record player and
placed the record carefully on the turntable. Magic flickered and then settled around them.
The music started softly, which Aurora had not expected, and Potter was frowning like he
was looking at a particularly tricky Transfiguration formula. Then came the words, high, “Is
this the real life? Is this just fantasy?” and Aurora stared at her father.

She liked the start, swaying slightly at the music, until it started to speed up and suddenly
turned into a clash of drums and guitar. The singing turned to what she really thought was
more accurately described as shouting, and most certainly reminded her of the Weird Sisters.

Though to her annoyance, Potter seemed to think it was just as brilliant as her father did, and
the two of them started singing parts and grinning, sharing the moment which she felt
hideously detached from. She wondered, as the music slowed again, how Potter would hold
up spending a day listening to Tchaikovsky or Prokofiev. Perhaps there were records of ballet
music — if not, she knew there were certain charms for pianos and orchestras for the more
popular suites.

“Well?” her father asked when the song ended, and Aurora pursed her lips, crossing her
ankles.

“It’s very long. And strange.”

His jaw dropped open. “It’s Queen!”

She blinked. “The Queen wasn’t in that!”

“Not the Queen — the band’s name is Queen! Don’t you think they’re brilliant!”

She shrugged, avoiding Potter’s gaping look. “There are some nice bits, and I suppose that
operatic part was good technically, it was just strange. And I don’t like the loud parts.”

Potter coughed and she was sure he muttered an insult under his breath. Her father frowned at
him for a moment before turning back to Aurora.

“Alright.” He did look faintly disappointed, but Aurora felt there was no point in lying. He
switched out that record for another. “How about some ABBA?”

Potter shot her a look again. She hated him looking at her like that, like he knew something
and was holding it over her. “She’s not going to like ABBA.”

“She,” Aurora said sharply, “has a name, Potter. And how would you know what I will or will
not like?”

“Potter has a forename.”

“Is that an invitation, Harry?”

“Not for—”



“ABBA!” her father interrupted loudly, clapping his hands together. “Everybody loves
ABBA.”

“I won’t, apparently,” Aurora said breezily. “As Potter knows my music tastes so well.”

He grumbled something Aurora couldn’t hear, and which she ignored anyway. There came
again that faint crackle before the music blared into life, a high pitch ringing out, “Super
trouper, beams are gonna blind me, but I won’t feel blue...”

She started tapping her foot again. This music was much nicer, it felt brighter. It was
something she would dance to, if she felt at all inclined to dance when Potter was right there,
staring at her like he was trying to decipher something. She quelled her smile.

“...Feeling like a number one...”

“This one is much better,” she told her father, who was humming along under his breath,
missing parts out and frowning every time he did so, which was rather often. And if she did
feel more strongly about it precisely to spite Potter, well, it was hardly the worst thing she’d
ever done.

After that, her father put on another ABBA record called ‘Voulez-Vous’ which brought a
smile to Aurora’s lips as she tapped her foot and wriggled her hands, feeling the music in her
fingertips. She wasn’t going to dance, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy it.

The morning wasn’t even so awful. She did avoid talking to Potter, but the music was a
distraction enough, and she found she didn’t mind when her father finally cajoled her into
spinning under his arm to another Queen song called ‘We Are The Champions’. His
movements were clumsy and she was sure he couldn’t have had any dance lessons since he
was around her age, but it still made her smile, no matter how much she tried to conceal that
fact.

She got the afternoon to herself, but just as she made to head into the library — she hadn’t
nearly explored it enough, she felt, and was certain Potter wouldn’t hang around a library to
bother her — her father drew her aside and wrapped her into a tight hug. “What’s this for?”
she asked awkwardly.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. “I hadn’t listened to that music since...”

He didn’t need to finish. “Right.”

“I’ll admit I didn’t have my money on you preferring ABBA.”

She shrugged awkwardly in his grasp. “It’s better than that ABC or whatever it’s called.”

He gave a low chuckle as he let go of her. “You can stay through here if you like, even if you
want to study. Harry’s bringing his homework down.”

“I’ve seen him interact with Hermione Granger,” Aurora said bluntly, “she is always helping
him and Weasley with their homework and I have no interest in doing the same.”



His face fell into something of a frown. “Well, alright, though I’m sure he doesn’t.”

Aurora gave a tight-lipped smile and didn’t respond as she snuck away to the library. Part of
her wished to stay with her father, enjoy quiet companionship, but she couldn’t do that with
Potter around.

It simply wouldn’t work, she told herself, even as a bitter jealousy twisted at how easily he
seemed to slot into her father’s life, while she was uncertain, hesitant, disagreeable even
when she wanted to make an effort.

Libraries, at least, were familiar. This one was old, full of books which only Kreacher knew
how to take care of and preserve properly, and even then, she thought there must be some that
had been damaged over the years. Some would be ancient tomes, though of course the most
valuable had the strongest protections upon them. The library wound its way like a forest,
shelves like pillars or ghostly trees, constantly moving, responding to her magic. Whatever
she wanted to read, it would bring a selection to her.

Currently, what she wanted to read was an Arthurian tale, and as such she had five deposited
right in front of her, along with a customary genealogy book which the family libraries just
liked to thrust on people in general, as a nice little reminder. She took it, because the library
was grumpy and if she didn’t then it would follow her wherever she went in the library and
likely fall on her head when she was least expecting it. The libraries at Grimmauld Place and
Black Manor both did the same, and Aurora was naturally wary.

One thing the library had which forests generally did not, was a windowseat, and it was there
that Aurora curled up with books around her, ready to sink into anything that wasn’t her
current life.

Late that night, after dinner and supper and really past the time Aurora had intended to go to
bed, she heard music drifting up from the music room. Curious, she went to investigate — it
wasn’t any of the songs she had heard that day, though it did sound like Queen. The door was
open just a crack, and she peered around, trying not to shiver with her bare feet on the
wooden flooring — she would have to see about heating charms.

Her father sat on the piano stool with a drink in hand, staring into space. His face seemed
oddly gaunt and pale in the halflight, as the music played on.

“Love of my life, can’t you see? Bring it back, bring it back...”

Even from here, she could see the slight movement as he whispered the words under his
breath. He looked frail in a way she hadn’t really seen in months. He was staring at
something that was not there. A phantom that had not been present in many years.

In her heart, Aurora felt this was something she couldn’t intrude on. Slowly, carefully, so as
not to disturb her father, she backed away and crept up the stairs to her own chambers,
recalling the melancholy lyrics. Two minutes later, the song played on again, over and over,
until she drifted asleep, wondering at the significance of the song and if there was ever
anything she could say about it.



-*

Aurora did not mention that night to her father, but she did observe the heavy bags beneath
his eyes, and the stiffer, tenser way in which he held himself over the next few days. Once,
she caught him humming the faint melody of that song, but he stopped if ever he caught sight
of her and smiled in a way that was painfully fake.

She didn’t know how to inquire further. Potter seemed to grasp that something was up, but he
certainly didn’t mention it in front of Aurora — not that that was surprising. Often, she found
herself choosing to go for a flight outside rather than to deal with the suddenly strained
atmosphere inside.

Flying was still the best feeling in the world, even if Aurora had to keep beneath the tops of
the trees so as to avoid being caught by any of the nearby Muggles. The wards were strong
and should hold fine, but she didn’t want to risk a Statute of Secrecy infringement in the
current climate.

The sunlight warmed her skin as she flew, breeze drawing hair from its low bun. Strands
hung about her face but she flew despite them, in love with the way her heart pounded in the
rush.

She had not expected her time to be interrupted by Potter hollering over to her.

“Bloody Potter,” she muttered to herself as she turned sharply in the air, seeing him careening
towards her on his Firebolt. “What are you doing?”

“Sirius said I should join you.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Did he now?”

“Yeah.” His cheeks were flushed pink. “We, uh — we can just stay out of each other’s way,
but I thought I should let on that I was up here in case you crash into me or something.”

Aurora sneered. “I’m sure I would not be the one crashing, Potter.”

The smile that flickered on his face was a competitive one which riled her up. “Fine then.”

Then with a challenging grin, he swooped down into a sharp dive. It was obvious what her
father was up to, trying to get them to talk to each other, actually acknowledge each other. In
fact, it was painfully obvious — and it also wasn’t going to happen.

Gritting her teeth, Aurora whirled around and soared in the opposite direction to Potter. It
was just very frustrating that they would have to keep passing by one another, but she was not
going to be behind Potter as they flew — it would be too much like a race, and while she had
every confidence in her agility, the idiot had a Firebolt and it just wasn’t fair. That was what
she told herself anyway — she was not going to test such a theory right now.

It occurred to her as she flew that Potter could easily be trying to figure out more of her
flying style ahead of the next season. They likely wouldn’t be playing directly against one
another, if she did get promoted to Chaser, but she was careful to hold back on any particular



tricks anyway. And naturally, she kept note when he showed off. He was, to her anger, quite a
good flyer to observe. His form had flair if not precision, and from her vantage and a new
perspective, she admitted to herself that he was good at what he did. He was natural in the air,
in a way few people were.

Not that she would ever admit such a thing aloud.

Still, his technique didn’t seem to emulate any of the typical moves. It was not unpractised,
but it was unrehearsed. He did what felt natural to him, perhaps. It was an odd technique —
but it had proven to work for him time and time again.

“What are you staring at, Black?” he called up at her.

Aurora yelled down, “Wondering how you’ve ever managed to win a match flying like that,
Potter!”

The Firebolt was quick, and he was beside her too soon. “Like what?”

He almost seemed to be amused. Aurora bent lower over her broom, meeting his eyes
carefully. “An uncoordinated mess.”

His eyes flashed with annoyance and now it was Aurora’s turn to give a satisfied smile.
Mentally, she started a points tally. How much could they annoy one another before someone
threw in the towel and decided they would rather risk crashing into the ground?

“Bet you couldn’t beat me in a race, though.”

“Flying ability isn’t about speed only,” she said, rolling back her shoulders.

“So you agree.” His eyes sparked. “You don’t think you could beat me in a race.”

“That is not what I said.” Aurora gritted her teeth. “I could easily beat you, were it not for
that obnoxiously fast broom. I’m surprised you can even keep yourself seated on that thing.”

Potter smirked. “Race you to the edge of that stream.”

She didn’t wait for him to say go before she took off. Bloody Potter on his stupid Firebolt —
but she was not going to back down from his challenge, not ever. Her robes fluttered as she
flew, leaning forward and pressed tightly to her broom, curled around it. But Potter was close
on her tail even with the unexpected headstart, and he was gaining on her faster than her
broom would have been able to gain on him.

Determined, Aurora swerved slightly to the left, surprising him just enough that he paused,
drawing up, and then she plunged into a dive down towards the grass at the banking of the
stream. The momentary distraction was enough for a little while, but even as the end
careened into sight, she felt him rush beside her, hurrying down towards the ground, and he
pulled ahead even as she pushed forward.

He beat her by half a second, but it was infuriating all the same. Especially when he grinned
at her, knowing he’d won.



“Told you, Black.”

“I thought you were calling me Aurora now,” she said with a sneer, stepping off her broom.
“And you wouldn’t win if you were on a Nimbus 2001 like me. Professional racing has rules
like that.”

“I said I’d beat you and I did.” He looked far too pleased with himself. “Unless you want a
rematch?”

She scowled. “No. I know something I will beat you at. One on one Quidditch. I brought a
Quaffle with me. You can catch a Snitch alright, but I bet you can’t throw a Quaffle to save
your life.”

Potter smirked. He seemed just as thrilled by the challenge as she was. “You’re on. Aurora.”

The use of the name just made her more determined to beat him.

She went to get the Quaffle from the storage shed just outside the main house, while Potter
constructed some makeshift goals marked between standing trees. Aurora twirled the Quaffle
in the air as she strolled out, just to see his reaction. Predictably, he looked annoyed.

“No need to look so glum,” she taunted, “I’ll go easy on you.”

He had never played Chaser before, or at least not to Aurora’s knowledge. But she would not
go easy on him — though she would hold back on some of her trickier moves, if only to see
if he and Gryffindor would then underestimate her in their next match. She swung her leg
back over her broom, and swept into the air with the Quaffle tucked under her arm.

“First to ten,” she declared, eyeing the line between the trees across from her. Potter rose into
the air and met her eyes.

“You’re on.”

Giddy exhilaration rushed through her. “Three,” she counted down, “two... One.”

She tossed the Quaffle into the air between them. It hovered for just a moment, before
plummeting back down, and they both lunged. Potter caught it first, but Aurora was quick to
get in his way. The trick was moving back and closer to the goal while keeping an eye on
him, which she did by pressing him back into his own end, blocking attempt to move. Then
when he was far enough away that he wouldn’t have the guts to aim at goal, she turned
sharply, inclined enough that her broom tail still cut off his advances, and soared into her own
end.

She whirled around in time to see him let the Quaffle fly, and lurched to the side to catch it,
before darting forwards into his end, weaving underneath him and launching it forward. It
soared between the trees and they raced to catch it. Aurora clasped it tightly, whirled around
on herself, but as she crossed the threshold of her own goal, Potter swerved towards her to
snatch it from her arms, grinning.



He was soaring forward and Aurora rushed around his side, turning quickly so that her tail
was in his face and made him startle. He dropped the Quaffle and she darted down, but his
dive was steep and dangerous, but it paid off. Potter launched it toward the goal, and it veered
off far more to the right than he’d intended. Even so, it just scraped through before Aurora
could catch it.

Both were smirking in anticipation as they rounded on one another. The game was on.

It was tougher fought than Aurora had expected, but she still had much more experience in
Chasing and Keeping than Potter did, since she’d been trained in all areas and he’d only ever
been a Seeker since first year. She beat him ten goals to four, and was still beaming when she
touched down.

“I think that makes us even now, Potter,” she said, eyebrows raised.

He pursed his lips, and held out his hand. “For now,” he said, and she accepted the challenge,
shaking his hand.

“I can’t wait to one up you next time.”

They went back towards the house at distance from one another, but not quite as tense as they
had been before. As Aurora went to stow the Quaffle away, Potter asked, “What do you know
about my family?”

She stiffened, and took her time closing the Quaffle box before she turned to answer. “Not
very much, I admit. But I know their connection to my own, and I clearly know more than
you do.”

He scowled at that, but she ignored it. “Did you really not know you were a noble family?
Did no one tell you?” He shook his head silently. “Professor Hagrid was the one who visited
you? When you received your letter?”

Potter flushed, for some reason. “After that, technically, but yeah.”

She frowned, thinking that over for a moment. It was entirely possible that Hagrid had simply
not found it important, or not known, but that still felt unlikely. Perhaps he felt it unnecessary,
or unfair, to burden an eleven year old with that weight. But Potter still should have known.

“You’ll have to visit Gringotts. See exactly what vaults you have access to, and the Ministry
will have the copy of your parents’ will, and any other inheritances you are due. It is up to
you what you do with your position.” She wondered what decision would be to her best
advantage. They had used his name before — having Potter here would be useful, and though
she knew he liked to resist her and argue, he had no one else to guide him. She did not want
to be the one to help him find his own power, but she had opened that door already, and it
was an inevitability now. At least, she thought, she could find a way to use his power to her
own advantage, covertly, without raising too much suspicion.

But Aurora also knew that his family’s legacy had to be important to him. She understood
that even without him saying so — their situations were not quite so different, even if neither



of them would admit such a thing.

“Beyond that, I don’t have much else to say. Believe it or not, my world does not revolve
around you.”

“I know,” he said hurriedly, as she swept past him out of the storage hut, locking the door
behind them even if it was unnecessary. “But you — do you know what my dad did? For a
living, or...”

“You may be better off asking Sirius that one,” she said, “I certainly don’t know. But a lot of
the heirs of noble families don’t work. They don’t need to — they invest, or work with the
Ministry, or in charity.”

“Right.” He still seemed slightly dazed by it all. “My aunt said...” But he trailed off. Aurora
raised her eyebrows but didn’t press further — she didn’t particularly care to have the shrill
musings of Petunia Dursley relayed to her.

They did not speak again as they went back into the house, where Aurora’s father was
waiting for them.
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She and Potter largely avoided one another over the next week, apart from when they went
flying. It wasn’t particularly amicable an arrangement but it seemed to satisfy her father, and
Aurora didn’t mind Potter so much when he wasn’t talking. Healthy competition didn’t hurt,
either, even though she would never admit to him that his flying was at all skilful.

Even so, he was dreadfully annoying and insisted on talking at the dinner table while Aurora
tried to eat and ignore him. The fact that her father answered his questions seemed to astound
him, and so he pestered him with them. It was like a dam had broken. Aurora had no desire to
listen to such conversations — there was only so much reminiscing one could take, even if
she knew her father thought he was telling them these things for her benefit, too — and often
spent the evenings reading rather than listening.

Still, there were benefits. She did genuinely enjoy her father’s company a lot of the time. He
was a strange person to be around, and Aurora often wasn’t sure how to deal with him when
his memories seemed to swallow him up in the middle of a sentence, but they tried. Every
day, he made a point to remember to tell her he loved her, and though at first it was
dreadfully awkward and strange, once he had learned that Aurora was even more
uncomfortable with such things being said in Potter’s proximity and stopped doing that in
front of him, it was an almost pleasant reminder. Their attitude to this new dynamic was
tentative, but it worked. Her father was still recovering, anyone could see that, and Aurora
was sure Potter did too. But he was trying, they all were.

Despite Pansy’s invitation, Aurora did not stay the night at Parkinson House the evening
before the gala, and instead promised to be there at ten o’clock sharp so that they could get
ready together and catch up. This, she reasoned, meant she could avoid the sleepover sure to
ensue with all the Slytherin girls and Pansy’s younger cousin, as well as any potential family
interrogations.

Aurora had never been a particularly light sleeper, which was just as well considering the
way Gwendolyn snored. But at three in the morning, she was woken by the sound of
something banging against the door across the hall, and lurched upright with her heart in her
throat.



She clasped her bedsheets tightly, trying to breathe quietly as she listened. Her father had
silencing charms around his room, she knew, so that meant it came from Potter’s direction.

He had probably just gotten up and forgotten his glasses or something, she thought, with a
tense coil of nerves in her stomach. But that had been loud, and when she listened intently,
she could hear him still moving about, breathing heavily. Almost like he was panicked.

Spying on Potter would be a bad idea. But it wasn’t really spying — he was in her house after
all, and he had woken her up. Plus, if he had managed to lose or break his glasses, he would
probably need someone competent around.

And she was curious.

Aurora swept towards her door, taking her emerald green dressing robe from its place
hanging over from the wardrobe, wrapped it tightly around her, and then peered out into the
wide hall between their rooms.

Potter’s light was on, so at least she presumed he wasn’t sleepwalking. Still, she could hear
light muttering, the scratching of a quill on parchment, and then said parchment being
crumpled up. Who on Earth was he writing a letter to at this time of night?

Aurora was caught between moving closer out of curiosity, and retreating back into her room
and forgetting about it all. But Potter’s quill stopped, and hardly a second later he had opened
his own door and was staring at her, wand out and held towards her, looking as pale as a
ghost.

“Black?” he said, blinking. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to sleep.” She fixed him with a glare. “You woke me up. Please lower your wand
unless you intend to use it.”

His face was sheepish for a second as he lowered his wand, before the expression became a
scowl. “Well,” he said, “go back to sleep then.”

“Who are you writing to at this time of night?”

“No one.” His hand went to his forehead, almost absently, and he rubbed at the spot below
his fringe where she knew his scar lingered. “Doesn’t matter anyway, I’m not sending it.”

“I heard something bang.” She narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t throw anything?”

“No,” he said sulkily. “I — I had a weird dream, and it woke me up and I — I tried to get my
glasses but then I tripped over.” His hands, she realised, were trembling. Something was
wrong. She stepped closer and he stepped back, eyes widening in panicked surprise as he
looked her up and down. “What are you doing?”

Aurora drew her robe tighter around herself — flushing as she realised the impropriety of
their meeting — and tied it carefully. “What sort of dream?”

Potter blinked. “Why do you care?”



“Because you woke me up, and this is my house, and you look like you’re going to pass out
so it’s obviously rattled you.”

His expression was replaced by a suspicious scowl. “You don’t care if it rattles me.”

“No, but I’m curious as to what has managed to rattle Harry Potter.” She raised her eyebrows.
“Don’t tell me if you don’t want to. But I may know more on the subject than you think.”

She likely didn’t, and she knew it — she had never taken Divination, and one could only
learn so much from a book — but as she turned away, Potter asked quickly, “What do you
know about curse scars?”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what inspired that question.

Aurora turned back slowly. “It woke you up, did it?” He nodded.

“Sort of. I had this dream, and then I woke up, but my scar hurt and—” He glanced behind
him fretfully, and then along the hall. “How heavily warded is this place?”

Aurora scoffed. “Very. My ancestors hid from Muggles, the Ministry, witch-finders, kings,
one witch who really wanted to access a supply of centaur hair, their own family, other
families they owed a debt to — those ancient wards are very hard to overcome.”

“So no — no one could just break in?”

“No, Potter. No one could just break in. And if they did, I would have been alerted
immediately.” That seemed to relax him, only just. Aurora didn’t know much about curse
scars, in truth, but everyone knew who had left Potter that mark on his forehead. “Did you
dream about him? The Dark Lord?”

Potter stared at her. “I don’t know. But my scar only hurts when he’s near and — but he can’t
be here now.”

She shook her head. “No. He can’t. He’s gone, Potter.”

“I don’t know about that.” His eyes were far away.

“Tell me about the dream.” She took a step closer. “It might help. My father will know more
about curse scars than I do, though.”

Potter swallowed nervously and his eyes flicked from side to side in debate. He set himself
firmly in his own doorway and said, voice shaking, “I was in this forest. It was weird. I
wasn’t me, I don’t think. I was a Muggle. I was lost, but then I saw this snake.”

“Did you speak to it?”

“Sort of. I — I knew what it said but it didn’t hear me.” Aurora frowned. “But anyway, I
followed the snake—” brilliant plan, Aurora thought derisively “—and it led me to this hut.
There were people in there, talking. Talking about — about me.”



She bit back a comment about how even his dreams were self-centred, because it was clear
Potter was terrified.

“They said something about a plan being put into motion. One of them said he needed more
time, the other one said he was still weak. He — the first one — he sounded scared. Then
they said something about a traitor, that they were still searching for him, but they wouldn’t
find him there. That they had to move, as soon as they were able. He said he wanted me,
needed me for something. That he wanted to kill me himself. And I think— well, that had to
be him.”

The Dark Lord. Aurora nodded, but her head felt suddenly dizzy. “It’s just a dream,” she told
him. “Nothing but a nightmare, Potter.”

“That isn’t all. The man — I, the person I was in the dream — went into the hut, and then the
snake wound itself around him. Then the other man — I couldn’t get a look at his face right,
but he looked familiar and I don’t know why — put his wand into Voldemort’s—” Aurora
tried to ignore the way the very word sent a chill into her bones “—hand and Voldemort
turned. I couldn’t see his face, and he was like a skeleton, but I know it was him. And he —
he killed the Muggle man. Or me. And then I woke up and my scar—” He gestured to it,
hands still shaking.

“It was just a dream,” Aurora repeated faintly. “Only a dream. He’s dead, Potter. You killed
him.”

He looked like there was something more, an awful secret he wanted to divulge. Aurora
didn’t want to hear any more. She wanted to turn around and barricade herself inside her
room until the morning. The Dark Lord could not and would not return.

“Professor Trelawney made a prophecy,” Potter said slowly. “At my Divination exam. The
same day when you told us everything about Scabbers and we saved Sirius — she said that
the Dark Lord’s servant would return to him that night. I thought it meant Pettigrew, until you
stopped him. And I — I thought that was the end of it, but what if she was talking about
somebody else?”

“Like who?” Aurora demanded. “It’s been thirteen years, no one would just return to him like
that.” She ignored the little seed of doubt in the back of her mind, Narcissa Malfoy’s words
about change, Pansy’s complaining that her father was keeping something secret, something
involving Lucius Malfoy and Lord Nott. And the insistences and protests in the news, about
Azkaban and justice. “They’ve all moved on. Plead innocent and made a place for
themselves, and none of the old accused are in any position desperate enough to try and
revive him even if they could, not after renouncing him.”

Potter didn’t appear convinced. He merely gave her a long, hard look, and then sighed.

“I don’t know who. Or how. But I can feel it.”

She tried not to roll her eyes. “Well, if you can simply feel it, Potter—”



“I don’t know why I thought you’d listen to me anyway,” he muttered. “You’re going to that
thing at Pansy Parkinson’s tomorrow, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” she said through gritted teeth, and he scoffed.

“Try and keep your mouth shut about this.”

Her lip curled and she stepped back. “Trust me, Potter, you are the last person I ever want to
make conversation about.”

They both glared at each other for one more long moment, then turned around sharply. Potter
slammed his door and Aurora closed hers with silent fury, but she lay awake for far too long,
contemplating what he had revealed. But the Dark Lord couldn’t return. He simply couldn’t.
He was dead. Everyone knew that. Potter was talking nonsense because he was paranoid and
had a bad dream. They were safe. She was safe.

She had to believe that.

-*

It was something of a relief to go to the gala, but the summer heat was stifling from the
moment Aurora woke up, and Potter’s nervous discussion with her father set Aurora on edge.
She didn’t want to think that the Dark Lord could return. She told herself that Potter was
talking rubbish, but her father seemed to at least take him seriously.

With that thought in mind, she felt more nervous than ever to Floo over to Pansy’s front
lounge, where her best friend was waiting. She let out a squeal when Aurora arrived, running
to pick up her bags.

“We’ve been waiting for you! Oh, how are you? Is Potter as awful as always — Lucille and
Daphne are waiting upstairs, Lucille says she has gossip to tell us but I said we ought to wait
until you arrive, Astoria’s complaining about the heat and she and Daphne have fought twice
already today — you look pale, Aurora, is everything alright?”

She nodded silently. “Just warm.” She couldn’t tell Pansy about Potter’s dream. She couldn’t
tell any of her friends, she realised, and it was a sickening realisation. It would be dangerous.
Because if Potter did happen to be right...

“Living there is very strange,” she told Pansy, deflecting, as they passed Rosebelle Parkinson,
who kissed Aurora on the cheek and complimented her hair, “but it’s manageable, I suppose.”

“Manageable.” Pansy wrinkled her nose. “That doesn’t exactly sound fun, Aurora.”

“Well, no, but I do beat Potter at one on one Chasers’ Quidditch rather often, and I enjoy
that.”

Pansy smirked, “Good.”

Lucille’s gossip turned out to be lukewarm. One of her cousins, whom she had been visiting
in France, had a new beau who happened to have a half-blood grandmother and it was



causing a scandal that Aurora understood but couldn’t bring herself to properly care about.
She knew why the Travers family were living in France, anyway. Hiding, after Lucille’s
uncle had been convicted of mass murder, for the killings of the McKinnon family during the
war. She had looked into the case, once determined to know the truth — but she hadn’t at all
liked the reality of what she found, and had tried to put it out of her mind, until now.

The second piece of gossip was only slightly more curious, though Aurora preferred to
concentrate on that rather than Lucille’s family — Blaise’s mother was divorcing her sixth
husband, which was odd only because Estelle’s husbands typically died in mysterious
circumstances in international waters. Aurora listened to it silently as she got ready, helping a
bored-looking Astoria Greengrass to curl her eyelashes.

“But of course,” Lucille said, just as Aurora pinned the last rogue strands of her hair up and
out of her face, “we haven’t even gotten to the story of the year yet.”

Hungry, curious eyes turned on Aurora. She smirked over her shoulder. “And who says the
other girls don’t know?”

Lucille rolled her eyes. “They don’t — but everyone wants to know what happened. You
thoroughly embarrassed Cornelius Fudge.”

“The Minister was doing that by himself anyway,” she said breezily, rubbing rouge into her
cheeks, to give herself a faint glow. She caught Lucille’s frown in the mirror. “There isn’t
much to tell beyond that which the Prophet reported, honestly.”

“But the Prophet hasn’t reported what you think,” Lucille pointed out, and Aurora bristled.
Any of the other girls in this room, she would have given at least some of her opinion to. But
not Lucille. She always pushed and pushed and pushed.

“What I think,” she said slowly, turning around so that she could meet her eyes, “is that my
father is innocent and the the Ministry should be thoroughly embarrassed for the way it dealt
with his case, and lack of trial.” Pansy shifted uncomfortably. “What I think, is that now we
have this business behind us, my family is pleased to move on in society, and I do not wish to
be interrogated about the subject.”

“No one’s interrogating you, Black.”

She bit down the sour anger that rose in her throat. “Very well,” she said quietly, adjusting
her curls yet again and frowning in the mirror. “I think that my father was done an injustice,
is that what you want to hear? He should not have been locked away in Azkaban, and
certainly not without trial.”

Lucille hummed lightly. “And what about Fudge? What about the Assembly — I mean, he
isn’t going to be welcomed back, is he? He isn’t here. But Pansy said you’re living with
him.”

Aurora knew insult lay behind the words. That Lucille did not see her father as a part of their
society any longer, and why would she?



Pansy looked sheepish when Aurora caught her eye — but it wasn’t a secret, and it wasn’t her
fault that Lucille was pushing her so. “We shall see,” was all she said, with a cold smile.

Daphne and Millicent exchanged confused, uncertain glances. “My dad says he doesn’t think
he’ll show his face,” Millicent said, and Aurora raised her eyebrows. Millicent flushed. “I
mean, he hasn’t yet, has he?”

“He has other commitments.” Pansy bit down on her lip, like she was about to say something,
but looked away. “It makes no odds to me,” Aurora forced herself to say. “He’s my father, yes
— but now we have accomplished the necessary, I don’t much care what he does. Just so
long as there is no more shame brought on the family.”

At that, both Daphne and Lucille let out derisive laughs and something curled in Aurora’s
gut.

She said quietly, evenly, knowing she was playing a dangerous game and there was always a
time to stop, “Personally, I’m more interested in the guest list for today. Pansy?”

Pansy shrugged. “All the usual families. My grandmother had a few extra additions, and
Wesley’s bringing the witch he’s courting. The Carrow sisters should be here soon—”

“Brilliant,” Astoria muttered, and Daphne elbowed her in the side, glaring.

“—obviously there are some Ministry people, and Father invited Lord Abbott for Merlin
knows what reason.” Abbott: Aurora tucked the information away to remember. He could
come in useful to talk to, gauge the mood of the inherited seats in the Legislating Assembly.
“Lady Caradas declined her invitation for the fifth year running.” Tuts went round the room;
Lady Caradas was the only woman, other than Aurora, to have inherited a seat on the
Legislating Assembly, as most families preferred their men to inherit. She was known to be
one of the few members unaffiliated to a particular party, and that made her a curiosity for
many people — even moreso because she so rarely came out in society.

“My grandmother will want to see you, by the way,” Pansy told Aurora, “don’t let her bully
you.”

“I would never,” Aurora promised.

Millicent laughed and asked, “Are you going to dance with Cecil again?”

She tried not to pull too much of a face for Pansy’s sake, and because she didn’t need any of
the others to gossip about it. “Perhaps,” she said, “though there’s no arrangement.”

“My mother says I have to dance with the eldest Fawley boy,” Lucille told them, “Theodore’s
cousin — I forget his name.”

“Brilliant start,” Daphne said, sniffing, and Aurora hid a smirk.

“Is Nott even coming?” Astoria asked her sister, wrinkling her nose. “You said he wasn’t
talking.”



Daphne’s face fell into a scowl and she shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he will, maybe he
won’t.”

Aurora thought of what he had said about his mother while at Merlin’s Day, and felt a pang of
sympathy.

“He said he would,” Pansy told them, frowning, “and his siblings are all coming too — the
two twins are starting Hogwarts this year, aren’t they?”

Astoria roamed. “Mum’s going to make me y’all to them, isn’t shell

“They’re perfectly nice,” Daphne said, and her sister rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, but they’re Mum’s choice, not mine. She makes me talk to everyone, and people are
just so annoying! At least you guys get your own friends.”

“Maybe you just don’t have enough friends,” Daphne quipped, and the others pretended to
take no notice as her sister pulled a face.

Ten minutes later, the six of them were out into the garden, basking in the summer sunlight.
The Greengrass sisters were both pretending not to notice the other’s existence, and while
Pansy and Millicent kept up quick, easy chatter, Aurora found herself strained and uncertain
so close to Lucille. She knew that her uncle’s association should not be held against Lucille,
but after their conversation earlier, she couldn’t help but feel on edge, wondering exactly how
much Lucille knew about Aurora and about her parents.

Specifically, about her mother.

She was only too grateful when they descended towards the main clearing in the garden and
Blaise came over, disrupting the strain around them.

“Lady Black,” he greeted, murmuring the words into her ear. Aurora hid a smile. “Are we to
still call you that now? The Daily Prophet seems to love it.”

“The Daily Prophet loves anything they can sensationalise,” she said drily, turning around to
meet his eyes. “Much like you, Zabini.”

“Touché.” He winked at her, then looked around at the other girls. Astoria huffed loudly.
“Anyone for a dance? I’m avoiding my mother — she’s courting.”

“So soon?” Pansy asked, eyebrows raised.

“You know Estelle, she loves a good bit of networking. Really, I think Corin’s glad about it.
See, he’s over there talking to Miss Avery already.”

Daphne hummed. “I hope you don’t mind me saying it’s a downgrade.”

“Estelle would be so glad to hear you say so, Greengrass — be my first partner?”



Daphne laughed and shook her head, just enough that it wouldn’t disturb her hair. “Since you
asked so nicely. Astoria — don’t wander off.”

Astoria muttered under her breath, watching her sister go out to dance. Aurora scanned the
dance clearing and the edges of it, where Lucius Malfoy stood with a cluster of Ministry
officials. There was no sign of Fudge, or of Barty Crouch, but there was Madam Umbridge,
alongside a rather displeased Amelia Bones — Head of Law Enforcement — who looked like
she would rather hex them all than have been pulled into that particular circle, and appeared
inherently suspicious of whatever Lucius was saying.

Aurora felt her nerves flutter at the idea of what they might be discussing. She engaged in
strained pleasantries with anyone who approached her, which turned out to be a great many
people. Some she didn’t know, such as Ellison Philips, apparently a consulting Seer who
offered to read Aurora’s father’s political fortunes — Pansy said she only got an invitation
because her Aunt Hilda insisted, and no one said no to Aunt Hilda unless they wanted their
knees hexed backwards — but others, such as Alasdair MacMillan, enquired as to her
political affiliations, and if she was at all interested in allying the Black family with their
factions in the Legislating Assembly. The assembly was, at the moment, the only one of the
Three Aspects of the Ministry that the Black family had a hereditary seat on, but she knew
MacMillan had a seat of his own with the Minister’s Council, and his brother sat on the
Wizengamot. But she was not foolish — she knew that two months ago none of these people
would have touched her with a barge pole, and was cautious about either accepting or
declining any offer. There were three main factions or parties out of the seven, and while
Aurora’s own political opinion gravitated more towards the Moderates, she could not declare
a side so openly yet, nor was she willing to.

Cecil Parkinson called her for a dance, of course, and as it was his aunt and uncle’s own gala,
she could hardly refuse. He was as dull as always though at least not quite as patronising —
something which it seemed was rather an anomaly among most of the men who wanted to
speak to her tonight.

Diplomacy, she decided after two hours of this needless, fruitless procession, was exhausting.
She hated having to smile at people, especially when they were annoying her. True, she was
gaining a bit of a better picture of the political landscape of the Assembly, and her perceived
place within it, but her friends were all happy and smiling and dancing with each other and
having a jolly time, and she couldn’t help but feel somewhat resentful, no matter how
immature that made her. Her family reputation was more important than a few hours’ worth
of frivolity, after all.

Even so, she was grateful when Theodore spotted her trying to make conversation with Jacob
Abbott, who was around a hundred years old and seemed to be trying to talk her into a
betrothal with his eldest grandson — whom Aurora knew to be almost twice her age and an
absolute creep besides — and took pity. She raised her eyebrows in a pleading look over
Abbott’s shoulder while his gaze had drifted to a cluster of witches by the champagne, and
Theodore nodded quickly.

“If I may,” he said, appearing just between them, “I believe Lady Black offered me a dance
this evening, and it is getting rather late.”



“Oh, my apologies, Mister Nott,” Aurora said, though she had made no such offer. “Lord
Abbott.” She smiled kindly at the old man. “Might we continue this conversation at a later
time? I believe Madam Bones is hailing you, besides.”

He turned around quickly, and Aurora took Theodore’s offered hand with a sigh of relief. He
led her to the clearing where everyone was dancing, leading her through a waltz.

“What did Abbott want?” he asked her softly, keeping her in a steadying hold as they turned
together.

“Same as everyone, I suppose,” Aurora said, relaxing into his hold. “To know where my
loyalties lie. Though he also seemed interested in marriage to his grandson, which is...”

“Revolting?” Theodore pulled a face. “Isn’t he fifty?” She nodded, trying not to wrinkle her
nose.

“I’m not a cow at a cattle market,” she said, eyeing Abbott over Theodore’s shoulder, “and I
have no intentions of marrying anyone. Most certainly not someone like that.”

He raised his eyebrows, surprised. “Really? Not ever?”

Aurora sighed. “Not not ever,” she said slowly, even though the thought of agreeing to
marriage still made her skin crawl. “But certainly not now. Besides, everyone’s interested in
me. Even Abbott was likely trying to gauge my interest more than making a genuine offer.”

“How many propositions have you received tonight?” His lips quirked up as she groaned.

“Too many, and I don’t want to recount them to you, anyway. Your job is to lead this dance
and make sure you don’t tread on my feet.”

He feigned offense, eyebrows knitting together. “Lady Black, I would never. I may not be
Blaise, but I can promise you, I am sufficient enough.”

She rolled her eyes, but really had nothing to complain about. While Blaise was, as had
always been the consensus among the girls, the best dance partner out of all the boys their
age, Theodore was her personal favourite. He was easy to talk to, easy to laugh with, easy to
trust as they danced. And he was good at distracting her from political concerns, even if she
would feel guilty about neglecting politics later. Still, for as long as she had a gentleman on
her arm, she found people didn’t try bothering her with politics quite so much. She promised
herself a break of half an hour before she engaged in conversation with Lois Fawley, an old
associate of Lucretia and Ignatius who also happened to be an aunt of Theodore, who assured
her that he would be easily able to charm his aunt away if she proved too much.

“You know, Theo,” she felt the need to point out after a moment, aware of the eyes on them,
“your grandfather, I don’t think will be too pleased about this.”

He blinked, surprised, and his brow furrowed. “Why?” he asked, voice laced with suspicion.

“He essentially told me so himself,” Aurora admitted, “at Merlin’s Day, when he and the
other lords spoke to me. Apparently, we are on different paths. Presumably, the difference is



our blood.”

“Well, I don’t particularly care what my grandfather thinks of anything at the moment,”
Theodore admitted, and the indignant tone almost made her laugh, if she didn’t remember
what Daphne had said, and his earlier worries about his mother.

“Even so,” she said, “I felt I ought to tell you. It was sweet of you to step in, though — thank
you.”

He shrugged slightly, but was quick to smooth out the motion so they could dance, and he
turned her under his arm. “Just being a gentleman, Lady Black.”

At his grin, Aurora had to bite back a smile. “Well then thank you for being such a
gentleman, Mister Nott.” She smirked, clasping his hand.

His grin faded only slightly, as he said, “He shouldn’t have said anything to you, Aurora. I’m
sure he was rude.”

“Yes,” she admitted, “but I’ve heard and read far worse this summer.”

At that, Theodore frowned. “Like what?”

“Doesn’t matter,” she replied breezily, confused by the concerned look in his eye. “People
will say anything if they can say it anonymously.” Even at the thought, though, a lump welled
in her throat. She held Theodore tighter, forcing her smile. “I shouldn’t have said anything.
But I suspect we should end this at one dance.”

He didn’t look happy at the reasoning, but nodded, as the music wound to its close.

She and Theodore reunited with the other girls and Blaise, along with Millicent and her sister
Alexandrina, and the Carrow twins, at the edge of the clearing, beneath lilac fairy lights.
Little wings beat against the captured air. They weren’t real fairies — capture of fairies was
frankly dangerous, and illegal anyway — but they were still beautiful.

Draco appeared swiftly after, just as Daphne and Astoria started to get into a debate about
whether it was fair or creepy to use permanent beauty charms. He looked annoyed, but was
quick to pull Aurora into a hug. To her own irritation, he had grown considerably since
they’d last seen each other, tall enough that he could almost sit his chin on the top of her
head.

“Hexed Potter yet?” he asked by way of greeting.

“I’m managing to rein myself in,” she told him with a faint smile, “but the thought has most
definitely crossed my mind.” Draco grinned as he let her go, only to have Pansy lean over his
shoulder, beaming. Aurora smiled at them both.

“Our parents aren’t looking,” Pansy whispered, “finally.”

“And your father?” Draco asked, looking at Aurora shiftily. “Is it — I mean, are you two
okay?”



She considered this question carefully. “I’d say it’s better than I might have expected. It’s still
really weird, but we’re getting there.”

“And you’re happy?” Draco asked sternly.

“Yeah.” She was surprised how quickly the word came to her. “I suppose I am. It’ll be nice to
live with the Tonkses again next week, but I am happy there, too.” It was a strange thought.

They both exchanged an tense look, then Pansy smiled. “Good. I suppose it’s a step up from
worrying you might be murdered, or have your soul accidentally sucked out.”

She smiled breezily, but Draco didn’t.

“I meant to ask,” she said, feeling unsure of herself in a way she rarely felt around her cousin,
“would you both like to visit sometime?”

They exchanged glances, dubious, the sort to make Aurora realise immediately what the
answer would have to be. “I would,” Draco said, gaze darting to his father, who was laughing
with Narcissa and Lord and Lady Carrow. “But I don’t think I’ll be allowed. You can come to
the Manor, though!”

The thought still disheartened her. Of course they wouldn’t be allowed.

“I might,” Pansy tried to assure her. “And I’d love to, I’ve never been to Norwich.” She
frowned, wrinkled her nose. “Potter won’t be there though, will he?”

“Depends on when you visit,” Aurora admitted, “if you come after the cup, he’ll be gone.”

“Right.” Pansy still looked uncertain, even moreso as she looked back to Draco.

“I’ll ask,” her cousin promised. “But Father — and I mean, Mother probably won’t — won’t
want to bring me.”

“She’d be welcome,” Aurora said, even feeling that it was a lie.

Draco smiled tightly, as the others turned and drew them back in. “Maybe,” was all he could
say before Millicent bounded over to ask about their bets on the outcome of the Quidditch
World Cup Final.

The Cup Final dominated conversation as soon as the opportunity arose — and was one topic
which Aurora could discuss endlessly. It would be taking place in a week’s time, and the
whole country was abuzz. Ireland would be playing Bulgaria, and Aurora and Draco made a
covert bet of ten galleons on the outcome of the match. He backed Bulgaria, as he seemed to
have adopted something of a hero worship of their main Seeker, Viktor Krum, so Aurora took
on Ireland — a far more experienced team with a group of Chasers who were at the top of
their game, and who played in a very similar shade of green to her own Slytherin team, which
she appreciated and took as a good omen.

This year, she thought, even as she bid her friends goodbye to talk to Fawley, was already
looking much better than the last. She just hoped it could stay that way.
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Flare Up

If Aurora had thought that returning to Arbrus Hill would be welcome after Parkinson Gala,
she was to find herself mistaken. When she returned late in the evening via the Floo network,
feet aching from a day spent dancing and standing around in heels, and quite exhausted from
all the excitement, it was to find her father and Potter talking quite happily in the kitchen,
seemingly trying to bake something from the smell of sweet cakes.

She frowned, lingering in the doorway, holding her bag over her shoulder, heart thudding
strangely. Her father looked so simply happy, as did Potter, and she was hit with the odd,
unsettling feeling that not only was she being left out of the moment, but that it was not one
that would have happened with her present.

Indeed, when she finally cleared her throat and her father turned to notice her, she could feel
the atmosphere change, from the tensing of Potter’s shoulders and the new strain to her
father’s smile.

“Aurora,” he greeted, hurrying to her and holding his arms out to take her bag for her, “I
didn’t hear you in the Floo. Did you have a good day?”

She nodded numbly, smile stiff. “It was wonderful,” she lied, then forced her smile wider,
and hoped it appeared sincere. “I really enjoyed getting to see everyone again. It feels so
much longer than it has been.” She laughed but even to her own ears it sounded false. Her
father frowned, reaching out to her, but she stepped away ever so slightly, uncertain even as
she cursed herself for the action.

“I should go to my room,” she said quickly. “It’s late and I’m tired.”

“Stay up,” her dad told her eagerly, eyes wide and, to her horror, worried. “We’re making
cake.”

“It’s half past nine. At night.”

He shrugged. “It’s fun!”

“It’s irresponsible.”

Her father’s face fell into a frown and Potter looked back and forth between them in that most
infuriating of ways, like he was waiting for something to spill over or a fight to break out.
“You don’t have to join,” her father said, which had the unintentional effect of making her
feel worse. “Stay, though. I want to hear about your day. Was everyone alright to you? No
one I have to have words with?”

She almost laughed at the absurdity of his suggestion. “I’d like to see you try. And it was
fine.” She entered the kitchen nervously and perched on top of a clean patch of counter,
which seemed to disgruntle Potter. It was rather an odd place to sit in full dress robes and
makeup, but she was tired and not going to stand any longer, especially since her feet were



aching in her heels. “I asked Draco and Pansy if they want to visit. They said they did, but
don’t know if they’ll be able. I might go over to Draco’s at some point, but...” She shrugged
half-heartedly, avoiding Potter’s curious gaze. “Also, I think Lord Abbott wants me to marry
his grandson.” Potter choked on the bit of cake batter he had snuck from the spoon. Aurora
wrinkled her nose. “We’re in agreement for once, Potter.”

“Who would want to marry you?” he asked with a look of disgust, and she resisted the urge
to kick him in the shins. Her father at least gave Potter a slightly scolding look, though one
which was not nearly — she felt, anyway — as pointed as the ones he would give her for
insulting Potter.

“I take it you said no?” her father asked.

“Obviously. I told you, I’m not up for courting and even if I was, Abbott’s ancient, and a
creep. No, I just had to sidestep it — Theo rescued me.” She grinned at the memory but then
it faded, replaced by another. “Cecil Parkinson insisted on dancing, though. He’s the most
boring boy I’ve ever met, but he thinks he’s God’s gift to the universe. Pansy says he’s the
best of a bad bunch of her cousins. And all the girls wanted to know all the gossip about you,
of course. So did Rosebelle — Pansy’s mother — but she was more subtle.

“I had a good time, though,” she assured him at his persistent frown, “it was just a bit of a
new experience, navigating that kind of environment where people want to open a dialogue
with me, and I don’t really have anyone to guide me. I think I managed, though.”

“Yeah?” Her father still looked wary. “Well, you’re doing better than I ever could, at any
rate.” She was sure he meant it to come out complimentary, but coming from him, the words
simply didn’t have the same meaning and weight, as they would from Narcissa or Arcturus or
Aunt Lucretia, or even perhaps Andromeda.

Still, she forced a smile and shoved down the queasy feeling, before hopping off the counter
again, the hem of her robes swishing around her ankles.

“I’ll get changed,” she said, aware of her formality in contrast to Potter’s pyjamas and her
father’s slacks. “I’ll see you later. Dad,” she added quickly, and he grinned as she headed for
her own room, still unsettled by the easy laughter in the kitchen, breaking the uncertain
tension which only she had brought with her.

Once she returned, in comfier night robes, her dad and Potter had both managed to get cake
batter in their hair and were laughing at one another, cheeks flushed. A sharp, jealous twist
went through her as she watched.

Why did Potter make it look so easy? Why did he have to show off that he could get along
with her father so well and she still had no idea how she was supposed to act with either of
them, or how to balance her own fear and anxiety with their desires to simply leap into the
fray?

Though she was present, and though her father tried to include her, Aurora couldn’t help but
feel like she was missing something. That she couldn’t manage to laugh as freely, to let
herself go like they did as they licked spoons and sang to some awful music her father had



put on. She felt strangely detached, like she was watching the scene unfold within the frame
of a picture, or within a tapestry, rather than being a part of it. It was stupidly Gryffindor, she
decided, the carefree way in which they acted.

A part of her, which she dearly wanted to be able to ignore, wished that she could just get
over herself and do the same. Potter had no right to be so close to her father, to get along with
him so easily.

But she didn’t know how to do what he was doing, and that was the worst part by far.

-*

In the morning, Aurora came downstairs to the news that they were to have visitors, in the
form of Remus Lupin and Hestia Jones. Remus, she didn’t mind — she was actually rather
excited to see him again — but Hestia Jones made her nervous. There was a certain weight of
expectation which she felt, as well as a certain distrust of Hestia, which was not entirely
earned or rational. But after so many years, she resented somewhat that Hestia was only
trying to connect with her now, and that she seemed to still think she was entitled to see
Aurora, simply because she had been friends with her mother thirteen years ago.

Though when her father explained the specific date, things made sense.

“It’s been thirteen years to the day,” he explained, eyes far away. “I thought I might... Well, it
might be good for us to... Be together.”

It was the first anniversary he had actually had the opportunity to commemorate, Aurora
realised, and that made her reluctant enough to avoid saying anything against it. The night
after her mother’s death had been the night that the McKinnons had all been killed in the fire
started by Gabriel Travers, and that was the date that had stuck in her mind.

Remus and Hestia arrived when Aurora was midway through a ballet exercise in the old
ballroom, practicing allegro. She heard the Floo and tensed, pausing in her exercise to try and
brace herself as she heard Potter’s feet clatter down the staircase.

He was so loud, she thought with disdain, hurriedly fixing her hair and slipping off her ballet
shoes. Not an ounce of stealth or subtlety. Far too comfortable in his own skin — and in her
own house.

She glared in the mirrors at the end of the ballroom, hoped her cheeks weren’t too awfully
flushed, and then threw a short front-buttoned silk robe over her leotard to hurry through to
the lounge.

Everyone else was already there, and once again she had that unfamiliar feeling of
detachment, when it took a few seconds for them to notice her present. Perhaps, she thought,
it was self-centred, but she was coming to find that she did not like walking into a room,
expecting to pull attention, and not getting it. Last year everyone had been far too interested
in her, for all the wrong reasons.



She still didn’t like that it took too long for her father to turn and see her, and break into a
grin.

“There she is!” he cried, bounding over and wrapping her in a tight hug which she tried to
allow herself to lean into. She knew that if she denied his attention, then she wouldn’t get it,
and it would make everything worse. That didn’t mean she knew quite how to accept it yet.
“Were you practicing?”

She nodded wordlessly, patting him awkwardly on the back and letting him hold on a little
longer before she stepped away. “Just some centre work. I’m not sure about the barre Tippy
put up.”

With sharp nerves, she glanced over his shoulder to see Hestia Jones standing beside Lupin,
her dark hair unbound over her shoulders and her cheeks flushed from summer sun. Her eyes
sparkled with excited mischief, and she was — to her chagrin — grinning at her.

“Hey,” Jones said, flicking her hair, “nice to see you again.”

Aurora gave her a wry smile. “Likewise.”

If Jones was bothered by the short answer, then she didn’t show it. “Sorry we didn’t really get
a chance to chat when I saw you after the trial — hectic day and everything, but I should’ve
been a bit better.”

Aurora’s smile tightened. “That’s alright.” She stepped out from her father’s embrace. Her
eyes cut to Potter, who was looking on, bemused, and then to Professor Lupin, who seemed
far more agitated, tensed like he thought he was going to have to dive in and break something
up. Though maybe that was just because she and Potter were in the same room again.

“So,” Aurora said, trying to brave conversation as she came into the room and went to perch
on the arm of the sofa, indicating for everyone else to do the same, “you er, went to school
with my dad? And Remus and—” She glanced to Potter, not knowing how to say it.

“The lads?” Hestia asked, corners of her mouth lifting. “Yeah. Blooming annoying they all
were, too.” She wrinkled her nose and leaned forwards to whisper in a conspiratorial tone,
“Men. Still blooming annoying.”

Despite herself, Aurora bit back a smile of agreement.

“Hestia said she was friends with both our mums,” Potter said, in a tone that implied he
thought he was being helpful.

Aurora withheld her glare. “I know.”

“Marlene was my best friend,” Hestia explained, “and Lils was in our dormitory too. Living
together for seven years, kind of creates a bond. We were like sisters by the end — had to
be.”

“Right.” There was little else to say, and nothing which Aurora truly felt comfortable with
saying. “You knew each other well then. I mean, my dad said so anyway, but...”



If she knew Marlene so well, if she claimed to care, why was she only here now? Why had
everyone decided now was the time to care, that they could stake some sort of claim on her or
to her life?

“Come on,” her dad said bracingly, “let’s get cake. Harry and I made some last night before
Aurora got in — chocolate cake, Remus’s favourite.”

Lupin rolled his eyes, but Hestia grinned and followed Sirius and Potter into the kitchen.
Aurora trailed behind with Lupin while Potter chatted away to Hestia, wondering about his
mother. Lupin smiled tightly at her.

“Now,” he started, “two months ago, I would definitely not have believed you and Harry
could survive each other living under the same roof.”

She let out a low laugh. “It’s a process. And there’s still a week to go.”

To her relief, he laughed. “Sirius is really glad you’re making an effort, you know.” She
smiled tensely. “He is. It means a lot to him.”

“I know it does,” Aurora reminded him, hoping afterward that he didn’t mind the snappish
way the words came out. She hadn’t meant it, and winced a little when she heard herself.
“I’ve been ‘making an effort’ since January.”

Lupin raised his eyebrows. “I know. But this, with Harry... It’s good.”

She shrugged. “Suppose. It’s not like we’re friends, though. I’m just tolerating him.” Lupin’s
lips twitched into a half-smile. “What?”

“Familiar words, that’s all.” He glanced around as they passed the open library door, and
Aurora grinned.

“We’ve got a pretty good library,” she told him, “not that anyone else here appreciates it.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, Sirius wasn’t really the bookish one out of us.”

“I’m shocked,” Aurora said, and was pleased when he laughed again. “If you go in, it’ll
probably dump some books on your head, though. But at least no people bother me.”

Lupin grinned. “Yeah,” he said, “that’s always a plus, isn’t it? Books over people?”

Aurora nodded with a wry smile as they slipped into the kitchen and Potter’s voice grated on
her ears again. “Definitely books over people.”

Hestia bounded over to them as Aurora’s dad started handing out cake. “How are you
doing?” she asked, which felt to Aurora like the most useless, basic question ever to ask.
“Enjoying summer? At least we’ve got some decent weather this year.”

Aurora grimaced and said stiffly, “Yes, it’s been lovely.”

“Good for flying,” Hestia said, nodding. “Sirius said you’re a brilliant flier.”



“He has to say that,” Aurora pointed out with false modesty, “but yes.”

Hestia grinned and broke into a laugh. “I was never all that into sports myself, but you’re on
the Slytherin team, right?” Aurora nodded. “Brilliant. Do you play Beater often?”

She shook her head. “Not really. I just play whatever my captain tells me to — usually Seeker
or Chaser.”

“Mhm.” Hestia nodded, rocking on the balls of her feet. “Good for you, then, kid. My
nephew — do you know Apollo, he said he knew you? — told me you were decent.”

Aurora blinked in surprise. “He did?”

She had rarely had reason to interact with Apollo Jones, who usually preferred to stick with
Lewis Stebbins and a couple of Ravenclaws they knew. She hadn’t known he even noticed
her, though in truth it was more likely he just said that to be nice. “Yeah,” Hestia laughed, “I
can’t decide who you got your flying talent from though.”

“My father rides a motorcycle,” she said plainly, “which is an awful beast. I like to think it’s
from my mother.”

Hestia‘s grin turned to a smirk. “Ah, but Mars rode that things quite enough herself. She was
desperate for a bike. She was the one who would have had you on it from age four if she
could.”

Aurora didn’t like to think of what her mother would have done, if she had had the
opportunity. It was too stark a reminder of what was absent, but what she still couldn’t bring
herself to think of as loss. And of how everyone expected her to want to know those things,
when in fact they just made her uncomfortable, because she had no idea how to react.

So she just shot Hestia an awkward smile in return and hurried to grab a slice of cake from
her dad, pleading with her eyes that this wouldn’t run too long and she wouldn’t be subjected
to discomfort.

But her father, it seemed, really enjoyed having his friends back. Even Potter wound up
taking a backseat, content to listen as they recalled old school stories — though he was much
more keen to interrupt and ask questions than Aurora, who flinched anytime someone turned
to her for input, as if she ought to have anything to contribute to the story of a life of people
she couldn’t even remember, as if she was expected to know what to think of Marlene
McKinnon’s attempt to dye her hair blonde and turning it green instead.

Every time Hestia Jones looked at her, Aurora got the distinct impression that she was trying
to see Marlene McKinnon again, and from the questions about her hobbies, her favourite
foods, it felt like she had a checklist, was trying to compare her, and even if her father didn’t
seem to notice, it wound Aurora up until she felt she was going to burst with aggravation, and
had to excuse herself to the kitchen under the pretense of cleaning dishes away.

She was joined by Potter not two minutes later, just as she was taking a drink of water and
trying to reassure herself that it was fine, Hestia was nice and a good person and she could



allow herself to be subjected to this if it made her father happy, and that there was nothing
wrong with learning about her mother even though everything she knew told her to leave the
subject alone.

“You alright?” Potter asked her from beside the door, making her jump and then scowl at
him.

“I’m perfectly fine,” she said in her strained voice, and he shrugged, hopping up onto a stool
by the counter and helping himself to an orange.

“Okay,” he said, peeling it. Aurora stared.

“What are you doing?”

“Having an orange.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Why? What are you up to?”

He blinked innocently. “Nothing. I just figured they wanted to chat themselves.”

“No you didn’t. You followed me.”

Potter scoffed. “And why would I follow you, Black?”

“To annoy me.” Which he was succeeding at. “To steal my oranges.”

“I live here!” he protested. “They’re my oranges, too.”

She snatched two from the bowl. “They’re my oranges.”

“No they’re not.” Potter went to snatch another two, and like a cat, Aurora pounced, glaring
at him. He drew back, the expression on his face suddenly wary and uncertain. Aurora found
that she hated it. She didn’t know what it meant, on him — uncertainty appeared so suddenly,
without warning, without discernible reason, and she could not bring herself to understand
him.

“You haven’t answered my question,” she told him, avoiding the issue of orange possession.
“Why did you follow me? You seemed to be having a jolly old time of it with my dad. You
two are best friends now.” She said it with false enthusiasm, sarcasm dripping from every
sweetened word.

But Potter’s face had fallen somewhat, into one of quiet contemplation. She hated that face,
too. She didn’t like Potter when he was thinking. He never used it for good.

“Dunno,” he admitted, glancing over his shoulder, “just feels like... They’re talking about our
parents.”

She stared at him and blinked slowly. “Yes, well done.”

“Oh, sod off!” He stood suddenly and Aurora started.



“What? What did I say?”

“Do you just have to be rude? I was answering your question and you’re making fun of me!”

“Potter, that’s just how I am.”

“Yeah, to me! God — I came through ‘cause you looked uncomfortable.”

“And did you think your presence was comforting?” She pouted mockingly. “Did you think
you were going to be my friend?”

“I thought that was what you wanted,” Potter snapped, “right? When you said to be civil?”

“That doesn’t mean friendship, that means ‘I’m not going to poison you.”

He scoffed. “God, you’re so...” He trailed off, held himself back from whatever he was going
to say next, and shot another glance at the door, this time containing more worry. Aurora
stared, wondering again at just what on Earth went through Potter’s head. He went back to
peeling the orange.

Gryffindors were a very odd bunch.

“I guess I just felt like, they — they wanted us to be there ‘cause of our parents. ‘Cause they
want to talk about our mums and my dad.” She frowned, nodding. “But it’s like... I really
want to know more, right? I didn’t get to know anything with my aunt and uncle, so, it’s
good. But, I don’t know.” He shrugged again, staring at the ground.

“You feel like when they talk about them,” Aurora started slowly, “in front of you, they’re
expecting you to contribute. To say something. But you can’t. You wish you could, even if
it’s just to fill a gap in conversation — but you can’t.”

“Yeah.” Potter gave a slow nod, only just raising his eyes to meet hers. “Exactly.”

She grimaced and tipped her head back. “I hate that we feel the same way.” He had the
audacity to laugh. “Shut up.”

That made him laugh harder. Bloody Gryffindors. So, so strange.

“I think I miss them. Mum and Dad. Do you? With your mum, I mean?”

“I don’t know,” she said, “I don’t know my mother. I’d have missed her if I’d have been five,
I suppose. But I miss my grandmother more, and my great-grandfather, and great-aunt and
uncle and... Everyone, really.” It was vague enough that the admission did not feel too
terrifying, but she hated herself once she had spoken the words anyway. “I think people think
I should miss her.”

“Yeah,” Potter said quietly. “I don’t know if I can miss them. Even though I want to.”

An unsteady silence fell. An understanding which she couldn’t shake off no matter how it
made her skin crawl.



She didn’t want to understand Potter. She didn’t want to have anything in common with him,
and she certainly didn’t want to discuss any sort of emotion with him.

So Aurora stood up sharply, wrapped her arms around herself. “Do try not to get orange peel
all over the floor, Potter. It’s a nightmare to clear up and it irritates Stella’s nose.”

“Hedwig likes it.”

“Hedwig is an owl, she doesn’t have the same taste as a cat.”

“Your cat would eat literally anything you put in front of her.”

“No, she wouldn’t. She’s sophisticated.”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot, she must have been at your tea party yesterday.”

Aurora glared at him, bristled by his nonchalance and the casual way he spoke of such an
important event. No respect, she thought firmly. “It wasn’t a tea party. Don’t be jealous you
weren’t invited.”

“And hang around your friends all day? No thanks.”

“At least my friends have fun,” she snapped, stalking to the door, “and we’d all much rather
not have to see your face at all, thank you very much, Potter.”

She ignored his retort as she returned to the lounge, but that same discomfort from earlier still
crawled over her skin and up her neck, heading them talk, realising all the ways in which they
wanted her to be like her mother, but she couldn’t. Hestia wanted to ‘get to know her’ but she
seemed to just want to know Marlene McKinnon’s daughter, not Aurora Black, because
Aurora, she explained, had been prevented from meeting Hestia by her grandmother and then
great-grandfather, which Aurora decided to be nonsense in the latter’s case.

Her father on the other hand, seemed merely disappointed at Aurora’s reluctance to talk to
Hestia, even though it turned out they had very little to discuss. She hated feeling like a
disappointment, when she let him down because she simply did not know how to let all these
new people into her life, and hated feeling like she was being forced to.

By the end of the visit, she was exhausted from the effort of keeping up a smile and the
appearance of cordiality, and had to stop herself from storming up the stairs or snapping at
her father when he asked her and Potter how they found Hestia. At least Potter managed to be
nice. Aurora rolled her eyes and changed the subject, holding her tongue on the issue,
stewing in her annoyance all through the night and into the next morning.

Brittle and on edge — a situation not at all helped by Potter’s owl screeching past her
window all night — she all but threw her spoon into her yoghurt at breakfast. It was like a
storm cloud had gathered over her, and she was determined not to let it burst.

She knew it was not going to be an easy feat, particularly when Potter looked her up and
down, raised his eyebrows and said, “You’re in a bad mood.”



“How observant, Mr Ravenclaw. Ten points for your house.”

He pulled a face and she resisted the inexplicably childish urge to stick her tongue out in
retaliation. She told herself she wasn’t going to stoop to his immature level, but she did enjoy
laughing when, a moment later, his owl flew in the window and landed in his hair, causing
him to spill his glass of orange juice.

“I love your owl,” Aurora said in a conversational tone, smirking over at him. Hedwig
hooted, glared, and then flew away.

“She doesn’t like you.”

“Well, she didn’t mess up my hair — though in fairness, yours is generally more of a mess
than mine.”

“It’s affectionate,” Potter said crossly.

“Because it looks like a nest.”

“Yes.” He narrowed his eyes. “And your hair is a mess, actually. I’m surprise your cat hasn’t
mistaken it for wool.”

“See, my cat actually has a brain, and you’re really struggling to find something to insult this
morning.” She smiled sweetly and Potter scowled, flicking water in her direction. “Hey!”

“Oh, Sorry,” he said, cocking his head, “I thought you’d melt.”

Aurora stared at him blankly. “Why would water melt me?”

He smirked, looking all too proud of himself. Aurora leaned forward, curious in her
annoyance. “What are you on about, Potter?”

“Nothing,” he sang, as Sirius came down the stairs, “you really should take Muggle Studies.”
She raised her eyebrows and he added, “It’ll enlighten you.”

“Oh,” Aurora gasped theatrically, “Potter’s learnt a big word.”

“Shut up, Black.”

“Sophisticated.”

“Good morning,” her father said bracingly, and neither said it with any of his enthusiasm.
“Don’t tell me you’re arguing already.”

“Why would water melt me?” Aurora demanded to know, and her dad let out a short laugh of
surprise.

“It’s a Muggle reference.”

“I got that.”



“It’s a little harsh, Harry.”

Potter’s cheeks coloured pink. “Sorry,” he mumbled, and Aurora tried not to laugh at how
obviously unapologetic he actually as, if not for her father.

“I still don’t know what it means,” Aurora pointed out and her dad sighed.

“We’ll add the Wizard of Oz to the list of things to learn about.”

“Brilliant,” she muttered — of course he took Potter’s side, letting him tease her without even
having the sense to tell her what it meant.

“I’ll see if I can get a video player. Remus might have one lying around somewhere.”

Aurora had been introduced to the concept of a video player at Gwendolyn’s a few summers
ago, but it was still rather odd. She didn’t like that the people in the box would just do the
same thing over and over, but they had already done it. There was no consciousness or
awareness like in an animated portrait. They were simply memories, recorded on film,
playing out in a box. A bit like a Pensieve, except one wasn’t in the box, and just had to look
— the whole thing was deeply uncomfortable to her.

But she still wanted to know how Potter was trying to insult her, so she agreed, and ate her
breakfast.

While her father tried to track down a video player, she went out for a fly. It was a clear,
cloudless day, with only a faint breeze — perfect conditions for flying, altogether, and she
was determined to make the most of it. She ran Quaffle drills on her own until Potter came
out and raised his hands for her to throw the Quaffle into. She launched it at him, annoyed
when he made a perfect catch.

He grinned, waving back his hair. “Think you can beat me this time, Black?”

She glared at him silently. Even his voice was annoying today, not including the words
themselves. It grated — all of him grated, all of him made her want to scream. He could act
the part of happy, interested teenager, the good godson, smiling and laughing and getting
along so easily because he was just happy to be there. She hated and envied the ease with
which he allowed himself to settle into life with her father, even the way he had managed to
make small talk with Hestia and Remus yesterday, when she felt on the verge of screaming.

Aurora cast him another look and flew into a steep dive towards the ground. He followed,
because of course he did. Showing off, she thought bitterly, at the same time he yelled,
“You’re such a show off, Black!”

The audacity.

“Says you, Potter!”

“Hey, I’m just following — you didn’t answer my question!”

“You didn’t answer mine!”



“What one?”

“Why would water melt me?”

Potter let loose a loud laugh. “It’s nothing.”

“It is,” she seethed, evening out and whirling around to see Potter draw short behind her.
“You’re laughing and it’s stupid and annoying. You think you’re so clever.”

“Nah,” he said, shrugging, “I just think it’s funny.”

“Merlin, you’re so... Aggravating!”

“Big word, Black.”

“Shut up, Potter. I’d be surprised if you even know what that means.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “You really think I’m stupid, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she said shortly, and he threw the Quaffle at her.

Aurora, surprised, swooped away and just missed being hit as she grabbed the Quaffle. Potter
was smirking, until she batted it back and he had to swerve steeply to kick it back towards
her. It was a poor kick — he would make a horrible Keeper, she thought — and Aurora swept
down to grab it.

When she turned back up, it was to see that annoying, goading smile of Potter’s fade.
“What?” she asked immediately, as his brow furrowed. His ham went to his forehead — to
his scar.

“Nothing,” he said and she knew it was a lie.

“That’s not true. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Potter repeated, “sod off and chuck me the Quaffle, Black.”

She did, but her eyes were still narrowed. “You don’t have to be rude.”

He scoffed, tucking the Quaffle into his chest. “As if you’re anything but rude.”

“I think you’ll find I am perfectly polite to everyone who deserves it.”

Annoyance flashed across Potter’s face and he dropped the Quaffle, letting it fall to the
ground. He turned around to fly away, and Aurora gaped after him, confused by the change.

“Where are you going?” she demanded.

“Nowhere, Black.”

“You’re clearly going somewhere.”



“Yeah,” he said, “and you don’t care, so, leave me alone.”

She gaped further. This was even stranger, and more puzzling behaviour. Any time away
from Potter was good though, and she turned haughtily in mid-air to fly away, down towards
the broom shed by the front wing. The wind tearing at her hair was a welcome feeling, and
gave her a vicious sort of thrill as she raced down towards the ground, heart hammering, and
pulled up at the very last minute to see Potter glaring over at her.

She smirked. “Impressed, Scarhead?”

“Hardly. I did that back in first year.”

“You almost broke your neck back in first year,” she retorted, recalling the way Potter had
taunted her cousin, and then, with a twinge of guilt, how Draco had taunted and teased
Neville all that day. “You were trying to show off.”

“I’d never flown before,” Potter told her, and she laughed.

“Yeah, right, Potter. Stop trying to impress me.”

“No, really,” he said, flying closer. “That was my first time. I thought I was totally going to
break my neck. And that I’d get expelled.”

Her cheeks flared with embarrassment. Her reluctance to believe Potter’s natural ability held
potential to be misconstrued as a compliment, and Potter looked entirely too smug for her
liking.

“I wish you had,” she snarled back, ignoring the burning of her cheeks, “it would have saved
me an awful lot of trouble.”

“Ah, but then who would beat Slytherin at Quidditch?”

“You’ve never beaten me at Quidditch,” Aurora pointed out, and he grinned, turning the
Quaffle over in his hands.

“Want a rematch then, Black? I know you were too afraid last time.”

The taunt buried aggravation deep in her chest and caused it to flare up again, a brittle sort of
heat. “I won fair and square, and you know it.”

His eyes flashed but he didn’t have the will to argue the point. Good, she thought. He knew
she had won. He was just too prideful to let it go, to concede to her of all people.

“You got lucky, Black.”

“I handled the situation.” She shrugged, widening her eyes in a mocking manner. “Too bad
you didn’t.”

“It wasn’t my fault the Dementors came.”



“Oh, no,” She drawled, growing impatient, “if I recall correctly, you blamed me, didn’t you?
Did you think I summoned them, or did you assume they were after me because of my
naturally evil temperament, hm? Or did you blame my father? I’m sure he’d love to hear all
the things you said about him last year. All the things you held against me.”

He blinked, looking suddenly. “I — I didn’t know. And he — he’d understand. He did. You
blamed him too. I saw your Boggart, remember? You were scared of him, too, you didn’t—”

She lunged at him, anger spilling over at the words. Potter let out a yelp and soared upwards,
and she followed, dodging the Quaffle which he tossed over his shoulder.

“Don’t talk about my Boggart,” she snarled, “you don’t know anything, Potter. Things have
changed.”

“I know,” he insisted, “so have I.”

She let out a high, shrill laugh of indignation. “You’re still a prat. You’re still an idiot who
can’t admit he lost to a girl.”

“It’s not because you’re a girl!”

“No? Then is it because I’m a Slytherin, huh?”

They reached the top of the tree line and Potter paused, whirling around in midair to see her.
“Is that why you hate me, Potter?”

“And why do you hate me?” he snapped. “It’s not cause you’re a Slytherin, or a girl — I hate
you because you’re mean and cruel, pointlessly, and because you’ve never tried to be nice to
me!”

“I saved your life twice.”

“And insulted me for it and held it over me! Always! And I’m trying to fit in here and you
won’t let me!”

“You’re trying to fit in with my father,” she snapped, “Not me. You couldn’t give a shit about
me, and that’s fine, because I don’t give a shit about you either, Potter. I don’t like you.
You’re annoying, and foolish, and can’t take being beaten. You’re insufferable.”

He blinked, drawing back. But in an instant, he snapped again, “This is what I mean! I’m
trying, but you just want to hate me!”

“You started this!”

“I did not! You started this, all of this, when you—” He blinked, as though trying to recall.
“When you — you ran after us on Halloween, spying! When you tried to blackmail me over
Norbert!”

“Who the hell’s Norbert?”



“The dragon!”

“Who calls a dragon Norbert? And anyway — you’re the one who attacked my cousin—”

“When did I do that?”

“And could have gotten him hurt when you went for him in the air! And you never liked me
anyway!”

“Well, I had pretty good reason why! First I thought your dad was a mass murderer, then you
proved you’re awful anyway—”

“Oh, that’s a great way to make friends, isn’t it, telling people they’re awful—”

“You don’t want to be friends anyway, Black. And I couldn’t care less.”

“Maybe you should. Maybe you should leave me alone!”

“I’m trying to make something here!” Potter shouted. “You’re being unfair!”

“I’m being unfair? This is my house, you can’t shout at me in my own grounds when you are
a guest! You’re so rude, Potter!”

“I just want to try and get to know my godfather!” he shouted. “Because you met my aunt
and uncle, you know they wouldn’t want me knowing about my parents, but I want to! I have
to! It isn’t my fault we get along better! Maybe if you made more of an effort—”

“Shut up.” Her voice came out cold, and her body felt numb, chest rattling as she spoke. She
looked at him dangerously, holding his gaze. He swallowed tightly, cheeks flushed from the
wind and his anger. “You know nothing, Potter. Nothing about me. Nothing about my
family.” She crept closer, bent low over her broomstick. “Do not compare yourself to me.”

Furious tears burned at his words. They got along better. Maybe if she made more of an effort
— but she didn’t know how. She didn’t understand these things. Didn’t understand her father
and didn’t understand how to make a family out of something so broken and messy.

“Do not talk to me,” she said.

“I didn’t mean to—”

“Don’t speak,” she hissed, seething. Her broom vibrated in tune with her anger.

“I know your family was different and everything and I didn’t mean to say—”

“Don’t,” she snarled, “say a word about my family.”

And, fury burning through her, she turned and shot towards the ground. Her father was by the
door, watching, and the sight of him made something curl, angry, in her gut. When she landed
with Potter just behind her, she all but threw her broom on the ground and stormed to the
shed.



“Hey,” her father called over hurriedly, “What’s going on, you two? I thought you were out
for a nice fly—”

“Nothing’s nice where he’s involved,” Aurora spat, “he’s just pathetic.”

“Aurora!”

“You don’t have to have a tantrum, I said I’m—”

“Shut the fuck up.”

“Don’t swear at him!”

“Don’t take his side!” Aurora snapped, whirling around to face her father. “You’re meant to
be my dad, aren’t you?”

“I’m Harry’s godfather too—”

“Good!” she shouted. “Be his godfather! It’s clear you both realise how much better it is
when you’re on your own! You don’t want me around anymore, I understand!”

“What? Aurora, of course—”

“I know you want to — to play happy families! Well it’s not going to happen! I’m sorry I
don’t know how to do this — with him, or you, or Remus or Hestia fucking Jones! I hate it! I
hate it here and I hate him and I hate all of this!”

“I thought you were trying to get along!”

“No! We’re not, and we don’t want to!”

“Harry’s making an effort — what exactly is going—”

“Yeah, turn to Harry!” She slammed the shed door shut and faced him. “Perfect! Have a
lovely chat while he tells you everything he hates about me! Maybe you’ll make chocolate
cake at nine o’clock tonight! I don’t know!”

She stormed past him and into the house, towards the lounge with the fireplace. “Where are
you going?” her father demanded, though she could barely hear him over hardly concealed
sobs of anger. She hated them, hated her emotions, hated herself for feeling anything, for
letting herself be vulnerable in a position where she had to feel anything.

“Home,” she snarled, and as she thrust the Floo powder into the fireplace, she whispered so
he wouldn’t hear her, “Black Manor.”

The front room disappeared, and the last thing she saw was her father’s alarmed pale face,
mouth forming words she didn’t stick around to hear.



The House of Black

Aurora stumbled out into the main kitchen of Black Manor, covered in soot from a fireplace
which had not been used in far too long. She coughed, and once she landed on the floor,
turned sharply to press the small rune Raitho — a symbol like a sharp, jagged letter ‘r’,
meaning journey in the Elder Futhark — which was engraved into the side of the fireplace.
The green flames died down and there came the telltale creaking sound of the Floo network
shutting off the fireplace.

Now no one could find her.

Her heart still pounded, though she told herself the stinging tears in her eyes were from soot
and ash and nothing else.

She hated Potter. Hated him, and was furious at him — but she was furious at herself too. She
had made a scene, gotten upset, everything she wasn’t supposed to do. Potter shouldn’t be
allowed to get under her skin like that. No one should.

She paced around the darkened kitchen, wishing there was more light in the dim, stony space.

Going back was not an option, not right now. Her throat tightened to think of how furious her
father might be. She had let herself go, had given into her anger in the most undignified way
possible. Even thinking about it made her cheeks burn with shame, and she could only
imagine how angry he would be. Or disappointed — every time he gave her that disappointed
look of his, a part of her withered inside.

The coil of tension inside her grew tighter as she continued her pacing, trying to control her
sharp, gasping breaths.

Clear your mind, she told herself, while completely failing to do so. Her thoughts spiralled —
what if she went back and her father was too angry, if Potter hated her even more, if they all
were forced to acknowledge the glaring truth that she didn’t fit. Andromeda would be upset
that she wasn’t giving it enough of a chance, but she knew the Tonkses would side with her.

She didn’t want any of them to have to side with her. Here, in the dark, cold of the manor, she
missed more than ever the gentle warmth of her great-grandfather, his kind laughter and
encouragement. He would be disappointed in that display too, even given the situation she
was in.

Her emotions had to be kept closer to her chest than that. She curled her hands into fists at the
thought, and her nails dug sharply into her soft palm. She had to be strong, not weak of will
or short of temper.

Even still, the creeping darkness around her was eerie. This place was awash with memory,
painful ones for all their wonder. Memories of a family that could never return to her, while
she failed to live up to everything they wanted her to be — she had strayed too far, in these



years without them, from the memory of her family, because those who had known them had
not cared to take her in, and now she was not enough to be one of them.

Grandmother had said she should be strong. Arcturus had said powerful. Lucretia had said
dignified.

At that moment, making her way tiredly towards the kitchen door, wrapped in the cold, she
felt anything but.

Her footsteps echoed on marbled floors, and she at least had the clarity of mind to appreciate
that the house elves had kept the place clean and polished. On the walls, portraits stirred at
her entry, ancestors peering out from their frames at the returning lady. Their gazes made her
feel sick and frightened, as shame wormed its way beneath her skin again.

Perhaps, she thought, she should stay here forever. The thought of returning to Arbrus Hill
and to her father and to Potter, felt so awfully overwhelming. She didn’t want to deal with
what had happened.

She knew Potter was trying to make amends, but she also knew it wasn’t for her sake. He
didn’t care about how he might have wronged her, nor did he care to understand her, and the
fact that one could not simply make friends by throwing oneself at them. Especially not with
a history like theirs. Even still, even as annoying and infuriating and awful as he was to her,
he was her father’s favourite. It was clear and so painfully obvious and she hated it.

She had never intended to want to be anything to her father, and the jealousy she felt towards
Potter felt like a betrayal of herself to, of her family who had taught her to hate him.

But she didn’t hate him. She was furious at him, but she knew, in the ugly and treacherous
part of her, that she did care about her father, greatly, but she couldn’t acknowledge it.

Because she couldn’t bear to care about another person who might leave her — like
Grandmother and Arcturus and Lucretia and Ignatius. Or, one who might simply not want
her, might refuse her when she needed them — like Narcissa.

She wanted the Tonkses but knew they would tell her to go back to her father, or make
amends, or sort things out and she couldn’t bring herself to do that.

So Aurora resigned herself to solitude, creeping out of the front hall of the manor, down the
long gravel pathway — its edges overgrown with long grass and wildflowers which had not
been kept nearly as well as the interior — towards the long slope down to the water. The Irish
Sea glittered before her, its cerulean blue lit by the sun. She could hear gulls soaring overhead
in the distance, just make out the shadows of their wings in the clear sky as they soared
towards Tintagel.

It was soothing, the sound of the sea coming down upon the shore. Black Manor had with it a
small length of sand, closed off to anyone who wasn’t permitted within the grounds, and to
Muggles was barely visible. If they got close, they would be turned away by magic blamed
on the tide, to keep the manor safe and — very importantly once upon a time — to preserve
their fish supply from fishers from other parts.



Sea breeze caught Aurora’s hair as she made her way down the path between long grasses,
onto the dunes. It was peaceful here, familiar and soothing, and as she sat down on a patch of
sand with her outer robe down as a blanket, she found herself able to breathe slightly easier,
and to consider what had just happened.

It was not entirely a surprise to Aurora that she was not the easiest person in the world to get
along with. She had been told as much many times before, and she had never truly intended
to be a friend to Potter. What bothered her was how readily her father accepted Potter’s
dislike of her and not her dislike of him, and that he seemed to side with Potter more often
than not.

Maybe Potter and her father were simply more alike. Maybe Potter was just easier to like for
most people — not that she could bring herself to understand why or how that might be.

It left her feeling somewhat adrift though, with that familiar yet unwelcome feeling that there
was no true place for her, that she did not belong with anyone. This place had been her home,
but now she felt untethered — home meant people too.

Maybe she should just go back to the Tonkses, she thought. She told herself Andromeda
would listen, and then she wouldn’t have to go back to her father. But she wanted to. She
hated to admit it to herself, but she wanted to know her father and she wanted him to care for
her and she wanted to be his priority, but she wasn’t, and it hurt.

She was being jealous, she knew, but felt she had earned it. She had put in the work to find
Pettigrew, she had been determined to save her father, and it wasn’t fair that Potter just
appeared and made everything so easy for himself.

No matter how they spoke, if she thought that sometimes they had an understanding which
neither of them wanted anyway, he didn’t belong with her. But saying she wanted him out
would do nothing to endear her father to her, she knew that.

She curled her knees up to her chest and sighed, leaning her cheek down on her knees, and
staring at the water. Focusing on the water, on the steady ebb and flow of the tide, she took a
moment to come to, for the lump in her throat to unclog and for her heart to calm enough that
she could breathe.

She tried to make herself believe that her father wouldn’t hate her for causing a fuss and
making a scene. Surely he had done worse at her age. But he would be angry and she didn’t
want to face that, nor did she want to face the awful alternative of his disappointment.

“Suck it up,” she muttered to herself, “stop being so wet.”

She stared at the sea and tried to hold herself together. Everything suddenly felt too much, the
waves felt like they were crashing down on her instead of on the shore, and nausea wormed
its way up her chest into her throat again. Aurora stood up hastily, wobbling on unsteady
ground. She couldn’t wallow forever, but she still didn’t want to go back.

Everything just was far too much. In the past year, everything had changed. Her father was
innocent, wanted a life with her, but they weren’t managing to make it work. Potter had been



worse than ever and now seemed to want to be her friend but that didn’t make up for all that
had been between them, nor did it make up for the fact that she felt he was stealing her dad
away from her. The whole world had tilted on its axis, then flipped around. She and Pansy
and Draco had said things wouldn’t change, but all of them knew that was false. Draco was
changing already and had been for some time, Pansy was drifting and uncertain of their
futures, and Aurora... Well Aurora was sure that she had never felt less secure in her own life.

Being back here at least gave her some comfort, but everything was still wrong. As she
walked, everything was lower and smaller than she remembered. The flowers were different,
the grass wilder, the windows in the distance darker from dust and gloom and ill-use. On her
walk back up from the sea, Aurora went round the back, towards the family’s private
cemetery, some yards away from the main house, closed off by a wide circle of yew trees
which only seemed to expand every time she had cause to visit.

She found Arcturus’ grave first, buried with all the other lords of the house. She recited their
names as she walked, from Hydrus the first Crown Sorcerer, to his eldest son Cyphus, right
down to Marius and Phineas and Sirius the third and then to Arcturus. Already there was a
space just a few paces from him, and she felt a chill in the air as she avoided the spot
carefully, knowing that one day, that would be her own resting place. It was not a particularly
pleasant thought, and she eyed it warily — stepping upon one’s own grave was certain to
make the death a painful one, and she didn’t dare step any closer.

In front of Arcturus’s grave, though, she knelt. Grass tickled against her robed knees, and her
hands shifted through daisies and dandelions. Some of the graves had had magic cast over
them to keep new flowers from sprouting, but Arcturus’s had been allowed to grow wild. A
part of her liked that — the life that was allowed to sprout even above his dead body —
though perhaps, she thought, that was also rather morbid a sentiment.

There was another lump in her throat as she sat and stared at the gravestone of land’s end
granite, carved with the words: LORD ARCTURUS ORION MARIUS BLACK, 1901-1991.
TOUJOURS PUR — AD ASTRA PER ASPERA.

The first line was the family motto, of course, burned into the ears and memories of every
member of the House of Black. The sight of it now brought a wariness which it never had
before, as it became clearer and clearer in her mind that she was not pure. That though she
may have once denied such things, and her family avoided the subject, it was time for her to
come to terms with herself, with her history and heritage.

The second part, she preferred, the phrase chosen especially by Arcturus, in Latin, as all the
epitaphs here were. This one, she liked: it meant through adversity, to the stars, and she
realised then, it fit herself too. Perhaps he had known.

After she steadied herself a moment, determined still not to cry, she whispered into the open
air, “I miss you.”

The magic around her called out in understanding, wrapping warmth around her as the yew
trees creaked. “I’m really sorry,” she said when she felt tears threaten, and had to wipe them
away. “I haven’t come to visit. I — I wanted to — I was here at Christmas but I was with
Andromeda and Dora and I didn’t know how to — how to come and see you with them



because I didn’t want to get upset in front of anyone, but...” She took in a shallow breath.
This was fine, she told herself. She had been emotional enough today, and here, there was no
one to watch or scold.

“A lot’s happened,” she told the headstone. “I know you’re not a ghost, and you don’t know,
or maybe you do, who knows what happens after you die. I’ll see your portrait in a bit, but it
isn’t you and — nothing’s you.” Bitterness twisted in her chest. “Grandmother’s portrait got
angry and I don’t want... Just, please, don’t be upset with me.” The gravestone, predictably,
said nothing, and she sighed, heart heavy. “My dad — my father’s — innocent. Which is a bit
crazy.” She chuckled weakly and hugged her knees, drawing herself into a ball. “I really care
about him, but it’s weird. I don’t want to love him. Because he hasn’t been there and I don’t
want him as my dad, and I shouldn’t but I do, and I hate it. And he likes Harry Potter better
and you don’t even know about Harry Potter but I hate him. I know you say — said — not to
hate people, it’s too strong a word, but I do.” She sniffled, nose stinging. “Anyway. I’ve run
away, sort of, so maybe I’m more like him than I wanted to be. I’ll go back, I think. I’m
living with cousin Andromeda. I don’t know what you’d think of that, but I like her. I like
them all, so I’ll go back to them.

“I just miss the way things were. Even though it’s unfair, because my father deserves to be
free. I just don’t know what to be, and I feel rubbish. Potter hates me, my father prefers Potter
because he’s being nice and I hate it because I know he can’t do it because he likes me! He
just wants to be my father’s favourite and I hate it because I can’t be.

“I wish I was better. I wish I had you back, GaGa.” Her voice broke over the word.
“Everyone wants to talk to me. Rita Skeeter wrote about me in the Daily Prophet last year.
Three people have come with marriage proposals and I really, really don’t want to get
married.” The thought made her shudder. “Maybe you’d have told me I should have been
nicer, but I am fourteen, and all these lords are creeps. They’d want me to change my name
and join their family and I can’t, but I can’t admit that because it’s completely ridiculous of
me, but I’m scared. And everything’s changing, with Draco and Pansy, and I’m left out of it
all and I don’t know what’s really going on but... Well, I’m not stupid. Something’s wrong
with their families. Lord Nott and Lord Malfoy both are upset with me, the others are just
rude. They look down on me because of my blood, and my gender, and — I wish you’d told
me,” she said abruptly, “the truth about my mother. Who she was. I understand why you
didn’t, but I — I think I should have been told who she was because I know you knew and I
— I don’t want anything that changes you from the person I want you to be. I’m sorry,” she
added, though it was pointless to apologise to a stone. “I’m just... There’s a lot happening and
I don’t like it. I miss you, and Aunt Lucretia and Uncle Ignatius, and everybody. I miss the
way things were. Now they’re complicated and I don’t know what to do. I know you’d help
me. You’d be there for me and then I wouldn’t have to worry about living with my father, or
about being a blood traitor or dirty-blooded.

“I know you’d make everything better, but I — I also just miss you.” The tears were spilling
now, but part of her felt like that was alright, because there was no one here but herself, and
she could at least be true with herself, even if she had to conceal everything else. The yew
trees whispered in response to her sobs and she felt a prickle up the back of her neck. She
knew without looking that Death was behind her. “I don’t understand what’s all happening



and I hate it. I hate not — not being in control, and it — it scares me.” Admitting it aloud
made her feel good, oddly. Like it was a relief even if it made her cry more.

“I promise I’ll be a good Lady Black,” she told the grave, something she should have told
Arcturus long ago, something she wished she could promise properly. “I’ll learn how, I will.”

The cold landed upon her shoulder.

“Be at ease,” Death said.

Aurora sighed, stiffening.

“That is not ease.”

“Where have you been?”

He chuckled, “I am Death. I am required in many places.”

“Take a day off,” she muttered, and the cold feeling hardened to ice. She tensed beneath the
touch. “Why are you here?”

“I expected you to return to this place.” The trees swayed and whispered. “The yew circle.
Fitting, isn’t it? This circle has stood for many centuries, expanding and growing. It has
caused quite the issue for local geographers. Here, your ancestor summoned me for their new
king. All your kind return here soon enough. Though you may not have, I suppose.”

If she had died when she was a baby, rather than being saved and taken in. “My father says he
sees you too, sometimes.”

Death chuckled. “I have awaited him for many years.”

That made her angry, made frustration prickle through her. “Don’t take him now. Not soon.
You can’t.”

“Only when the time is right,” he said, “though you will never understand when that is.”

“Why can we all see you?”

When she turned, she could see his faint smile in the long shadows. “I am bound to this
family. It is an old curse, or blessing. There is a touch of madness in your blood, you see. All
those years your family spent in service of an ungrateful crown... Well, I had my uses, and so
did they. Some families are simply more attuned to different magic. The House of Black has
withstood so many changes, transitioning between ages.” She sucked in a breath; Hermione
Granger had said, and she and Dora had agreed, that the powers of Transfiguration were
particularly strong in their bloodline. What Death was saying seemed almost to confirm that.
Though it still didn’t explain him, or why he had an interest in her.

“And Death... Is a transition in itself?”



He nodded, with an indulgent smile. “I do not mind my attachment to your family. It
fascinates me how consistently you thwart yourselves.” She bristled and he laughed.

“Well, I hope I’m entertaining you.”

His eyes glinted. “You certainly are.”

Aurora folded her arms, shifting on the grass. Her fingers traced through the waves. “Did my
great-grandfather know?”

“He suspected. They all have. It is difficult for your family to see me so consistently, even to
converse with me. You, however...” He smiled. “Well, you have more than one curse on your
blood.”

A shiver went through her. “What do you mean, on my blood? Who cursed me?”

His smile only grew. “I cannot tell of the affairs of mortals.”

“You speak to me all the time!” She frowned. “Can’t you tell me?”

“I could,” he admitted, “but you, Lady Black, have a long future ahead of you.” Even coming
from him, that did not assure her. “The information will not save you now.”

“Why do you want to save me?”

“Because.” There was a mocking lilt to his tone. “It would be a waste for you to evade me
only once. And I do respect the will of your family’s magic, when it seeks to protect its own.”
He seemed to melt more into the shadows then. “Less so, when it does not.”

“You can’t leave now,” Aurora said, scrambling indignantly.

“I do as I will,” he reminded her. “But I will ask one thing of you — when the time comes,
bring his body to me. I need to give my respects.”

Then he disappeared, leaving her more confused even than before. Were it not for the fact
that she was still at Arcturus’s graveside, Aurora would have hit something.

As it were, she simply sighed, pulled herself together, and then walked to take three low
branches from a nearby yew tree. She shivered when she touched it, feeling Death’s magic
lingering, and then placed the three branches leaning against Arcturus’s grave, crossing over
at the top.

“I’m sorry,” she told him again, “I — I want to be better. I will be better.”

She looked over her shoulder, staring up at the imposing manor again. “I’ll speak to you
soon. Just not like this.”

On her way out of the grave circle, she passed by her grandmother and grandfather’s graves,
and touched her hand over the top of the stones. By them, there was an empty patch where



her Uncle Regulus’s body should have been, and she bowed her head in respect as she
passed.

The warmth came back into her once she was out of the circle and the dark shadows behind
her. Aurora headed up towards the manor, looming in the distance, but when she came to its
back entrance by the ballroom, she paused. Through the grand windows, she could see the
disuse of the place, once so alive with music, the place where she had first learned to dance.
Arcturus had tried to get her to learn violin and piano when she was younger, and to sing, but
it was ballet that had always called to her the most.

The door handles were warm beneath her touch and let her in, revealing the ballroom in all its
glory before her, from the polished light wood floors to the pale blue walls hung with
garlands of flowers that were enchanted never to wither. Their perfume washed over her,
heady and floral, sickly sweet, and it turned her stomach suddenly, so that she had to hurry
out again into the hallway.

Outside the ballroom doors, on Aurora’s left, was the narrow twist of corridors leading to the
long portrait gallery. Directly opposite, the hallway led back to the kitchens, pantry, and
dining rooms, and on her right was the grand staircase leading up onto the second floor.

Aurora stood for a moment, considering her options in the silent house. She could go
upstairs, could look through the library and studies and her old nursery, just beside Arcturus’s
quarters. Or she could turn left, into the portrait gallery, and confront her ancestors.

Aurora turned right, but it wasn’t any less scary.

The deep purple carpeting on the staircase was worn, gathering dust around the edges, though
not nearly as much as it could have, were it not for a multitude of enchantments and the
house elves. Around her hung ancient tapestries of battles and rituals, one depicting the slow
and ceremonial growth of the yew trees by a wizard in deep red robes. Branches twined and
wove together, marked out in silver threads upon deep green. She watched it for a moment
before continuing on up the stairs, onto the landing, and then to the left where her old rooms
were.

The doors were all tightly shut, but like the ballroom, they responded to her touch like they
were welcoming her home. It was almost like a hug, she felt, as she took a deep breath and
opened the door.

Everything was as she had left it. Most of her important belongings had been moved to
Lucretia and Ignatius’s home, and the rest to be moved later, but they had never had the
chance.

Now, there was still a pale pink duvet and pillows on her bed, still a music box closed on her
chest of drawers by the window, still a Holyhead Harpies poster upon the wall. White
blankets were piled in a corner, lilac curtains hung limp and brushed the floor, and there,
tucked underneath her bed, she could see the shadows of the stuffed toys which Aunt
Lucretia had thought her too old to bother to bring with her when she moved.



Feeling self-conscious, and distinctly as though she were about to be told off for doing
something she wasn’t supposed to, Aurora went to kneel beside her old bed, rooting around
for some old books and parchment, for the random bits of embroidery Lucretia had made her
do and which she had thrown under her bed to hide because she was embarrassed by them.

There was one white handkerchief which she had embroidered a snake around the edges of;
another, pale greyish silver silk with tiny blue flowers, and her initials curled in the corner.
She held them carefully, folded them neater than they had been put away, and stowed them in
her pockets, before reaching for the soft faux fur of her stuffed toys.

The first she brought out was a tattered unicorn which had once been white, a very long time
ago. At her touch, the toy startled, made a very faint neighing noise, and then butted her with
its long pale pink horn.

“Yes,” Aurora said, wincing as the soft point darted for her eye, “I’ve been gone for a little
while.”

The unicorn whinnied and then slumped down, glaring. Aurora sighed and then, stomach
flipping nervously, she pulled out her other toy, a fluffy black puppy dog.

Around the neck there was a soft collar, upon which she had had to sew in the name: Pat.

The toy let out a high sort of whine, curling up. Aurora ran her fingertips over the collar and
the name, a memory coming back to her viciously, of her crying in the days after losing her
grandmother and moving in with Arcturus, in the big draughty house which she only knew
from Christmas dinners. He had presented her with a bunch of stuffed toys which he thought
might help to comfort her, and she had chosen this one herself, to cuddle into. She had named
it Pat. She didn’t know why, it had just felt right, but in the light of what she knew now, she
wondered if perhaps some sort of her subconscience had remembered her father’s dog form,
if the sounds of Padfoot had still lingered in her memory, not quite recognisable but still
there.

It only made her want to cry more as she held the toy tightly.

She needed a plan. Needed a way to secure herself, make sure that her father favoured her.
Unfortunately, she felt, it had to start with being nice to Potter. It didn’t have to be genuine,
but it had to be something. Enough to be called an ‘effort’, for now.

She remembered in the early days living with Arcturus for the first time, being confused by
all the changes around her. How she had been so quiet and calm, terrified to put a toe out of
line and to upset him, because she remembered all of Grandmother’s rules and the way she
shrieked If Aurora broke them. How she had learned when to be loud and run about, and
when to sit nice and eat with good manners and let him read her stories. Her father’s rules
might not be so clear cut — he didn’t strike as the sort of person who set much store by
definitive rules anyways, or laws for that matter — but Aurora felt that though he might not
want to speak them, they did most certainly exist.

The rules were to get along with Potter, which she didn’t want to do — though she felt also
that there wasn’t so much of an equivalent rule to make Potter genuinely get along with her



— to not be too uptight, which she thought was really an awful rule, and to not bring up her
father’s absence, which was difficult when she did truly want to discuss it and, more
importantly, discuss her family in the way that she knew them.

She patted the toy’s head absently as soft velvety paws tapped her knee. Her stomach
growled — it was becoming late afternoon now, and it wasn’t as though she had any plans for
tea here.

But she wasn’t going to go back just yet.

Getting up, Aurora sifted around the room in search of parchment and one of the anti-leak
quills which she had used to write when she was a little girl. Leaning on her dress drawer, she
smoothed out the old parchment, placed her music box down on top to keep it flat, and
considered trying to come up with a plan, for what she did not know.

It was a long while as she stared at the empty parchment, not knowing what to write. She
wondered if it would help her to simply write what she was feeling, her fury at her father and
at Potter and at herself, too. Committing such emotions to ink and parchment felt wrong, like
it was an admission of weakness, like she was exposing herself for anyone to read.

Instead, she made a list, like the one she had written for herself when she first started
Hogwarts, a reminder of her goals and how to achieve them.

1. Ensure you are father’s favourite. Talk to him, be honest, explain why you hate Potter. Try
to be more civil, for a while, until he stops worrying about it.

2. Make sure Potter knows his place. He is a guest, and should act with due respect.

3. Don’t get so emotional. It helps no one and only feeds volatility.

She chewed on her lip, looking over her words. Aurora wasn’t really sure how to pretend to
be civil when she was so used to being furious with Potter, when there was still so much
unsaid, so much that he was unapologetic about. Perhaps, she thought, she should talk to her
father about that, too — about how Potter had always assumed the worst of her, how he had
refused to back down when he was in the wrong, how she had saved his life and gotten only
hatred in return, about how she might not have been the kindest in her words but he had no
qualms about speaking back, even starting a fight when he wanted to, and though she had
never liked him, she couldn’t help but feel that he was the one who had started it all, gloating
about his shiny new broom. Yet when she thought of it, it all sounded so stupid.

He was stupid, making such a big deal when he could have just left her alone. No one could
expect her to not defend her own cousin, but Potter had been the one to have a go at her, had
been the one to always be suspicious even before she had started to retaliate.

She wasn’t sure when exactly they had started to hate each other. It had been a slow thing,
but the seeds had been on the Hogwarts Express. Had he really decided to hate her based only
on her connection to Draco?

She didn’t know, and she didn’t really want to.



“Pull yourself together,” she told herself, and with a sigh forced herself to set the stuffed toy
down. Her stomach growled again, but she didn’t know what to do.

She couldn’t make food herself, and there was nothing in the kitchen to use anyway. But she
wasn’t going to her father either, nor did she want to go to Andromeda’s, where he would
surely find her. Perhaps she would ask an elf, if she got too hungry before she was ready to
go home. But for now she ignored her growing hunger in favour of a search for the portrait
gallery downstairs.

Its doors opened out into a long room which stretched southwards towards the sea gate. On
the wall on the right hung portraits of the lords of the manor, some with their ladies or heirs,
many alone. Through them she could see the change in artistry over the centuries, in the style
and in the magic which enabled their animations, turning them from crude manoeuvres to
true remnants. She started at the eleventh century portrait of Hydrus the First — Hydrus le
Noir, as he had been known in those days — and bowed her head in reverence. Then she
looked to the portrait of his eldest son, Julius, who flicked his tongue and said, “There’s the
little heiress.” The hiss of his voice at the end, echoed around the room. “Finally, in the
flesh.”

Murmurs went around as Aurora smiled nervously and hurried onward, towards the end of
the gallery and the portrait hanging in pride of place, of her great-grandfather Arcturus.

He smiled upon her approach, which was a relief.

“At last,” he said, voice deeper than she remembered it. “Lady Black has returned home.”

Aurora’s face flushed as she smiled back at him. “Hello.”

“I believe you have much to tell me.”

Some portrait nearby snorted. “That’s an understatement for the generation, Archie. Your
girl’s been getting up to no good at Hogwarts.”

“That’s untrue,” she protested immediately, turning to the portrait of Lord Phineas — the
only Slytherin headmaster of Hogwarts — who sneered down at her.

“The philosopher’s stone one year, breaking your father out of prison the next.”

“I didn’t break him out,” Aurora said shortly, then remembered herself and muttered, “My
Lord.”

Laughs went around. “It is Phineas who forgets himself,” Arcturus said, frowning. “You are
Our Lady now.”

Phineas tutted. “And is there a lord going to brought in anytime soon, girl?” She tried not to
glare and show how the remark prickled.

“I am fourteen.”

He sneered. “Precisely.”



“I have no plans as of yet,” she said smoothly, “but there is plenty of time.” She looked back
up at Arcturus. “I came here to speak to Lord Arcturus.”

He smiled down at her gently. “I’ve been waiting, you know. I was worried, from what I’d
heard, especially from my grandfather.”

“Dreadful,” Phineas said, “that school really has gone downhill. Letting Dementors around
— now, that never would have happened in my day! And children gallivanting around after
dark certainly would not have been rewarded!”

“Yes, yes,” sighed Lord Sirius, the third, “we all know you were the best Headmaster
Hogwarts ever had, Father, but let the lady speak.”

A quiet hush descended. Even the portraits of the ladies and families on the left stilled,
watching her.

“Family,” Arcturus murmured, eyes twinkling as he nodded towards her right, “annoying in
any form.”

“Insolent boy,” Phineas muttered, and Aurora pressed her lips together to prevent a smile of
laughter.

“What do you need, dear?” Arcturus asked, and she could have cried at the gentleness of his
tone, missed after so long. In his portrait form, he was soft, stately, an old man indulging his
heir.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly, “I just need you. Family, I suppose.” Someone tutted and
she ignored them. She shook her head, looking away. Further up the hall, portraits and
pictures whispered amongst themselves. She caught sight of the portrait of her father’s
family, as he scowled out of the frame, Grandmother’s hand firmly on his shoulder to silence
him, while his brother Regulus waved. They looked young, Aurora thought, and must have
been around eleven and nine.

“A lot has changed for our family,” she told Arcturus, looking back up at him. “But I do not
believe it is all bad. My father has been proven innocent.” She waited, quietly, considering
Arcturus’s reaction.

“He knows, girl,” Phineas said, “honestly, your comprehension—”

“Quiet, Phineas,” snapped the portrait of Dionysus the Second, glowering down the hall. He
clicked his tongue. “Go on, girl.”

Aurora wanted to snap that she was not merely a ‘girl’ but she held her tongue. “I know the
truth of what happened to him and my mother. I know who she was.”

Arcturus’s eyes — deep brown and so like her own — softened. “I am sorry, my child. Had I
thought that knowing would be easier for you, I would have told you. But I thought it better
— kinder — not to.”



Someone laughed further down and it chilled her blood. “Ashamed, he was,” called Castor
the Third, a lord from the early nineteenth century. “Dirtied blood.”

Her cheeks flamed and Arcturus said urgently, “I assure you, I never thought any less of
you.” It wasn’t quite the right thing for her to hear, but she smiled anyway and pretended it
made her feel better. “Castor — you mustn’t talk down to Lady Aurora. She is a Black
through and through.”

“She is a child of—”

“I know who I am a child of,” Aurora said firmly, her voice cold as she turned to locate the
portrait of Lord Castor, partway in the shadows. She noted more of the portraits moving,
crowding together in frames closer to the action, and the family portraits on the left wall did
the same, gathering around. “I was raised by Lord Arcturus.” His smile was faint but proud.
“But, Arcturus — my father’s out of prison. He’s innocent. I’ve been living with him.”

“I know,” he said with a small laugh, “we have eyes everywhere, even at Arbrus Hill.”

“Of course.” She swallowed tightly. “I — I missed you. I mean, I always have but it’s
difficult now and I wasn’t ready.

“I don’t know what to do. My father prefers Harry Potter, his godson. I’m not enough. I’m
not nice enough or good enough or fun enough and I know I shouldn’t care, but I do.”

“You are jealous,” Arcturus told her with a knowing look, eyebrows raised.

“I know I shouldn’t care—”

“It is alright to care,” he told her, “I understand. The house must endure. You must keep them
all together — for your own sake as much as that of your legacy. This house relies on your
happiness, too. As for not being enough — if your father truly thinks that, then he is even
more of a fool than I believed.” She smiled faintly. “But I am sure that he does not believe
such things.”

You have to say that, she wanted to tell him, but didn’t. “You hated him.”

“I did,” he said, nodding. “You have not given up your title to him?” She shook her head.
“Good. He would not make a good lord. I do hate him, for turning his back on his family, and
more importantly, turning his back on you. I do not know the man he may become, but if you
care for him — that is alright. You have a right to a family.”

“Even if it’s him?” she asked, nerves twisting in her chest.

It seemed to pain Arcturus. “You must consider what is best for your happiness now, Aurora.
It is you who shall lead this family forward, after all. But be careful — it may take some time
to trust him, and that is alright.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust him,” she said, but Arcturus had that annoyingly knowing smile
again.



Maybe. She trusted him to protect her, to do what he thought was right, to keep her from
harm as best she could, and she trusted that, despite everything, he did love her. But she
wasn’t so sure, then, if she trusted him in every other way, if she trusted that he would not
choose Potter over her, if she trusted that he would not turn on her, if she trusted that he
would not cause harm to the family, even in inadvertent ways. She did not trust that she had
control, she realised; but how could she, when he was her father and a grown man and in any
other situation, she would have no control over him at all?

“Your father,” Arcturus said, “I believed to have sought to harm you. It was my belief that,
having grown weary of your mother and his disgrace, he had sought to redeem himself,
offering you to Bellatrix.”

That was new. The thought hit her. “I did not know the details of her actions with the most
recent Dark Lord. Impartiality was, I believed, better than becoming involved. Forgive me,
Aurora, for the mistake I made in not questioning your father’s motives or his arrest.”

“You thought he — he gave me up to her to be murdered? What, to find a way back in? Or
with the Death Eaters?”

“I knew he would never return to his parents, and to the family as a unit. But to his heritage?
To protect himself, yes, I thought there was a possibility he might go to Bellatrix, especially
if he believed he could find his brother that way. Bellatrix and your father were close once,
when he was a child. She took care of him often — her parents thought it best if she learned
about children from an early age, so that she could bear an heir, and who better to bond with
than an heir of the house itself?”

“You didn’t tell me all of this.”

“You were a child.”

“I needed to know. I had a right to know what you thought, even if it was wrong! I had a right
to know who my mother was.”

“I believed it best if you did not.”

The words were not said cruelly but they were firm enough to quiet her. Someone tutted, and
whoever it was, she wanted to slash their portrait to pieces.

“The point remains that your father may be... A marginally better person than I believed him
to be.”

She chuckled despite herself. “Me too.”

“I do not trust him, but if you trust yourself... Do what you must, Aurora.”

“It’s not just that,” she told him softly, though her heart flooded with relief that he thought
this Alright, that he was not entirely betrayed. “He still hates the family. He hates when I talk
about it, about you, I can tell. I don’t know if it’s jealousy because he wasn’t there—”

“He has no right to make you feel bad about that,” Arcturus told her sternly. “Do not.”



“I won’t,” she said quickly, “I think it’s his own fault too and I’ve told him so.” His lips
quirked into a small smile. “But I — I do want him to like me.”

“Like you?” Arcturus raised his eyebrows.

“He gets annoyed that I don’t get along with Potter, and that I don’t want to do stupid things
like bake cakes at nine o’clock. But he doesn’t care about the things that are important to me,
like the Parkinson Gala, or Merlin’s Day Ball, and he doesn’t care about my friends.” There
was a whine in her voice now which she fought to keep out, too aware of her company. “I
don’t know how to be what he wants me to be.”

“Then don’t,” Arcturus said. “Do not compromise on yourself, certainly not for him. If you
do then you will never be happy with yourself, either.” The words were, somehow,
comforting. “I cannot tell you how to endear yourself to your father. I would rather you had
nothing to do with him, still, but I know there are few of our family left now. You need
family — everybody does.

“You must remain Lady Black, and you must remain strong.”

“I know,” she said hurriedly, breathlessly, “I will. I promise.”

He smiled. “I know, Aurora.”

The words brought a lump to her throat but still they made Aurora feel oddly calm, reassured.
It gave her the confidence to ask, “You aren’t angry with me? For giving him a chance? For
— well, I know he’s a blood traitor, and disowned, but after you died and Lucretia and
Ignatius, the Malfoys wouldn’t take me in and I live with Andromeda and I don’t know if you
know that but I — I like them. I care about them.”

There was a heavy look in his eye. Around her, ancestors muttered amongst themselves,
repeating her words and passing judgments which made her skin crawl, but she told herself
the only judgment she needed was Arcturus’s. And he nodded.

“I am not angry. Not with you, anyway. It is not what I would have chosen, but it is not your
fault if Narcissa did not do her duty and take you in — or rather, if her husband talked her out
of it.” Aurora nodded, a weight lifted slightly, but not entirely. “I can say I am surprised you
took so well to them, and wary of what this means — but you are Lady Black now. I will
always be here, in this form, to guide you as best I can, but you must be allowed to trust
yourself, too. We all were lords, but here, we are but memories, and we are fury-bound to
serve you and the house, in whatever way we can.” His gaze darted to his frame, where
someone was trying to sidle in. “Some would do better to remember that.

“But family is family. People can change, too. So can ideas. Just maintain your position, your
reputation. Do not compromise on your ideals, or that of the family. Bow to no one, Aurora,
remember this — certainly not your father, or this Potter boy/

“But go back to him. Do what you must, for your own sake, and do not worry about Harry
Potter, if he does not worry about you.”



“He doesn’t,” she assured him, and he laughed.

“I trust in you, Aurora,” he told her, “you are our future, whether the rest like it or not.”

With those words in her heart, she thanked him and left, calmed by his words, his voice, his
gaze and simple presence even it was a portrait. It was a reminder of where she came from,
but he reminded her that it was okay to grow too. It was okay to care about her father.

It didn’t solve the Potter problem. But it gave her more confidence to try.

It was still a while before she could bring herself to leave, but Aurora went to her old rooms
and picked up the old stuffed toy called Pat. “Childish,” she murmured to herself as she ran
her hand over the collar. Then she held it tighter.

A peace offering, perhaps. It would be one thing to endear her to her father, anyway. But
when she returned she knew she would have to speak to him properly, tell him what she
wanted, what she had to be able to discuss.

Yes, she thought, eyeing her parchment, she could enforce her own rules too.

-*

She stepped through the Floo when the sun was beginning to dip towards the trees, to see her
father and Potter both still waiting up. Her dad looked up immediately at the rush of flame,
and all but ran over to her, arms outstretched for a hug.

Aurora tensed on instinct as he came closer, trying desperately to avoid looking at Potter. She
couldn’t do this, especially not with him there — her resolve was wavering, and she wanted
for a second to turn right back around and go back through the Floo. But as her father’s arms
enveloped her, she heard him tell Potter to go and let Tippy know to inform Andromeda that
she was back. Guilt lodged in her stomach — she should have thought more, known they
would worry, should have gone to them first rather than come back here.

“Where the hell have you been?” her dad asked, holding her close. “We’ve been worried sick,
Aurora.”

“I doubt it,” she muttered, and felt him wince against her. His hands rubbed her shoulders
gently and she ducked away, glaring as she tried to keep the toy behind her hidden.

“I was,” he promised. “I’m so sorry for shouting, sweetheart. I never wanted to make you feel
unwelcome — this is your home.”

She felt her lower lip tremble dangerously. “It’s not,” she said plainly. “You know this isn’t
my home.” Already she longed for the manor again, for the way it once had been.

“It could be,” he whispered. “We could make it work. We’ve had a few bumps in the road,
but that doesn’t mean we should give up. It’s going to be okay.”

She shook her head, feeling her resolve crumble. “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered,
“or how. But I — I went to the Manor.” He stiffened. “I spoke to the portraits, to Arcturus,



and then I — I brought you something.”

Slowly, she stepped out of his grip and brought the toy round from behind her back. “I used
to call him Pat,” she explained, holding the fake black dog under her arm, “I think, now, it
might have been my way of remembering Padfoot? Arcturus let me get him when I was five,
after Grandmother... Passed away.”

“Oh.” Her father’s eyes shone silver. “Oh, Aurora.”

Once again, he pulled her in for a tight hug, and this time she let herself return it, if not with
quite the same level of enthusiasm. “I’m sorry,” she told him, “for arguing and for running
off and causing a scene and making people worry. I just — I got upset. It won’t happen
again.”

For a moment, her dad didn’t say anything and she worried, heart quick, if that had been the
wrong thing to say, too. Then he brushed her shoulders and said softly, “It’s alright to be
upset, Aurora. I’m not angry with you for that — not at all. But we should talk about it. Not
like we did earlier, we should talk properly, okay? I know I’m not perfect at the whole dad
thing, but I’m trying, and we can only make this better by communicating.”

She snorted. “You didn’t come up with that line yourself.”

He smiled wryly against her hair. “Hestia came over, gave me a bit of a talking to.”

“Good old Hestia,” Aurora muttered, and he tensed again. “I’m sorry—”

“It’s alright,” he said softly, “you can get to know her on your own terms. Only if you want
to.”

“It’s important to you, though.”

“And so are you. And your happiness. Hestia can cope. You’re my priority.”

“Am I?” she found herself asking. “Because it doesn’t feel like it. It feels like Potter is. And I
get it, because you like him more, and he’s just nicer and he’s what you want a child to be,
and I — I’m not, and I can’t be. And I’m trying to be nicer but I don’t know how! I just — I
don’t know what to do.”

“Aurora, there’s no competition between you and Harry—”

“There is,” she sniffed, “there always is and always has been. He hates me anyway so it’s
fine.”

“He doesn’t hate you,” her father told her gently, “he’s been worried too, you know. Blamed
himself, he felt awful.”

“Oh, I bet he did,” she scoffed, “I bet he said that, perfect Potter. He doesn’t mean it. He
doesn’t mean any of it.”



“Aurora. He did. I know you still don’t get along and that’s okay. But Harry hasn’t had an
easy childhood. You know that. His relatives don’t treat him how they should. He’s never had
this kind of relationship before. He’s really trying to make it work.

“It’s not your fault, sweetheart, and I know that, but I can tell he worries that if he messes up,
then he’ll be sent back. I know because I’ve gone through a lot of the same worries,
mentally.” She drew in on herself, uncomfortable and uncertain and unconsciously holding
on to the stuffed toy for comfort. “He’s also a lot more compassionate than I think he allows
himself to appear to you. You intimidate him.”

She scoffed. “Me? Intimidate him? He’s fought a troll, a basilisk, and the actual Dark Lord —
twice.”

Her father smiled wryly. “Its a rather difficult form of intimidation, I’m afraid. He doesn’t
like that you’re a Slytherin. But he is starting to see past it. He is willing to see past it. He
knows your position is a lot more secure than his.

“I’m not going to force you two to be friends. That doesn’t seem to work, and honestly, if
someone had tried to sit myself and Snape down at your age, we would have strangled each
other. I should — I should have thought of that a bit more.” He should have thought of
everything ‘a bit more’ she thought bitterly. “But I do want you to come to some sort of
understanding, not just with each other, but with me. That you know you’re both important
and that you don’t have to compete for my love. It’s okay to mess up. You’re kids. Both of
you seem to forget that at times. I think I might too.”

“Still.” She sniffled. “Potter doesn’t want this to work for us, he only wants it to work for
him. And he — he still hates me. Even if he didn’t, I was the one who apologised at the end
of term. But he never did. He still thinks he was always in the right and he wasn’t.”

“Wasn’t, when?”

“All the time!” She took in a deep breath, knowing that the words she was about to speak, her
father would not like to hear. “He decided he hated Draco from the first moment he met him.
Draco — I know he wasn’t the best, and probably came off rather strongly but Potter already
had his mind made up by Weasley and nothing would have ever changed that. And he hated
me by extension, until he just grew to hate me. And he does hate me, Dad. I don’t care that he
does but I hate that you don’t see it, you don’t care!” She tried to still her breath, lower her
pitch and volume which were both rising dangerously.

“Of course I care, sweetheart.”

“Then listen. Please.”

“Okay.” His hands were soft as they held her, cupping her chin. “It’s alright, Aurora. Come
on, sit.”

She allowed herself to be led down to the sofa, and tried to calm herself, to work up the
courage to speak. Vulnerability was not something she was used to. Anger was vulnerable in
its own way, but it also burned — it felt powerful, gave her a rush, and this, trying to speak



and express emotions in a gentle manner, that made her more nervous than she ever wanted
to have to admit.

“Potter... I know he’s being nicer, I suppose. But he has never really tried to make amends.
And it seems to me that you just prefer him. He’s easier to get along with. Easier to — to
love.”

“Please,” her father said with a pained look, “don’t doubt that I love you, Aurora.”

“I know,” she told him softly, “but I still — I know you prefer him. And I’m sorry that I can’t
be what you want me to be, but I — I don’t want to have to be someone else.”

“You don’t, sweetheart—”

“I know you want me to just dive into this whole thing and not look back, but I can’t. The
way I grew up is important to me and I know you don’t like it, but that isn’t yours to dislike.
It’s my family.” He opened his mouth as if to argue but closed it, at her icy glare. “They are.
Just because you don’t like it doesn’t mean you can ignore it — especially because I really,
really don’t want to ignore it.”

Her father looked at her for a long moment, considering his words, and Aurora got that awful
feeling that she may have misstepped, a feeling which she tried futilely to push aside.

“Alright,” he said, but it wasn’t enough. “We can talk about it, if that’s what you want. But,
Aurora, you know it’s not... Not something I really... Can be open about. On my side.”

“That’s okay,” she told him, “I understand if you don’t want to discuss your childhood, but I
want to be able to at least mention mine. We have to talk properly,” Aurora said firmly, “I
can’t just say something or bring them up and then have you make some dismissive
comment.”

“I don’t—”

“You do. What’s more, I can’t have you taking Potter’s side all the time. I — I know you
prefer... It’s easier,” she finished, not bearing to speak the words out loud, “but he hasn’t been
great to me. I don’t know what he’s told you and I know I haven’t been the nicest back to
him. But he doesn’t acknowledge his own actions. He thinks he’s perfect and he’s got you
thinking it too, just like he has everyone else.”

“I know you two don’t get along. You’ve told me before. But Harry’s trying, a lot more than
you are.”

“Yeah,” she scoffed, “by getting in my face and pretending to be nice and ignoring all the
years of fighting and arguing and insulting and thinking the absolute worst of me. He had his
mind made up for him by Weasley.”

“Aurora, you know you didn’t make it easy.”

She scoffed. “You are so taken with him! I saved his life twice! He repaid me by hating me
even more, because he couldn’t wrap his stupid head around the fact that I’m not the awful



person he thinks I am. And it’s not that I’m not trying, but I don’t know how to try! I mean,
he’s Potter! He annoys me, he seems to think I should just change overnight, and I don’t
know what he wants! I can’t just be some sweet... Goody two-shoes like Granger! I’m not
even like that with Draco or Pansy. I don’t know how to be his friend and he doesn’t know
how to be mine, and that would be fine were it not for the fact that you’re furious with me for
it, and me alone! And I’m sick of it, Dad, and I’m really sorry, but I can’t force myself to get
along with him. Worse than that, I can’t get along with him while it’s so clear you think so
much more highly of him than you do of me.”

“Now, that’s not true,” her father said sharply, “I do think very highly of you. I love you.”

“That’s not the same thing,” she said and he sighed.

“Aurora, I know you’re a good person. I think you’re wonderful, and please, please don’t
think that I ever think less of you. I know it’s hard, adjusting to a new environment, new
people. But what do you want me to do? Ignore Harry? You know he hasn’t had it easy.”

“You think I have?” She scoffed. “I’m not stupid, I know Potter clearly didn’t have a great
life with his Muggles, that’s why I’m letting him be here. But I was the one who lost all her
family and was abandoned by the rest, I’m the one who was eleven and had to hold her great-
grandfather’s hand as he died! But no, you only care about him, and I get that that’s easier for
you because you relate to him, and I am so sorry that you do, but you can’t just ignore me.”

“I’m not ignoring you!” He took in a deep breath but she had seen the anger flash in his eyes
already, and drew back, uncertain. She was becoming too emotional, they both were. “I’m
sorry, Aurora. I never wanted to give you that impression.”

“But you did.”

“I know.” He winced. “I’m trying to be a dad, Aurora. It isn’t easy.”

“I know that,” she bristled.

“Then we all have to try together. To get along and figure out what’s best for all of us. Harry
needs to have someone who’s there for him. I don’t think he’s ever known that before. He
needs to know that he is secure here, that upsetting you or me once doesn’t mean he has to
leave, or that he’ll be punished.”

“He doesn’t care about upsetting me. Unless it hurts him.”

A pained look shot across his face. “Him worrying about those things doesn’t make him a
bad person.”

“It also doesn’t mean I have to act like he’s suddenly being my friend for the sake of
friendship. Nor does it mean I have to accept him.”

Her father nodded and took a deep breath. “And I know you need me to be there for you, too
— you need someone to try and understand you. You also need to be able to let me in.” She



pursed her lips, annoyed by the words, true as they were. “And I need you and Harry both to
try and put the past behind you.”

“He’s not acknowledging there is any past! I don’t have to forgive something without
apology. I apologised to him for everything and he offered no such reciprocation.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

“He should be able to do it off his own back.”

“Alright. Alright.” He sighed, eyes closing for a moment, before he managed to speak again.
“I’ll see what I can do. I think if you two could discuss things, you might get along better, but
you both have to give it a shot.”

“He needs to. He needs to hear me, because he’ll hate that.”

Her father bit his lip. “Okay.” Then, after a pause, “You should have Pansy and Draco over.
Or any of your friends that you want. They’re more than welcome, if having them here makes
you happy — that’s all I want.”

It still didn’t ring true, but she felt it was as good as she was going to get, for now. A good
concession, and she would hold him to his promise of a welcome. So Aurora nodded, still
feeling slightly fragile, not liking the sense of vulnerability creeping over her. “I just want
you to care. About my friends, my life, and my family.” He nodded slowly.

“I do care.”

“Then show it. More. Please.” A faint sigh, and then a nod.

“I’ll do whatever you need me to, Aurora. But I don’t want you running out like that — I
never want you to feel like you have to, alright? You scared us all.”

Good, she wanted to say, but didn’t, as her father tucked her into his side, his arm warm
around her shoulders. “I don’t know how to fit here anymore. Now we’ve done all we had to
do, to Pettigrew.”

He nodded, then said, “We’ll figure it out. Whatever happens, you’re my daughter, and I love
you more than anything. I know I’m not perfect, and fuck knows I’m out of practice being a
dad.”

She laughed weakly. “Fathers aren’t really supposed to swear in front of their daughters.
You’ll set a bad example.”

“You swore earlier,” he pointed out.

She shrugged. “Blame Dora. Or the Quidditch Team. Possibly Arcturus, turns out old men
swear a lot when they’re dealing with annoying people and don’t think anyone can hear
them.”



Her father chuckled. “That’s fair enough, I reckon.” Even those few words made her feel
slightly better, at his acknowledgement of Arcturus. “I’ll do better, Aurora, I promise. But
you need to talk to me, too. I can’t read minds, I’m not a Legilimens. I know you don’t want
to let me in, but I promise I’ll listen.” He rubbed her shoulder gently. “Okay?”

Aurora nodded, just as her stomach let out another tunnel. She grimaced, embarrassed.

“I assume you didn’t make yourself dinner?”

“There was no food! I thought about getting fish, but I wasn’t very good at fishing, and to be
honest, I don’t know how to cook.”

Her father grinned, and stood up, still clutching her old stuffed toy. “Come on then. Well
teach you how to cook another night. How do you fancy fish and chips? Dora reckons there’s
somewhere decent in the village.”

She pursed her lips, wary at the prospect of entering a Muggle village, but her stomach
whined that this would be quicker than the three of them trying to cook something. “Fine
then. But you have to deal with the money.”

“Deal,” her father said, then pulled her in for another tight hug. He asked softly, “Are you
alright to face Harry now, or do you want some more time?”

In truth, she still didn’t want to face Potter ever again, but she nodded because it was
inevitable, and she couldn’t show herself as weak if she said no. “Good,” he said, and still her
doubt crept in. “Come on. You can tell me about exploring the Manor on the way down —
only if you want to.”

A peace offering on his behalf, too. She smiled faintly — thinking it good that he was giving
in somewhat, that he was listening and trying to understand, and that soon she would win him
back on side. “Thank you,” she said though, “but maybe later, without Pott — Harry?”

He hid his faint annoyance and nodded. “Alright. And give a date to your friends to visit,
next time you write your letters. I’d like to meet them.”

She smiled, pleased, and straightened. “Thank you,” she told him softly, and hoped that
whatever understanding they were hesitantly cultivating managed to last.



Brighter

Aurora entered the kitchen late the next morning, tired despite having an early night, to the
sound of voices inside. She only just managed to catch her dad saying her name before she
opened the door, glaring at him and Potter, who looked immediately guilty. She glared back
at him, but he offered a tense smile and she forced herself to soften.

He had been surprisingly calm last night, surprisingly subdued and almost welcoming to her.
Clearly there had been some sort of effect from her running off, but she still wasn’t sure what
that might be.

She looked to her father, wary, and he nodded. “I made tea,” Potter said, holding a mug out
like it was a peace offering. She pursed her lips but accepted the olive branch.

Annoyingly, Potter was good at making tea. Just the right amount of milk, just the right
amount of sugar.

“Thank you,” she mumbled, refusing to look him in the eye.

Potter cleared his throat awkwardly. “No — no problem.”

She tweaked her lips into a small smile and grasped the handle tighter. Her father coughed
and said, “I’ll go see if Tippy’s up to making breakfast yet. She was exploring the attic
earlier.”

Both Aurora and Harry looked up sharply, pleading silently with him to stay because this
situation was even more unbearable and awkward than usual. He rubbed Aurora gently on the
shoulder, but at their looks, he stayed, and whispered to her, “I’ve spoken to him. It’s alright.”

She could not bring herself to believe him, instead choosing to remain in the stifled, quiet
kitchen, sipping tea which had no right to be as good as it was.

“Any plans for today?” her dad asked to break the tension.

They both shrugged.

“I’ve written Pansy,” Aurora said, “and I’ll write to Draco, but I don’t think he’ll be allowed
to come. Narcissa might not like it — and Lucius will like it even less.”

Potter noticeably wrinkled his nose at the names, which annoyed Aurora, but her father made
no expression but to raise his eyebrows at Potter, quelling any protestations he might come
out with. Good, she thought to herself, with an unexpected sense of relief.

“Hopefully you’ll get a reply soon,” he said, “then we can get organised, yeah?” She nodded,
swallowing the lump in her throat.

“Yeah. It’s not so long until the World Cup Final, anyway — I know Draco will be there and
hopefully we’ll get to see each other.”



The Quidditch World Cup Final was in fact to be held in five days’ time, and Aurora was
rather excited about it, not only to be back with the Tonkses, but also because she had never
seen such a major Quidditch match before. Even her own team, the Holyhead Harpies, she
had only watched playing once, and they had suffered an unfortunate defeat to Puddlemere
United.

It was only an added benefit that Potter was going with the Weasleys, and therefore would
not be around to bother her.

“I think if Pansy comes I’ll get some more nail polish and face charm masks to try out — she
brought this one the last time all the girls were together and the black nail polish crackled like
actual lightning when you moved your hands the right way.”

Potter wrinkled his nose. “You paint each other’s nails? That’s what you do in the Slytherin
dorms?”

She stared at him, with an amused smirk. “We don’t all sit around plotting murder. That’s a
topic reserved for the monthly house meetings in the common room.”

He scowled, and her father laughed, before giving them both warning looks and slipping out
of the kitchen with a mumble about bacon rolls. “Subtle,” Aurora muttered.

“I’m going to assume you were joking about the meetings?”

She merely winked, and raised her eyebrows. “A Slytherin never tells our secrets.”

He laughed weakly and then leaned back. Neither could meet the other’s eyes — Aurora’s
mind whirred, wondering what he had been told by her father, what he thought of her now
after her display yesterday, and what he might do or say about it.

“So,” he said after a moment of tense silence. “You, um. Feeling better today?” She glared
sharply at him and he looked down, running a hand through his hair. “Sorry.”

“For?” she asked haughtily.

“Well. You know. Um... Listen.” She narrowed her eyes.

“Yes?”

“Your dad, um, said a few things.”

“Did he now?”

He glared, annoyed, and she forced herself to soften. Cease hostilities, she reminded herself.
Hear him out — that’s what her father wanted and she had to at least pretend to make an
effort of it. “He said you, that you aren’t really all that comfortable here.”

“Genius.”



“And I — I reckon that’s a bit to do with me. But, I am trying to get along with you. It’s
really annoying when you don’t want to.”

“On the contrary,” Aurora said, “it’s downright infuriating when you try to play nice after all
this time.”

“Right.” He took in a deep breath and Aurora privately dreaded whatever he was going to say
next. “Listen. I — I’m sorry. About, how we didn’t get on the last few years.”

“That’s rather an understate—“ She cut herself off, biting her lip in silent admonishment.
“What, specifically?”

“I mean... I don’t like you. You’ve never really given me a chance to like you. But I guess I
kind of judged you a bit harshly. Not that you didn’t judge me but... You’re not as bad as you
seem, Black. You’re not as bad as I thought Slytherins had to be.” She raised her eyebrows.
“I’m sorry, for not giving you a chance.”

“I never wanted you to give me a chance, Potter. I don’t need chances from you.” She sucked
in a breath at the annoyed, slightly disappointed look on his face. “But, I suppose, thank you,
for the gesture.” His grin was hesitant but it was there. Though, Aurora could not bring
herself even to begin to smile in return. The fact that either of them had had to say those
words left a sour taste in her mouth.

“You, um.” He cleared his throat and looked away. “I guess I don’t really know Parkinson.”

Aurora blinked and said slowly, “No? You don’t.”

“Yeah.” He nodded awkwardly, eyes wide like they were searching for something to say. “I
guess it’ll be nice for you to see her.”

“Yes.” She frowned. “It will.”

He nodded and silence fell again, both of them strained. Aurora sipped her tea, watching him
over the rim of the mug, as his eyes darted back and forward between her and the door. His
nerves and uncertainty were plain, and would have been amusing if she herself were not so
disconcerted by the whole thing.

Potter took in a sharp, deep breath all of a sudden, catching Aurora off guard as she went to
drink her tea again, for lack of anything else to do. He said, in a rush, like he wanted the
words to be over and done with, “You gave me that photo.”

She blinked, trying to figure out what he was on about. “What photo?”

“That one of my parents, when they were younger. After what happened with Quirrel,
someone left a photo for me with no note, and I couldn’t work out who because Madam
Pomfrey wouldn’t say. But it was you, wasn’t it?”

She daren’t admit to it, just stared at him until he got the point and said hurriedly, “Thank
you, then. And I suppose — well, when I heard what everyone thought happened about my



parents, and your dad’s role... I wasn’t thinking. I took it out on you and I am — genuinely —
really sorry.”

“Are you only saying that because you have to? Or because you know the truth now? Would
you ever have thought differently if my father’s innocence hadn’t been revealed?”

His answer was slow, uncertain, shown through the way he blinked, eyelashes fluttering. “I
don’t know,” he said, and a part of Aurora appreciated the honesty over an easily tearable lie.
“I don’t know if I’d have been able to admit it, anyway. But I felt bad even just after and I
just didn’t know how to say. I told you that, didn’t I? I apologised. I know you didn’t like it,
but, there. And I’m sorry for being stupid about the Quidditch game.”

“Did my father put you up to this?”

“I am sorry,” Potter said, which was not an entirely satisfactory answer. After a moment of
Aurora glaring, he clarified, “He wants us to talk. He said he talked to you, too.”

She gave a withering sigh, rolling her eyes. Then she managed to stop herself and tried not to
grit her teeth so much. It was an unhealthy habit anyway, she reminded herself. All this
grumpiness wasn’t good for her.

“I don’t know really what would be best for us to discuss. It’s clear neither of us like the
other, and I don’t see that changing anytime soon. But I want to be clear. Your attempts so far
have been purely about force, trying to get me to acknowledge you and try to have fun, but
that isn’t who I am.”

“Fun?” She glared, and he muttered, “Sorry. I’m sure you are fun in your own way.”

“How kind of you, Potter.” Aurora grimaced. “You’re not going to be able to force me to be
your friend. I don’t understand you, first of all, I don’t like you, and let’s face it, our
situations are highly incompatible.” Potter gave her a disbelieving look. “I don’t appreciate
you assuming that we should just put the past behind us when neither of us have discussed it
in any meaningful way. You never gave me a chance, from the moment I was sorted and the
moment you decided you disliked Draco. I would have been content to stay away from you,
quite honestly, as my aunt had warned me to.”

“You didn’t,” Potter protested, “you were always getting involved in our business! Yeah, I
don’t like you, but it’s not like you ever tried to make yourself likeable! And it’s not ‘cause
you’re a Slytherin, I know loads of Slytherins who I don’t dislike like I dislike you—”

“But none that you’d be particularly friendly with, I bet—”

“You can’t put this all on me!” He sucked in a breath, closing his eyes. “I’m sorry, alright,
Black? Sorry because maybe I overreacted. Or — or misjudged you, but don’t you think you
misjudged me too? You think I’m this arrogant Gryffindor, you think I’m an idiot—” that she
felt was absolutely true, judging by all the ridiculous situations he had gotten himself into
over the years “—I never asked for you to get involved with the Philosopher’s Stone! I never
asked for Malfoy to bother about me or to be a bullying git.” She pursed her lips but said
nothing. “I want to learn to get along with you, alright, Aurora? But you can’t seriously think



that’s easy? You can’t think I don’t have any reason to dislike you — you’re the one who
blackmailed me, remember? With Hagrid’s dragon? You’re the one who spied on me!”

“It was hardly spying, Potter,” she drawled, “you were very obvious about everything you
were up to.”

He gritted his teeth and Aurora forced herself to adopt a more polite tone. It was in her
opinion, a testament to just how annoying Potter was, that it was so much harder for her to be
polite to him than the likes of Lord Rosier or Nott. At least, she told herself, Potter would not
be so responsive to her being polite anyway.

“I apologise for... What you perceived as blackmailing, but really, you were of no help, and I
wound up in detention with you anyway, so I feel like it evens out.” He glared at her and she
cleared her throat. Even more polite. “Do tell me what else I have done to wrong you. I’m
curious.”

Potter pursed his lips, folding his arms. “Look, I don’t want to get into this. I’m sorry, for
assuming you were a worse person than you are, and for taking it too far.” It was something,
at least. “I know you’ve not had it easy, and I misjudged you, and—”

“Not had it easy?” She arched her eyebrow, annoyance running through her — that her father
had presumably used those exact words to nudge Potter into this, and that Potter was
understating it so much. “Expand on that assessment.”

“Well, just that — Sirius told me about your family, and everything, and I knew some of that
anyway, but — I guess we’re not that different. I mean, we are, but, I don’t really know
anyone else in this kind of situation. Who’s lost their family.” She blinked, surprised by his
candid, his openness. It sat uncomfortably with her, uncertainty lodged in her mind. “I never
meant to be the sort of person I have been around you. I chose to dislike you because... I
really, really wanted to not be Slytherin. I really wanted to keep Ron, because he was my first
friend, and I’d already decided I didn’t like Malfoy — and I still don’t, that’s not changing
unless he does. He’s still cruel, he’s still bigoted—”

“He’s my cousin—”

“I know, which is why I couldn’t like you. To be honest, I don’t know how you put up with it,
but I get that you’re not the same.” She didn’t know if that assessment was necessarily
reassuring to her or not. Aurora kept quiet, biting her lip. “I know we’re not going to be
friends. But I want you to know that I am sorry we weren’t before.”

She swallowed tightly. “Thank you.”

He raised his eyebrows, then sighed. “You really still hate me, don’t you?”

“What do you mean, still? One conversation with my father wouldn’t change my entire
perception of you. You’re not as bad as I perhaps assumed — but I suppose.” She winced. “I
don’t entirely hate you.”

“Yes, you do.”



It was, admittedly, hard to argue with that. Though she had to admit, she hadn’t expected this
self-awareness, even if that wasn’t very much. Her expectations for Potter were, as a general
rule, very low. But whatever her father had said seemed to have mellowed him somewhat. He
had an ease in his words that still wasn’t cockiness.

He still didn’t deserve her friendship, or her father’s appreciation, but she admitted to herself,
very grudgingly, that he was better than she had thought of him. Not by much, but still. She
hadn’t expected him to speak with any sincerity or make an actual attempt at understanding
the situation, and while she still resented said situation, and his place in it, that understanding
wasn’t entirely unwelcome.

“It would be pointless to be friends anyway,” she told him though, not wanting to dwell, “we
have nothing in common, apart from Quidditch, and that doesn’t count because I will always
play against you. Unless you’re a Holyhead Harpies fan?”

Potter blinked, seemingly surprised by the change in topic — but Aurora felt the conversation
was getting far too repetitive and useless, and she didn’t like how close it got to feelings and
opinions. “Ron likes the Chudley Cannons,” he said with a shrug.

She gave him an assessing look. Surely someone as good at Quidditch as he was — and she
could only reluctantly bring herself to admit his skill — would have a team, an interest
outside of his own participation. Or perhaps he was just self-obsessed. She liked the
affirmation of that perception.

“Well,” she said stiffly, trying to soften her voice again. If she could simper to Rosier and
Nott and Abraxas, she reasoned, she could speak to Potter in a somewhat civil tone. “I
suppose we’ll have to educate you on decent Quidditch teams. You’ll never be happy if
you’re a Cannons fan.”

“Aw,” Potter said, smirking, “you worry about my happiness?”

She snorted. “You’re slightly more tolerable in a good mood. Also, anyone who seriously
supports the Cannons needs help. And my greatest sympathies, too.”

With a rather disconcerting grin, Potter said, “Are we okay?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, Potter. We’re never okay. However, I do respect your apology.”
Potter didn’t look pleased with this, but he nodded grudgingly.

“I’m sorry — really sorry,” he said, “if me being here makes you feel out of place. I don’t
know, I guess — I’m used to being on the other side. My cousin’s always the favourite, and
I’m...” Some colour came into his cheeks and he looked down.

“Your family are awful?” Aurora guessed and he nodded. “I know. Listen, I know that.
Which is why you’re still here, Potter.” He blinked, surprised. “Honestly. It’s important to my
father that you’re safe, and frankly, I don’t like those Muggles one bit. I know it’s none of my
business, but it’s the truth.



“But I’ve — I’ve been all over the place, Potter. When I was two, and my father sent to
prison, my grandmother took me in. It took a long while for her to actually like me, and even
now, her portrait and memory — they aren’t particularly nice. And then she died, Potter. And
then I lived with my great-grandfather, the late Lord Arcturus, and then he died too and I had
to go to Hogwarts and I had to be in Slytherin. I had to stick to what I was taught because
there was no other way. And then my aunt and uncle died and I had to live with Andromeda,
whom I had never met before, and now finally I have some more stability, I’m not hated for
who my father is and you — you want to take that from me.”

“No,” he said, blinking, “I don’t want to — to take anything from you, Black. I want your
dad to like me, I want my godfather, but... I’m not trying to take your dad from you. Believe
me, even if I hated you a hundred times more than I do, I wouldn’t. I — I always wanted my
dad.”

Those words more than anything seemed to solidify their understanding. Aurora tried hard
not to glare at him, hating that there was any sort of understanding there between them. She
both resented and had to grudgingly appreciate the sincerity that lingered in his tone.

“Well,” she said stiffly, inclining her head, “thank you, Potter. Though words are not really
enough.”

He frowned. “Well, I don’t exactly know what else to say. This isn’t easy for me either, you
know. I’ve never... Known... How to do this whole—” He made a wide gesture to the kitchen.
“Thing.”

Nodding, Aurora took in a sigh. She sipped on the remainder of her tea, though it was cooling
now. “Please,” she said, “understand that I need to have my own space, if this is to work at
all. I l— really do care about my dad.”

Potter nodded quickly. “But you — I know you don’t like me and that’s fine because I don’t
really like you—”

“You’re so kind, Harry—”

“But can we just... Try and get along better. If I’m really being unbearable to you, tell me,
and then if you’re pissing me off, I’ll tell you.”

“Oh,” Aurora drawled, “I can’t wait for that.”

He shot her a flat, unimpressed look. She grinned in response. “Stay out of my way,” she told
him, “and don’t interfere in my relationship with my father. Then, perhaps, we can try and
avoid having issues.”

“Fine,” he agreed, “but you need to accept that I’m not going to like you if you keep acting
like the way you do now.”

“I accepted that rather a long time ago,” Aurora said. “I’m sure I’ll survive.”



By the time her father came back, they had lapsed into silence again. It wasn’t exactly
comfortable, but Aurora didn’t feel so much of the prickling nervous energy that she usually
felt when she had Potter around, like she was being kept on her toes, like his presence was
grating beneath her very skin, annoying every inch of her.

Her father noted the uneasy truce, but there was a glimmer of a smile on his face. Aurora
sniffed haughtily and flicked her hair over her shoulder. “Breakfast?” she asked cheerfully.

“Pancakes,” her father said, and she grinned. And if Potter smiled, too, she chose to ignore it
in favour of her own personal cheerfulness.

She was glad to meet her dad’s eyes too, to see the encouraging pride in them. That was what
she needed, what she always wanted. To feel the pride of someone in her family, even if said
pride was for something she didn’t in particular care about.

“Are you feeling better?” he asked her quietly as they made their way through to the dining
room. Aurora nodded, silent. “I love you, sweetheart.”

“I know,” she mumbled.

“More than anything,” he said, but she didn’t miss the way he lowered his voice. He didn’t
want Potter to hear, which she understood, but it still grated. Let Potter hear, she thought. Let
him know that she still stood on top. “Is there anything you want to do today? Or that you
need to do?”

She shrugged. “I supposed I would just read, explore the library a little. I have to brush up on
my French, I’ve been really neglecting language studies.”

He raised his eyebrows, but nodded along. “I’ll help if you want,” he offered, which made
Aurora laugh. “I was half-decent at French, actually. Rusty now, of course, but those lessons
still stuck. It helped that Uncle Alphard taught me.”

“Why am I not surprised?” she mumbled, but when she met his eyes realised what he meant
to do by bringing up Alphard. Rarely did he mention his childhood, especially as it pertained
to specific members of the family — with the exception of Andromeda — but this was
somewhat neutral ground. Alphard had been disowned, of course, but so had Sirius and
Andromeda and Aurora had a hard time truly holding it against him, after everything.

“We’ll see if I’ve still got it in me,” he said with a wink. “If I can remember English, I’m sure
I can remember French.”

The thought of memory — specifically the loss of it — lingered with Aurora for a moment,
but her father, seeming to notice the lull and change of tone, to the more personal sort of
concern, breezed past the issue entirely and moved the conversation on. It struck Aurora, that
act, because she recognised it in herself, too.

“Anyway, even if I can’t remember my French, I bet you’d be better at it than me anyway.”

“Really?” She raised her eyebrows at the cliched compliment.



“Oh, totally. I mean, I could barely bother to read books in English of my own volition, but
you? You’re a right little bookworm, aren’t you?”

She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not a worm.”

Her father blinked, then laughed. She pretended not to notice Potter’s snort behind her. “It’s
just a saying, sweetheart. It means you like books a lot. It’s a bit of a Muggle thing.” To her
delight, he shot Potter what appeared to be a chastising look. She smiled, with a sense of
superiority.

“Potter wouldn’t know anything about it then,” she sang, “I’m not sure he’s ever set foot in
the library unless it’s with the intention of causing trouble.”

“I never mean to cause trouble!” Potter prorated from behind her, scurrying along to catch up.
“It just happens! Hermione’s the one who always drags me in there.”

“See,” Aurora’s dad said, “I always meant to cause trouble.”

She rolled her eyes. “So we agree, Gryffindors are intolerable in their troublemaking? It must
be an inherent trait, mustn’t it? You have to break the rules for initiation — but you’re all
about getting caught.”

“Not an initiation,” her dad said with a shrug, “it was just fun.”

“What rules have you broken then?” Potter asked her with an eager, goading smile. “Other
than, you know, trying to steal the Philosopher’s Stone.”

“I was trying to study it,” she said primly. “Not steal it. And you were sneaking about then
too, and might I add that you were given house points because you got us caught.”

“Saving the school!”

She waved a dismissive hand, trying not to smile at his look ofindignation. Even when they
weren’t outright arguing, even when they weren’t trying to bait or annoy one another, in any
direct hostilities, he was so amazingly easy to rile up.

“I wouldn’t tell you about any rules I had broken,” she said, “you’d either copy me, with
spectacular failure and no doubt to a grand old lecture from Hermione Granger, or you would
turn me in.”

“A marauder never turns another marauder in,” her dad quipped suddenly, causing both her
and Potter to start, and stare at him. “What?”

“We’re not marauders,” Potter pointed out, but he had an excited little grin.

“You’re as good as,” her dad said with a laugh. “Honorary marauders, that’s what we always
said.”

“We can’t both be, though.”



“That just won’t work.”

“I don’t want to be a marauder if he’s a marauder.”

“I don’t want to be a marauder if she’s a marauder.”

“And anyway, I think I deserve the marauder prize for pranking Remus. That definitely
makes me top marauder — hypothetically, of course.”

“Is it a prank if you did it to break the law?”

“Shut up, Potter, you’ve broken like, fifty laws and every school rule there is. And you got
caught.” She grinned, flicked her hair, and stalked into the dining room, whirling around to
face them when she reached a chair. She smirked at the confused look on Potter’s face.
“There.” Her gaze snapped to her father’s. “I win?”

He chuckled softly and grinned as he slipped into a seat opposite her. “You win. Unless you
make me conjugate verbs.”

“You’re really going to help me with French?”

“Of course.” He shrugged. “I said I would, didn’t I?”

She tried to hide it, but the promise made a warm smile creep over her face, and it was
treacherously difficult to put away.

Especially when her father proved horrible at French, and Aurora had to teach him, and only
later considered that maybe that was the point, because if there was one thing she was
entirely comfortable talking about, it was academics.

And he’d been smirking, the sly bastard.

She appreciated it anyway.

-*

Pansy arrived two days later, the afternoon before Potter was due to leave Arbrus Hill to join
the Weasley family and attend the Quidditch World Cup. Her invitation to Draco had been
predictably met with a response that his father said it was not possible that day, and that he
had to go on business with Lucius to see his grandfather and Lord Nott. At least, she thought,
he might see Theodore, whom, last she had heard, was not having a good time of it, his
mother being unwell and his grandfather in denial.

Aurora waited nervously for her friend to arrive through the fireplace. Potter was frowning
over his summer homework in a corner, paying her little mind — just the way she liked it —
while she tapped her foot up and down nervously. Everything had to go perfectly. She could
tell Pansy’s parents had been apprehensive about this, too, but Rosebelle seemed to have been
the one to talk Pansy’s father, Julian, into agreement. Aurora’s own father appeared nervous
too, wringing his hands together.



“Pansy isn’t going to bite you, you know,” she told him, “I don’t know why you’re nervous.”

“It’s just...” He seemed to struggle for a good word, and Aurora raised her eyebrows
impatiently. “Odd, is all. But I’m excited to meet your friend, at last. I didn’t know her father
really, only in passing, but her mother, you said she was a Selwyn?” Aurora nodded.
“Rosebelle Selwyn... She was only a few years older than me. Quiet, I suppose. The sort to
do as she was told.”

“That isn’t a bad thing,” Aurora said primly and he nodded hastily.

“Not at all! No, that’s just how I remember her. Merlin, I don’t even know if she’ll remember
me.”

Aurora laughed. “Rosebelle remembers everything.”

That seemed to make him nervous. “I hope she doesn’t remember when we put frog spawn
soap in all the dungeon lavatories.”

“She will,” Aurora said flatly, wrinkling her nose, “and you really were disgusting.”

At that moment, as her father laughed and brought an odd, reassured warmth to her, the
fireplace flared with green Floo flames. Aurora hurried to stand up, seeing two silhouettes
appear in the firelight.

A second later, Pansy’s face became clear and she leapt out of the fireplace, hurrying to hug
Aurora tightly while squealing, “Hello!”

Aurora squeezed her back, laughing, and said, “You’re two minutes early!”

“Mother likes to be punctual,” Pansy whispered in a needless conspiratorial tone. “And
nosy.”

Aurora laughed, drawing away and turning to see her father and Pansy’s mother regarding
one another with a wary sort of suspicion, postures stiff and rehearsed, like dogs sniffing one
another out.

Pansy nudged Aurora softly and nodded her head in the direction of Potter, who was looking
at them both curiously. “What’s he like?”

“Annoying,” Aurora muttered, “but I’m trying this new thing called being nice.”

Pansy snorted. “Is it working?”

She pretended to think awhile before replying, “I’ll get back to you on that one.”

Pansy laughed, and linked her arm through Aurora’s. “Come on,” she said, “show me your
room? Have you done much with it?”

“Not really,” Aurora said stiffly, thinking of the bare walls and few Quidditch posters. “Come
on up, though. Afternoon, Mrs Parkinson!”



“Afternoon, Aurora, dear,” Rosebelle said, breaking her contact from Aurora’s father. “Have
you been alright?”

“Yes,” she lied, but gave Pansy a significant look. Her friend squeezed her arm in return.
“Father, this is Rosebelle Parkinson. Rosebelle, this is my father.”

“I had gathered,” Rosebelle said with a wry smile.

Aurora grinned, and then seeing her father nod in the direction of Potter, added, “And this is
Harry Potter. Potter, Pansy and Rosebelle Parkinson.”

“Yeah.” Potter was looking at Pansy like she had suddenly sprouted three heads. “Hi.”

Pansy raised her eyebrows but said in a perfectly polite voice — one which Aurora was
admittedly jealous of her for achieving in relation to Potter, “Good afternoon, Mister Potter.
It’s lovely to see you again.”

Aurora had to fight to stifle her laughter at Potte’s startled, wide-eyed response. “Uh, thanks,”
he said, and she bit her lip. When she glanced up, she was glad to see her father smiling in
amusement, too. “You — you too, Parkinson.”

Pansy smirked. “Mother, you can leave now. I’ll be back at six o’clock before supper.”

“I’ve only just arrived,” Rosebelle said, sighing, “let me socialise, Pansy.”

Her father really did not seem to want to socialise, nor did he look like he knew how, but
Aurora shrugged. “We’ll be down again soon, Rosebelle, I just want to show Pansy around
my room. I have new nail polishes.”

Pansy squealed. “Oh, let me see! I’ll be down soon, Mum, bye!”

And they hurried up the stairs, only letting out their giggles when they got to the top.

“Is he always so awkward?” Pansy asked, and Aurora was uncertain whether she meant her
father or Potter.

“Potter doesn’t know how to interact like a normal person. I also think he was surprised that I
have friends.”

“Ah, yes,” Pansy drawled, rolling her eyes, “because you’re so detestable.”

“To a Gyffindor like him? Absolutely.” She shook her head. “He’ll come up to bother us at
some point. But, we are trying to get along.”

Pansy raised her eyebrows. “I bet that’s going brilliantly.”

“This morning, he burnt his toast and I couldn’t even call him an idiot. It’s torture, Pans! And
my dad wants us to get along and I think we do sort of understand each other a bit better, but
that really isn’t saying much. He seems to get now that I’d rather have space than him getting
in my face trying to act all cheerful, you know? Andnhe apologised for being an idiot.”



“How long’d that take?”

“He took a while to get to his point, but we got there.” She rolled her eyes. “I apologised too,
again.”

“Never apologise to a Gryffindor, Aurora.”

“I know, but, it felt polite. I don’t have to mean it, but if my apologising keeps him from
being so infuriating, all the better. I can’t stand my father thinking he’s nicer than I am.”

Pansy wrinkled her nose, as Aurora drew her into her bedroom and closed the door. “He said
that?”

“Not in those words, but I understood it. And I know, I know I’m not always super nice, but
Potter’s hardly an angel, and that’s what I was trying to get across. My father just thinks he is,
and it’s really frustrating when he acts like he is and just confirms the lie!”

She let out a groan, as Pansy smiled knowingly. “He’s driving you mad, then?”

“Completely. Not so much now he’s learned to shut up, but it’s still... I don’t know. I need my
father to be on my side and I’m getting there but I shouldn’t have to suck up to Potter for that
to happen, especially when Potter’s the one pissing me off. We’ve not really resolved
anything except deciding to stay out of each other’s way, and those really awkward apologies
which I’m not certain either of us meant — I’m just glad I got it out of him. And I get why
my dad wants him around and wants us to get along, but it’s, well, it’s really frustrating.” She
slumped, putting her head on Pansy’s shoulder. “He’s leaving tomorrow though, at least, and
he seems to be staying with the Weasleys for at least a week even if the final doesn’t go on
too long.”

“I hope for your sake it goes on forever.” Aurora cracked a grin and tilted her head back as
she sat down on the edge of her bed.

“I’m tired of him anyway. But, I’ve learned a lot. He has no idea about the Potter lordship.”

Pansy’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Mhmm.” Aurora nodded slowly. “He’s completely clueless and if I liked him at all then I
would be outraged. I mean, he must have a fortune to inherit, and Dumbledore never told
him.”

Pansy wrinkled her nose. “I knew something was up with Dumbledore. I wouldn’t trust that
man as far as I could throw him.”

“Me neither,” Aurora agreed, “I don’t know if he simply assumed Potter knew or deliberately
declined to mention it, but regardless, it is interesting, isn’t it?”

Pansy nodded, then frowned, thinking. “You know,” she said slowly, “I managed to hear
more of what my father was discussing with his allies the other day. He had Shafiq and
Greengrass and Fawley all over, which was a strange mix. I mean, Greengrass and Fawkey
sort of make sense, he’s just never been all that interested in them personally before, but



Shafiq was a surprise. They usually run more moderate, but Father was discussing the
Assembly with him and I heard them mention werewolves.”

Cold crept over Aurora’s skin. “What about werewolves?”

“Some sort of legislation about them. Probably to restrain them more, after what happened to
Professor Lupin.” Her stomach twisted with nerves at what her friend was about to say. If
such a bill was on the table, she should have been informed, as a part of the Legislating
Assembly. “It was weird that he was working with them, though. And he’s hardly spoken to
Lord Malfoy, or to Draco’s father — you haven’t heard anything, have you?” Aurora shook
her head, wordless, and Pansy huffed. “Do you know what’s going on?”

“I’m not particularly close to politics at the moment,” Aurora admitted, annoyed at herself for
that fact. “Not as close as I should be. Your cousin, Cecil, told me that his father was
considering an Abbott or MacMillan as a match for him, which was odd, remember?”

Pansy’s mouth twisted into a worried, tight line. “I wish people would tell us things. Fathers
aren’t the only intelligent people in the world.”

“Agreed.” Aurora smirked. “Sometimes they aren’t even that intelligent to begin with.”

Pansy snorted, batting Aurora’s arm as she sank into the edge of the bed beside her. “Okay,
so, my mother is totally going to interrogate him, and she thinks she’s doing it on your behalf
— and also Narcissa’s, I think, which also means Draco’s, because if she thinks he’s alright
then Draco might be allowed to visit, but that is a pretty big if — but is it alright? Potter isn’t
hassling you?”

“He is, but not like he was. He wants to be friends, but I’ve told him that’s not going to
happen. My dad prefers him, though. He’s all, oh, just give Potter a chance but it’s like? I’m
giving him a chance just by letting him be hers.” She huffed. “Sometimes I think Potter’s
trying more than my dad is because at least he listened when I explained what was going on.
My dad just doesn’t understand. He’s trying to, but I’m not sure he really wants to, because
he doesn’t want to have to think about my family.

“He’s trying more though. He lets me talk about them — not that he ever stopped me, but I
could tell he didn’t want me to, you know?”

“But he’s favouring Potter?” Pansy scoffed. “Well, that simply does not make sense.” Aurora
laughed, Pansy’s words assuring her somewhat.

“I think my dad just needs to realise I’m not the child he thought he was going to raise. But
he’s taking his bloody time about it.”

At that, Pansy laughed. “Well, I think you’re better than Potter. And I think your dad needs to
get his shit together.”

Aurora spluttered. “Pansy!”

“What? You say that all the time!”



“You don’t swear!”

“Well.” Her cheeks went pink. “It needed to be said. Desperate times call for strong
language.”

Trying not to laugh at her again, Aurora shook her head, crossing her ankles. “I can’t say I
think you’re wrong. But enough about my dad and Potter. I need to show you this nail polish
— and did you see the part on our school lists about requiring dress robes?”

Pansy nodded seriously. “Mother hinted there might be a Yule Ball this year. She said I
wouldn’t be attending the one the Carrows always hold at Christmas anyway, and we usually
do attend. She said I’d get a better offer.”

Savouring the information, Aurora nodded. “Well, we must need some new robes then? All
my dress robes are summery, though I suppose they could be re-used.” Pansy shook her head
in horror and Aurora laughed. “Alright, maybe not. We could go shopping in Hogsmeade this
time, maybe, once we know what we actually need them for. And if not we can send from
home.”

“I just hope it’s a house exclusive event,” Pansy said, “I don’t want to dance with
Gryffindors. Have you ever noticed, they all seem to have sticky hands?”

“How would you even have noticed that?”

“Well, they just look gross.”

“Are you sure you’re not projecting?”

“Absolutely not!” Pansy looked indignant at the thought. “Anyway, I’m not touching a
Gryffindor.”

“That’s fair enough,” Aurora agreed, “though most boys our age are rather gross anyway.”

Pansy shrugged. “I’ll go with Draco,” she said, and Aurora laughed. “I’m sure he has lovely
hands.”

“I think I’ll let you be the judge of that,” Aurora told her in a solemn voice, making her
friend laugh, as they joined hands. “Paint my nails?”

“Lady Black,” Pansy mocked, grinning giddily, “I thought you’d never ask.”

By the time they went downstairs twenty minutes later, nail polish drying in hues of deep
violet and pale pink, it was to find Sirius and Rosebelle hosting an almost civil — if rather
stilted — tea. Potter seemed greatly relieved when he saw them, and at his tilted head, Aurora
grudgingly took the seats beside him.

“They’ve been talking in circles,” he whispered, “your mum talks like my aunt, Parkinson.”

Pansy glowered at him but said nothing.



“That’s Pansy for shut up,” Aurora whispered back, with an identical glare, and he backed
off. She sighed. “Anything exciting?”

“Not really. Apparently Mrs Parkinson really does remember the frogspawn incident.”

“Oh, yes,” Pansy said drily, “it lives in Slytherin legend.”

Aurora smirked, as Potter frowned, trying to size Pansy up. “None must ever forget those
who slighted the house. Especially not a loathsome Gryffindor.”

“Loathsome is a bit harsh.”

“Perhaps, but it does come with the territory of being a Gryffindor, doesn’t it?”

Aurora couldn’t find it in her to argue, only smirked and shot Potter a wink which he did not
reciprocate, nor appear amused by.

When at last Mrs Parkinson agreed that Pansy could be left alone in Sirius’s company, and
Flooed home to the manor with strict instructions for her daughter to return at five o’clock
precisely — and for Aurora to remind her, because Pansy was awful at keeping time — both
girls sighed in relief, then grinned at one another for the same movement.

“So,” Pansy asked, leaning in to whisper conspiratorially in Aurora’s ear, “are we going to
avoid or annoy today?”

Aurora glanced over at Potter, who was having a rather quiet chat with her father, still ever so
slightly out of sorts and most definitely wary of Pansy, whom he had not encountered so
often, and likely knew little about, other than her connection to Aurora. And, she thought, to
Draco.

“I’m sure I still annoy him just by breathing,” Aurora said. “However. I think we can freak
him out by both trying to have a civil conversation? He doesn’t understand girls and he also
doesn’t understand me being nice. He always seems to think it’s a trap. Which is fair.”

“That’ll work?”

She nodded. “It’s the only thing to bother him and please my father.” A smirk came over her
face, but it was one that more anticipated amusement than heralded cruelty. “Let’s see what
he might believe about Slytherin girls, eh?”

And her friend’s resulting grin, she decided, was reason enough to believe that regardless of
what Potter thought of her, she was not a person to be defined by her relationship only to one
other, and that having Pansy here was absolutely the thing to make her time at Arbrus Hill
just that bit brighter.



Very Many Visitors
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The two girls lay in wait outside the broom shed while Potter stowed away his Firebolt.
Pansy was glaring at the door, hunched behind a set of overgrown rosebushes. “How long
does it take to put a broomstick away?”

“Long enough.” Aurora lounged back against the bushes, ignoring her friend’s disapproving
look as her skirt wrinkled. There was no one else here to worry about it anyway. “Honestly, I
know you think I’m obsessive about brooms, but Potter is ridiculous. He’s probably in there
polishing that thing.”

Pansy let out a snort. “Boys and their brooms.”

Holding in a smile, Aurora leaned over to look at the shed again, searching for any signs of
movement on Potter’s behalf. “He goes on and on about it, but he’s never even heard of the
Holyhead Harpies.”

Even Pansy, who didn’t really care much for Quidditch unless her friends were playing, knew
of the main Quidditch League teams. Potter had never cared to learn about anyone beyond
the Chudley Cannons. Typical, Aurora thought — the Gryffindor gets all the accolades but
doesn’t actually know shit.

“I’m surprised you haven’t hexed him yet.”

“Only because the Ministry’s keeping too many tabs on the house,” Aurora grumbled. “The
wards should have been able to evade the trace, but they’re paying too much attention, and I
don’t want to fuck this up.”

Pansy wrinkled her nose. “Your father’s got you swearing more.”

“Trust me,” Aurora sighed, “with Potter around to annoy you, you’d be swearing more, too.”

Just as she said that, and Pansy broke into a grin, the shed door creaked open a touch before
pausing. Aurora hurried to her feet with Pansy, and they linked arms to walk past.

“Yes,” Aurora said loudly as Potter left the shed, “I do agree that we should bring the pythons
back into the dungeons. Snape’s wrong about most things, but I think it’d be great fun to
watch them in Potions class.”

“I am out of snake charming practice,” Pansy breezed, saying it as if it were the most natural
thing in the world. She threw a haughty look over to Potter and then sighed, flicking her hair.

“I think we should try it out on Snape first, though,” Aurora said. “Just for fun.”



“Or the firsties.” Pansy said it in a stage whisper and Potter narrowed his eyes. “You know.
Initiate them.”

It was just close enough to secret that Aurora felt apprehensive bringing up Slytherin
initiation, but she supposed the other houses did it too. Potter certainly looked bothered by
the conversation, but also quietly disbelieving. “See who can sneak the most into
Gryffindors’ socks,” Aurora suggested, and Potter chose that moment to break into their
conversation.

“You know I probably have a better chance of charming snakes than either of you do, right?”

Both girls stopped. Aurora, who had counted on his annoyance at their crowing bubbling
over, simply raised her eyebrows, amused, while Pansy drawled, “Because you are so
charming, aren’t you, Potter?”

“Charms the socks off all the Gryffindor girls,” Aurora replied, and to equal parts horror and
amusement, Pansy winked at Potter. He went red, turning away, seemingly flabbergasted.

Proving Aurora’s point about Potter’s lack of Quidditch knowledge, he only furrowed his
brow at this comment, while the two girls giggled and headed buoyantly inside. Potter
followed at a trot like a rather confused puppy.

“Gryffindor Quidditch players aren’t really my type though,” Pansy said, “I do like that
Bulgarian Victor Krum though, the Seeker? Skeeter called him the Bulgarian Bon-Bon in the
last edition of Witch Weekly. But I don’t think he looks that sweet.”

“I don’t care to hear a word of what Skeeter has to say,” Aurora reminded her, and Pansy
shrugged.

“I know. I think it’s all rubbish. She’s an awful hack. I imagine she wrote the worst essays in
school.”

“Snape would have a field day with his red ink.” Aurora tossed a look over her shoulder,
seeing Potter following. “You know, the ink only reserved for the really awful students.
Potter?”

His head snapped up and he startled forward, before stopping himself, folding his arms.
“Yeah?”

“Have you ever gotten a red marker essay from Snape?”

He scowled. “Have you?”

“Oh, yes,” she admitted, “plenty of times. I consider it a mark of honour, don’t you?”

“We should make badges,” Pansy mused, skipping slightly as she spoke. Aurora held back a
laugh. “With all his worst insults.”

“Such as arrogant toerag.”



“Complete and utter dunderhead.”

“Awful, messy hair—”

“Which is a bit unfair, because his hair is worse than anyone’s—”

“Incompetent fool.”

“Sticky little brat.”

Potter looked between them, bemused, as if he weren’t sure if they were making fun of him
or of Snape. Neither was Aurora, but she felt that both was a pretty good option.

“What’s your favourite thing Snape’s said to you? I rather liked that time he compared you to
a dung beetle.” She gave a mocking, wistful sigh. “The man has such a way with words.”

“What about that time he said you were too cocky for your own good, Black?”

“Well, Potter, that’s happened a few times. And it doesn’t have the same ring to it, odd it?”
She hummed, and exchanged a falsely contemplative glance with Pansy. “Perhaps he’s losing
his touch.”

“Someone should get him some lessons,” Pansy agreed, then said with a wicked smile, “I
volunteer Potter as tribute.” She winked and then leaned closer to Potter to say, “Didn’t
someone compare your eyes to a green pickled toad? Perhaps they could get in touch, hm?”

At the mention of that long-ago valentine, Potter’s cheeks flushed, but he retorted to Aurora
— ignoring Pansy quite astutely — to say, “Personally I’d rather that than whoever wrote
Black that awful valentine. Though I still reckon you sent it to yourself.”

“You think so lowly of my poetry skills?”

Pansy cackled. “Far more likely the other way about, Potter. Do you always think of toads
when you look in the mirror? I bet you do.” She winked again, and Potter looked so
discomfited that Aurora simply had to laugh. “Ravishing eyes, you have.”

Aurora let out an unladylike snort of laughter and had to turn away to conceal it in the crook
of her arm. It was clear that Potter hadn’t a clue what to do with himself, and she rather liked
it that way. Plus, they weren’t technically being unkind — he was involved in a conversation
which just so happened to place him on the back foot, and it was vastly amusing to both
Aurora and Pansy.

“I don’t — pickled toads don’t even look like that.”

“Of course they do.” Pansy laughed shrilly and swatted his arm.

“Oh, yes,” Aurora said, pouting. “Why, they’re my favourite Potions ingredients.”

Now, Potter was definitely aware of the hidden slight, and he glared at her. “Really funny,
Black.”



“I know we are,” she sang, hopping up the front steps of the house. “You should take comedy
lessons, Potter.”

Pansy giggled, as they headed inside, welcoming the smell of dinner cooking.

“You should. It would make Snape furious if Potter learned to talk back even more than he
does already. Not,” she added hurriedly, sticking her nose up in the air, “that I at all approve
of such things. But he is a bit of a bastard.” She flung a look over to Potter, who looked
increasingly disconcerted as she batted her eyelashes at him. “Then again, so’s Potter.”

“Two birds, one stone,” Aurora said, and grinned as they entered the lounge.

The sight which greeted them was most surprising. Her father was stood by the couch,
blinking at the two unexpected arrivals, both of whom were rather sooty and sheepish, before
the fireplace.

“I can explain,” Draco said, wincing, as he shook soot out of his blond hair.

Next to him, Theodore Nott coughed. “Sorry, Aurora,” he said, face rather pale and shoulders
up, “your cousin’s an idiot.”

She raised her eyebrows and then jerked her head towards Potter. Such criticism of Draco
was probably warranted if it came from Theodore — but not in front of Potter. “I thought you
couldn’t come?” she asked Draco, and flicked her gaze to Theo. He had said in his letter that
their grandfathers were meeting, and at least she thought, that was probably true. At first she
had thought it a convenient excuse for Lucius Malfoy.

“They got boring,” Draco said with a shrug. “I wanted to meet your father.”

From the stony look on his face, her father had not been so enthusiastic about meeting Draco.
A strange sense of foreboding entered Aurora, and Pansy gave her a look which indicated she
shared it too. “Great,” Aurora said in a strangled tone. “Nott?”

Theodore sighed. “Draco thought this would be more fun than listening to our families go on
about the Assembly. I thought we should go outside, or to the library, but apparently that isn’t
fun enough.”

“My father thinks all I should be occupied with is school and etiquette. Boring.” He rolled his
eyes and then turned to Aurora’s father. “Anyway, now you know I am in fact Draco Malfoy,
how do you do, Sirius?”

He was met with one of the most forced smiles Aurora had ever seen. “Spectacular, Draco.”

When Aurora turned to Potter, she saw he had turned his most venomous glare upon Draco.
Which definitely was not going to help the situation. She held Pansy’s arm tightly.

“Spectacular,” she said quickly. “Well, now the family reunion’s underway — Draco? With
me? Now!”



Her cousin needed to be debriefed right away. And she also needed to get him and Potter out
of the same room, because she knew already that no good could come of them being near
each other, and if they started to argue, her father would almost certainly take Potter’s side.
Because of course he would.

Aurora all but dragged Draco out of the room, with Theo and Pansy trailing behind them, the
former most bewildered and deeply uncomfortable. Potter, at least, had the sense to stay
behind.

“What are you doing here?” she asked her cousin as soon as she could, in a low whisper.
“Not that I’m not happy to see you — but you said you weren’t coming. Won’t your father be
furious?”

Draco shrugged then glanced over his shoulder at Theo who was wringing his hands.
“Couldn’t let you and Pansy have all the fun, now, could I? Someone needs to make sure
Potter knows his place.”

“That someone is me,” Aurora said, rolling her eyes. “And you haven’t answered my
question.”

“It was just rubbish.” He shrugged. “Stop worrying, Theo’s doing enough of that for the both
of you.”

Aurora shot him a flat look. “Tell me you didn’t drag Nott here against his will.”

“He needed out of that house,” Draco shot back, in a surprisingly serious tone. “Trust me.
Anyway, they were all talking drivel.”

Aurora looked over her shoulder to Theo, who was talking hushedly to Pansy. As soon as he
caught her looking, his face twisted into an expression which could only be described as
apologetic, and Aurora tried to give him an encouraging grin in response. “Regardless, he
doesn’t seem to want to be here. You know you’ll both be in trouble.”

Draco waved a hand. “I’ll get out of it soon enough. Quidditch Final’s soon, Dad won’t care
about much when he’s busy with that. It’s all they’re talking about.”

It wasn’t really a satisfactory answer, but before Aurora could prove any further, Draco was
saying, “Besides, I had to see how you were doing. I reckon Theo and I’ve about an hour
before they notice we’re gone anyway, so long as none of his siblings stir up a fuss. How’s
Potter?”

The question came so abruptly that it took a moment for Aurora to answer. “Annoying as
ever,” she said, out of habit. “He seems to be trying to be less so.”

Draco snorted. “Have you hexed him yet?”

“I am trying to play nice. It’s a new thing.”

“Obviously.”



Aurora cracked a grin, then dropped her voice. “I went to the manor the other day. It all just
got too much. It was stupid of me, I know. But I felt like my father preferred Potter to me,
and I mean, it’s obvious why, but...” She shook her head and swallowed the lump in her
throat. “It’s better now, though. Well. A little. We’re hardly friends but he’ll be gone
tomorrow and I think I can get my father back on my side.”

“Good,” Draco said, then frowned. “It’s stupid if he does take Potter’s side. On anything. I
mean, it’s Potter. If I were you, I would have refused to have him.”

“I wish.” Aurora shook her head. “I guess I was thinking, he helped get him freed. I should
do something, and it made my father happy, but.” She shrugged. “It didn’t really make me
happy. Which is a bit rubbish.”

“Mother says he’s an idiot anyway. Your father, not Potter.” She bristled at the tone, though
his her irritation. “Though he’s an idiot too, obviously, and she does know that.”

“Obviously.”

“She thought it’d be a good idea for me to come today, even though Father said no. She’s
interested just as I am, see.”

“Oh.”

Somehow, the cold meaning of merely ‘interested’ rang with Aurora, made unease trickle
down her spine and something like disappointment fall through her chest.

“I mean, we had to see how you’re being treated. You’re in a new home and everything and
Mother worries about you.”

“Of course.” But not enough to reach out herself. Not enough to persuade her husband to just
let Draco visit like a normal person. And not enough to have reached out before now, not
enough to have taken Aurora in herself two years ago. “I’m fine, Draco.” There was a part of
her that no longer truly wanted Narcissa Malfoy to know how she was, a part that she still
knew would be eroded the next time she saw her, the next time that Narcissa became the only
person she had to guide her. “It’s just a process.”

Draco snorted. “Do you want me to hex Potter?”

“On the contrary,” she said, “I think I’d like you to get my father to like you.” Draco blinked
in surprise and she smirked. “Come on. You’re my cousin, you’re our family, obviously I
want him to like you. But more than that — that’s going to piss Potter off so much.”

Draco grinned and put an arm around her just as Theo and Pansy caught up to them. “Potter’s
pissed off already,” Pansy said, clearly having overheard their conversation. “It’s quite fun,
actually.”

“And somewhat rewarding,” Aurora admitted, “but don’t let my dad hear your say that.” She
turned to Theo, who had a rather nervous look on his face, and softened her smile. “I’d say



we’ve three quarters of an hour before Rosebelle expects Pansy to return, hm? How’s about
we make the most of you two’s daring escape from Nott Manor?”

Theo, to her relief, chuckled. “I haven’t seen your library.”

Draco and Pansy groaned, while Aurora and Theo exchanged smirks, both knowing exactly
the reaction such a statement would get.

“I’ll give you the whirlwind tour,” she promised, with a wink, “then, you can all update me
on everything, away from listening ears. Goodness knows I need to find out what’s all going
on under my nose.”

“All dreadfully boring, actually,” Draco said, as she started leading them towards the library.

“But significant,” Theo corrected. “Very significant. And you do need to know, probably
sooner rather than later.”

He took in a sigh, and Aurora got the feeling that she should really get him to the library. She
forced an uneasy smile and hurried onwards, ushering the doors open.

“Watch out,” she warned as they stepped inside the forest-like space, “they might throw
books at your head. Draco, you’re almost definitely going to receive a copy of the Black
family tree. Feel free to keep it.”

Even Theo seemed to perk up at the sight of the library — though Draco and Pansy were both
bemused and bored — as Aurora quickly showed them the various sections and collections,
and the constantly growing tree in the centre of the library from which all the shelves grew.

Then, they sat down in one of the grand bay windows, Aurora called Tippy to bring them
some lemonade, and, their legs tucked beneath them and perched on various leafy and moss-
coloured pillows, Draco and Theo started to tell them about their families’ meeting.

“The crux of it,” Draco said, in an important sort of way, “is that my father, grandfather, and
Lord Nott, are all doing some very important business for Minister Fudge. My father’s
donating to St. Mungo’s Hospital — as he always does, of course, but this year it’s even
more, so we can join Fudge in the Top Box at the Quidditch Cup.” Pansy pulled a face, and
Aurora tried to ignore her own jealousy. “Grandfather’s ensuring extra grain supplies,
because Fudge is having difficulties with the Muggle market again — hardly surprising,
though — and Lord Nott is giving generously to the Department of International Co-
Operation, because they’re frightfully low on funds at the moment, and very much need their
income. Of course they’re all also helping with this important piece of legislation Fudge and
his Senior Undersecretary — Madam Umbridge — are trying to put through, so everyone’s
very busy with that.

“And Theodore’s father’s getting an appeal.”

Draco looked smug about this. Theo, on the other hand, looked to be filled with great unease
and tension, barely managing a smile at the reveal. Aurora just felt cold.



“Right.”

“It’s all because of your father’s trial, of course. There's been such outrage that it could
happen to him.”

“Yes,” Aurora said faintly.

Really, she should have seen it coming. It was in the news, that some of the old Death Eaters
imprisoned could potentially be re-tried if there was enough doubt, or enough suspicion
around the process of their prosecution. But Theodore’s father had been tried most
thoroughly. He had admitted his crimes, refusing to go quietly. He was not the victim, and
Theodore’s look seemed to say that he knew it.

Aurora reminded herself that they couldn’t know, that perhaps the Ministry really did think
there was something to be worried about — but the timing was not a coincidence, and neither
was the blatant bribery of Fudge. Then again, she thought, she had threatened to take away
some of the Black family’s funding for St. Mungo’s Hospital, before Fudge agreed to her
fathet’s trial.

She tried telling herself it was different, but an uncertainty lodged inside of her nevertheless,
an unease at the world.

“Well,” she said awkwardly, trying to maintain a sense of neutrality while her world seemed
to shake at the thought of everyone else in Azkaban, everyone else who might be transformed
or let free. “I hope justice is served.”

Theodore only chewed on his lip and said nothing.

Draco remained oblivious, nattering on about their families’ new alliance — which
discomfited not only Theodore but Pansy, too — and how good it was for his mother to see
Matilda Nott, who was still apparently poorly. Theo closed up even more at that, and Aurora
rather felt that even if Draco had thought he was doing him a favour by getting him out of
that house, he had rather brought the house’s atmosphere with him.

She let Draco and Pansy go on ahead when at last they left to return to the Floo, and she
stayed back with Theo.

“You’ve hardly spoken,” she pointed out, eyebrows raised. “I’m sorry about Draco. You
know he means well.”

“He does now,” Theo said, then winced. “Sorry. I’ve come to your house as a guest and I’ve
done nothing but mope—”

“Potter does far worse, trust me.” She cracked a grin. “Take a book from the library, alright?
Any book.” He blinked. “Well, go on. Then you’ll have an excuse to come back — say I
passed it on to you at the gala or something, if you need a break before we head back to
Hogwarts.”

Theo simply stared, then coughed and said, “Okay.”



She forced a smile, as he quickly searched for a book and neatly caught one that fell from the
shelves.

“Runes and Ruins,” he read, “a journey into ancient magic.”

“Delightful.”

His smile was forced, and Aurora wrung her hands together, feeling an uncertainty in the pit
of her stomach. “How is your mother?” she managed to ask, and he shook his head.

“Better than she was. But that’s still not good. And with everything with my father... She
doesn’t...” He shot a nervous glance up the hall.

“I won’t say anything,” Aurora was quick to assure him. “They won’t listen in.”

He lowered his voice anyway. “She doesn’t want him out of Azkaban. I think she’s scared.
But it makes my grandfather mad and...” He straightened, shaking his head. “He says she
doesn’t know what she’s saying.”

“Ah.”

“It’s just... He doesn’t care. Sometimes I feel I’m the only one who cares, but he only thinks
of me as being, well, the heir, I suppose. The next Lord Nott. Mum’s the only one who just
thinks of me as Theo and she—”

He broke off suddenly, voice cracking with the telltale signs of an oncoming sob, and Aurora
resisted the urge to hug him, to try and do anything to comfort him. Instead she placed a hand
on his arm, warm and gentle.

“I know,” she told him, in the softest tone she could manage. “Trust me, I do.”

“It’s stupid of me to get upset. She’s getting better, she’s going to be fine.”

Aurora had heard such things about Arcturus, but she didn’t say so to Theo. “She will,” she
told him, “I’m sure she will, Theo.” She glanced at the time on the clock — five minutes to
five. “You could stay longer if you need.”

“No.” He shook his head, picking up the pace and striding towards Draco and Pansy. “No, it’s
fine. Grandfather will be furious enough if he finds out I left. I never wanted to — not that I
didn’t want to see you, I just — Draco got this whole idea in his head, and he’s probably
trying to find out where Potter is right now anyway, and I kind of got sucked along. I kind of
just wanted to see a friend.”

She tried to withhold a smile. “Well, I’m glad you did,” she said, “even if it wasn’t for long.”

Even so, she felt nerves creep in, as she called her father in and bid goodbye to Pansy — with
a still disconcerted Potter watching on — before Draco and Theo went back.

It seemed her father’s release was going to have even more impact than she had intended. She
knew it was hypocritical of her, but the thought of the likes of Bellatrix Lestrange or Gabriel



Travers being released chilled her to the bone, shook her belief in their guilt. Because of
course they were — but she had believed that about her father, too.

And the public, she had been quick to realise, could believe anything.

-*

A distraction from politics, however, came the very next day. The Weasleys were due to
arrive and pick up Potter in the afternoon, as they were apparently travelling to the Quidditch
World Cup Final in the early morning. Dora, as an Auror, had managed to obtain a later time
for them to get a Portkey to their campsite, to save the inconvenience. Aurora’s father spent
much of the day with Potter in the garden. It was a beautiful day, and her father insisted, so
with reluctance Aurora joined them outside, reading a Muggle book Gwendolyn had sent
over — Pride and Prejudice. Aurora had always had an aversion to the idea of marriage, and
honestly wasn’t entirely taken with this Mister Darcy figure, but she did find herself
reluctantly enjoying it. She would have to ask Gwen more about Jane Austen — she wasn’t
sure if she was a popular enough author that Potter would have heard of her, and she didn’t
want to ask him anyway.

It could have been a pleasant day, if she could have ignored the company. Potter’s presence
was a looming reminder of the gulf between her and the rest of pureblood society, of the
doors of politics and negotiation that had been closed to her, leaving her on the back foot and
needing to scavenge for news in the form of gossip from her school friends. She hated even
more that she had felt the distance from Draco, from his thoughts and beliefs. She stewed
over the issues of werewolf legislation and Death Eaters’ appeals and the question of exactly
how easy it was to bribe the Minister of Magic, and her mind slipped away so much so that
she barely noted the afternoon slipping away from her, when really, she felt in the aftermath,
Potter’s departure ought to have been a cause for celebration. She hadn’t even had the time to
argue with him today, she had been so busy considering her best angles to get involved with
whatever was such a commotion behind the scenes of the Legislating Assembly.

And then came the Weasleys.

They crashed through the fireplace at thirteen minutes past four, a time which greatly
aggravated Aurora — their letter had said they would be there on the hour. The letter also had
not said that Mr Weasley and Ronald would be joined by the rambunctious twins Fred and
George, who were beaming from ear to ear. And, to Aurora’s horror, they made a beeline
straight for her and her father.

“Mr. Padfoot,” they greeted, both sweeping into low bows. “Your greatest fans, sir.”

Aurora rolled her eyes as her father grinned. “You must be the Weasley twins I’ve heard so
much about.”

The one closest to Aurora grinned. “All good things?”

“Suppose that depends on what you mean by good,” her father said slyly. “Aurora tells me
you two are quite the pranksters, and I’d count that as pretty good.”



To her aggravation, they both looked absolutely thrilled. “It’s only with your map that we
could,” said the one on the right. “It’s brilliant, don’t know how you did it! It even insulted
Snape for us this one time, called him a slimy-haired git.” Her father let out a loud laugh and
Aurora’s lips twitched appreciatively. “Course, Ronniekins tells us you know all about the
map.”

Now, whichever Weasley it was looked at Aurora. “I told you not to call me Ronniekins,”
muttered Weasley from where he was stood chatting to Potter.

“Even we wouldn’t have nicked something from Lupin,” the twin said in a whisper, ignoring
his brother.

“Dungbombs and Wet-Start Fireworks work wonders,” she said drily, as both twins grinned.

“McGonagall though that was us!”

“Course, she’d no evidence.”

“But she acted like she knew.”

“Bloody confused us, to be honest.”

They turned petulantly to Aurora and she shrugged. “I’m sure you boys are used to it. And a
clean record also works wonders for not getting caught. Besides, Lupin knows. You won’t get
detention or anything.”

The twin on the left said, “Can’t believe you would have done it. Funny, though.”

She rolled her eyes. “It was such an inconvenience.”

Her father snorted. “I can’t believe you pranked Remus. He could always tell when one of us
was up to something, we never managed to pull one over on him.”

Aurora shrugged. “Perhaps I’m just sneakier than you. And I really don’t think he expected
me to have anything to do with dungbombs, in fairness.” She turned back to the twins. “I
suppose you two were the ones who took it from Filch’s office.”

“Our first year,” the left twin said proudly. He was the one who spoke the most, she noticed.
Was he Fred, then? “How’d you know it was in Filch’s office?”

“Oh, he confiscated it when I was in seventh year,” her father said. “We could have gotten it
back, but by then we knew everything we needed — reckoned we could leave it behind for
the next generation.”

Maybe-Fred grinned. “You have our thanks, Mr. Padfoot.”

Aurora tutted. “I wish you hadn’t gotten your hands on it. I had no idea what to do when I
realised it wasn’t in Filch’s office.”

Maybe-Fred turned to her with a gleam in his eyes. “Did you break in there, too?”



“No.” She scoffed. “I got myself in trouble, then created a distraction to get him out the way.
Far less risky. Lupin rescued me from detention anyway.”

The Weasley twins looked at her with new respect. “Fred!” their father called over. Maybe-
Fred looked over — she had guessed his name right, presumably. “George! We have to get a
move on, don’t pester the two of them.” He smiled kindly at Aurora, and she returned it.
Arthur Weasley was alright, really. Aurora had not forgotten the kindness he and his wife had
shown after Lucretia and Ignatius died.

“You’re bloody brilliant,” George said reverently to her father, before hurrying over to Potter
and Ron Weasley, who was talking rapidly about Viktor Krum. Her father looked awfully
pleased by this assessment, and Aurora rolled her eyes.

“It’s nice to see you again, Mr Weasley,” she said as she joined the conversation. “I hope your
work’s been treating you well.”

He chuckled, “It’s certainly been keeping me busy. And I daresay I’ll have a job to do after
the cup, I just hope everyone manages to keep to themselves and not make any Muggles
suspicious, but that’s often too much to ask.”

Aurora smiled. She thought of herself as relatively good at dressing Muggle by now, certainly
when Ted and Dora advised her, but most wizards had no idea what Muggles were like — she
had guidance from Gwen and from the Tonkses, but the likes of Pansy and Draco and Daphne
were clueless about it.

It took a long conversation between Aurora’s father and Arthur about the methods of
enchanting Muggle vehicles — “with the correct licensing, of course” — before they were
finally on their way and Aurora could breathe. Her father sank down onto the couch, staring
out the window.

A few moments later, he said, “It’s going to be strange having the house empty again.”

She shifted uncomfortably on the edge of her armchair. “The cup won’t last too long, I’m
sure,” she told him, “and if you want to come we might still be able to wrangle some last
minute tickets—”

“No, no.” He sighed, shaking his head. “I’ve no interest of going to the Quidditch Cup and
having half the country gawp at me for all the wrong reasons. I’d much rather be up playing
than hanging about a campsite getting stared at by little kids. And besides.” He room in a
reluctant breath, like he didn’t want to believe what he was saying. “It’s like Tonks said, I’m
better off keeping a low profile for a while, rather than inviting people’s hatred. Besides.” His
smile twitched. “You’ll have fun. I’ll be alright here, really. Might have Remus over.”

“Good,” Aurora said. “I’m sure you two want to reconnect without Potter and I getting in the
way. And after that, I’ll visit you, too, it’s not like I’m just going to leave you.”

“I know.” He smiled again, more convincingly this time. “I’ll find something to occupy my
time anyway. The motorcycle could do with some more modern modifications.”



Good, Aurora thought. He could use a distraction, something to do instead of muse on the
past and worry about the future. Perhaps she needed it too.

Andromeda, Dora and Ted joined them for dinner before Aurora was to head back home with
them. Tippy made a wonderful lasagne for dinner with meringue and ice cream for dessert
and they ate outside in the warm evening sunlight, discussing the cup and Dora’s work and
how absolutely furious Umbridge was, and how Mad-Eye Moody was apparently taking the
word retirement seriously at last, and taking a year to teach at Hogwarts before moving
quietly to Mallorca.

“I can’t imagine it sticking,” Dora admitted, “Mad-Eye isn’t really the type to lie on a beach
sipping martinis.”

“I can imagine him with one of those fruity cocktails,” Aurora’s father said with a wry smile,
“and a little pink umbrella sticking out the top.”

Dora snorted and the others all laughed. “He’ll be teaching Defense Against the Dark Arts
then?” Aurora asked, though it was a bit of a useless question.

“Yup. Favour to Dumbledore apparently.”

“Thank Merlin. I don’t know what we’d do if we ended up with another idiot like Lockhart or
Quirrel.”

“He’ll be tough,” Dora warned, “but he’s a fair teacher, too, and he knows what he’s doing.
You’ll like him, I think.”

Aurora smiled to herself, digging into dessert. “Can’t be worse than Lockhart and Quirrel.
But I’m sure Lupin’ll still be everyone’s favourite.”

Dora grinned. She had only met Professor Lupin twice before, but Aurora got the impression
that she did rather like him. “Don’t speak too soon,” she said. “That’s all I’ll say.”

“You’ll certainly be in for an exciting year, all things considered,” Ted put in, and he, Dora
and Andromeda caught each other’s eyes and grinned in that knowing, annoying way.

Aurora’s father turned to her for explanation, and she shook her head. “They keep hinting at
this,” she said, sending Dora a playful glare. “They know something I don’t.”

“I’m sworn to secrecy,” Dora sang, smirking. “You’ll find out soon enough, munchkin.”

Aurora resolved to wear her down. If there was an Irish victory as hoped, they’d all be very
pleased and therefore more susceptible to tell her what the hell was so interesting about this
year at Hogwarts.

It was over almost too soon. She hadn’t expected to feel apprehensive about leaving her
father, but the look on his face when she made to do so gave her pause. He hugged
Andromeda tightly, and she told him to look after himself, which only made him laugh. But
Aurora thought it was a very reasonable thing to say.



Aurora let Ted and Dora take her things back through the Floo and then turned to her father.
His eyes were suspiciously misty.

“It isn’t like I’m disappearing off the face of the earth,” she reminded him pointedly.

He laughed and brought her in for a fierce, tight hug. “I know, Aurora. It’s just going to be
strange. I know it's only been two weeks, and I know it hasn’t all been great, especially for
you... But I wish we had longer. I want to understand everything that’s going on with you.
Maybe — we could take more time, after the cup? You can stay with me for a bit again, just
me, or we can do something, go somewhere. Anywhere you want. Though maybe not
Antarctica.”

Aurora smiled, despite herself. “I’ll come back,” she said, “for a few days, at the end of
Summer. I want to, you know. Know you better. Even now.”

He nodded in understanding. “I know. This isn’t all going to work out overnight, is it? But I
do really want it to. So, you have fun at the cup. See your friends, and then tell me all about
it, every last detail that interested you, that made you smile or laugh. I want to hear
everything from you, alright? Just don’t get hit by a Bludger, please. Happened to me once at
a Ravenclaw-Hufflepuff match, and it hurt.”

Aurora chuckled, and he released her.

“Stay safe,” he told her softly, as they moved towards the fireplace, and Aurora rolled her
eyes.

“It’s only a Quidditch match,” she said drily, “what’s the worst that could happen?”

Chapter End Notes

wHaT’s ThE wOrSt ThAt CoULD hApPeN?



The World Cup Final

Chapter Summary

Aurora meets some new Weasleys, a certain reporter is too interested for anyone's good,
and the Quidditch Cup Final is still not as chaotic as its aftermath.

Things start changing.

They arrived late in the afternoon, to a sprawling campsite which formed more of a tented
city, extravagantly designed lodgings. From one tent made of four stacked towers of violet
silk, to something which resembled more of an ice sculpture of a palace, there was no
denying that when wizards got together, they liked to show off, and Aurora could only hope
that the Muggles remained oblivious enough so as to allow them all to uphold the Statue of
Secrecy. The camp owner already looked like he'd been Obliviated a few too many times
when they arrived, which Ted was not pleased about at all, and which Dora had to reassure
him was for the best, though she didn't look entirely convinced either.

The Tonkses' tent, in comparison to that of their more ostentatious neighbors, was nothing
overly extravagant, and appeared as a squat canvas construction upon first glance. Inside,
though, it was perfectly roomy. "Aurora, Dora, you two will have to share, I'm afraid,"
Andromeda told them, though Aurora didn't mind at all.

"I'm sure you can't snore any louder than Gwen does," she told Dora, who huffed. Ted
laughed.

Andromeda's lips twitched. "Now, we're meant to do everything the Muggle way this
evening, and that includes cooking."

Ted grinned and slung an arm around his wife's shoulder. "Andy's never quite got the hang of
Muggle camping."

"I don't particularly enjoy kneeling on the mud in pouring rain and sideways wind, trying to
heat up pasta sauce over a tiny gas flame." She sniffed, and Aurora laughed — she had even
less experience, and wasn't quite sure how Muggles could conjure a fire outside. They must
have some way, she knew, but she'd never really thought about the logistics. "I doubt anyone
would notice if I used my wand, it isn't as if there are any actual Muggles wandering around."

Grinning, Dora said, "Yeah, but it's fun to watch you try. And I want to teach Aurora how a
matchbox works."

"What's a matchbox?" she asked, and Dora laughed loudly, hugging her shoulders.

"You've got a lot to learn, munchkin. You might want to put on some different clothes."



"These are my best Muggle jeans!" Aurora said, rather offended. Of course, these were also
her only Muggle jeans, and technically had belonged to Dora before she had passed them on
to her, but they were deep blue and high waisted and she rather liked them with the silver
velvety top she was wearing — velour, Dora had called it when she gave it to her. "You said
they looked good!"

"They do!" Dora grinned. "But you don't want to get mud on them, do you?"

She pulled a face. "I won't sit in the mud, then."

Andromeda laughed. "See, you two, I'm not the only one averse to dirt. Aurora, you can scout
out the water tap if you'd like, while Ted gets this fire going."

"Why me?"

"I can't do it, Aurora can't do it, and Dora will set the tent on fire."

"I will not!" Dora insisted as the rest of them laughed. "This family, honestly!"

"I'm sorry, sweetheart," Andromeda said without a hint of remorse. "You can help your
cousin find the tap if you want to make yourself useful."

"And what are you going to do?"

Andromeda grinned, pulling a bottle from her bag. "Wine, I think."

Aurora grinned.

The water tap wasn't too far, but for an Auror, Dora had a remarkable ability to get them lost
and wind up in the middle of what seemed at first a field of shamrock and was actually some
sort of makeshift Irish supporters' community. Aurora spied Seamus Finnigan, a Gryffindor
from her year, with his mother and Dean Thomas, both of whom looked at her with interest.
Further along were Aurora's housemates Lewis Stebbins and Apollo Jones, who exchanged
stiff nods with her — they had never really spoken often, though Apollo did look at her with
a certain curiosity, which made her uncomfortable to remember his connection to Hestia
Jones — and then Marcus Flint, looking more cheerful than Aurora had ever seen him and
eager to tell her all the details of his signing with the Wimbourne Wasps, and their upcoming
match with their arch-rivals, Puddlemere United.

"Slytherin'll need you next year, Black," he said, which was the most praise he had ever
afforded her and was likely only given because he was slightly drunk. "You make a half
decent Chaser."

"Thanks, Flint," she said drily, but felt rather cheered up as they went on, empty water
buckets swinging by their sides.

The queue for the water tap was just in sight when Aurora held a voice calling, "Oi, Black!"
and turned around sharply to glare at Robin Oliphant. She wasn't the only one — everyone
was staring at her, and she stormed over to him and Gwen.



"Just announce my presence to everyone, why don't you?" she snapped, as Gwen wrapped
her in a hug.

"Oh, yeah, sorry."

"Idiot," she muttered, but managed to grin at him as she pulled away from Gwen. Dora
caught up to them with an exasperated sigh.

"Hello, Gwendolyn. Robin Oliphant, is it?" Robin's cheeks went pink as he nodded.

"Er, yeah, that's — that's me. You're Aurora's cousin, right?"

"Tonks," Dora said, folding her arms. "You kids looking for the water tap?"

"Yeah," Robin said, grimacing at the queue. "But it looks like we'll be waiting forever."

Dora shrugged. "Eh, it won't take too long. Just as long as that weird bloke in the nightie
shifts his arse."

Gwen giggled and then rounded on Aurora as they shifted up the queue. "You'll never guess
what we found out yesterday morning."

"What?" Aurora asked, amused. Gwen always had a way of attracting the best kept secrets of
their schoolmates, as everybody told her everything and no one expected her to pass the
information on — even though she only really ever shared with Robin and Aurora. She rarely
did anything with it, but there was always the threat of the gossip leaking, and Aurora rather
admired her ability to get people to like her enough that they shared such things.

"Well, we bumped into Tracey and Clarissa right? So, I had no idea, but they're both totally
furious with Sally-Anne Perks. They all met up over the Summer, with Leah, and Leah let
slip that Sally-Anne got together with Apollo Jones, who, as you know, went out with
Clarissa to the last Hogsmeade weekend, and they were basically going out with each other."

Aurora glanced at Robin, who looked just as bored by this information as she was. "So, that's
why they're annoyed with Perks?"

"Not even!" Gwen's face lit up as they shifted along the line. "Because when Clarissa
confronted Sally-Anne, Sally-Anne shot back that she had seen Tracey with Lewis Stebbins
— which Tracey told me is total nonsense, but we're not sure we believe her, are we, Robin?"
Robin shrugged. "So Sally-Anne said Tracey didn't have a leg to stand on, and then went on
to tell Leah about it, and because Leah fancies Lewis Stebbins... Well, now they're all rather
furious with each other."

Aurora stared at her. "You look far too happy about this. I thought you were friends."

"Well, yes, we are, but they all have their own little circle, and way of doing things. So now
I'm going to be on all their sides."

Dora raised her eyebrows but didn't pass comment on this plan, as Robin quickly diverted the
conversation to Viktor Krum.



"Robin thinks Krum's the best thing since sliced bread," Gwen said, "but I think he's a bit
gloomy."

Aurora shrugged. "Who cares if he's gloomy, he's one of the best young Seekers in the world
right now."

"Not to mention," Dora put in with a grin, "the Bulgarian girls really seem to go for the
gloomy type now."

Pulling a face, Robin asked, "You two think Bulgaria's going to win, then?"

"I think the Irish team are more experienced as a unit," Aurora said evasively, "but the Seeker
really can make or break the match. My money's on Ireland, but it really could go either way.
Bulgaria will be very reliant on Krum, though."

"Krum's brilliant, though," Dora admitted. "If anyone could pull off winning the match
against Ireland, it's him. He's saved them the match every time — and I mean that, in the
group's stage their Chasers only scraped one goal against Australia's twelve."

"So if the Irish keep him from the Snitch long enough," Gwen said slowly, "they take away
their chance to win."

Straightening, Aurora nodded to her friend, who at last seemed to understand Quidditch.
"Precisely."

"And Ireland's Chasers are amazing," Robin put in, gushing.

"Robin fancies Ireland."

"I'd rather a home team than anyone else won, wouldn't you?"

"I'm not sure many of the supporters would like you calling Ireland a home team, to be
honest."

"Well, I'm Scottish, they're Irish, I'd still rather them than the Bulgarians. Where even is
Bulgaria?"

Aurora rolled her eyes. "The Balkans, somewhere between Greece and Turkey." She stepped
forward. "Honestly, you'd think you'd have looked at a map, Oliphant."

He wrinkled his nose at her and Gwen and Dora laughed. The summer sun was warm on their
skin, and made the time easier to pass.

After returning Gwen and Robin to the Oliphants, Dora headed off to find Bill and Charlie
Weasley, whom she had spotted up ahead by their distinctive red hair. Aurora followed, swept
along in a constantly flowing crowd.

"Miss Black!"



A voice cut through the babble around her, shrill and eager. Aurora turned, already feeling the
pressure of dozens of pairs of eyes upon her, to see a tall woman with platinum blonde curls,
wearing a lurid bright blue dress with a matching silk jacket, and large tortoise-shell glasses
which made her curious eyes appear even larger.

Rita Skeeter.

She plastered on a frosty smile. "Yes?" Aurora looked Skeeter up and down. "Who are you?"

Skeeter's smile faltered. Aurora held back her feeling of spiteful triumph. But the journalist
recovered quickly. "Rita Skeeter," she said, holding out her right hand. Aurora shook it
gingerly, forcing herself to appear bemused. "Writer for the Daily Prophet."

"Ah. Lovely. Are you covering the final, or are you on duty?"

"Duty, as always." Skeeter gave a shrill little laugh and Aurora reciprocated half-heartedly.
"There are always plenty of famous faces at events like this, everything must be covered.
Now, I had hoped to see you — how's about an interview, hm?" While Aurora was left to
think on the absurdity of the question, Skeeter looked around quickly, searching for someone.
"Daddy not with you?"

"No," Aurora said as sweetly as she could manage. This was precisely why he was to stay —
he would not handle Skeeter well at all, and she had barely said anything of worth yet. "No,
he prefers to stay at home. But he is an avid fan, he'll be listening on the wireless. As for an
interview, I'm afraid I really can't comply. I'm far too busy."

"Oh, come now." Skeeter gave her an indulgent smile. "Just us girls, hm?"

Just us girls and the press, Aurora thought bitterly, forcing a smile. She was getting rather
tired of having to do that. "I'm afraid not, Miss Skeeter." She stepped away as politely as she
could. "I do hope that you enjoy the game."

Skeeter stepped in front of her, smile glimmering colder now. "Come on. Darling young girl
like yourself, the public are dying to see you."

"I'm sure they'll cope without my presence," Aurora said drily, and Skeeter laughed.

"I want to know everything. Who are you rooting for — I'm sure a girl like you is very
excited to see young Viktor Krum perform, aren't you?"

"I'm excited to watch Quidditch, actually," Aurora said, pleasantness beginning to evaporate.
"Though I'm sure Viktor Krum will perform as well as he always does. Thank you."

She turned sharply, searching for Dora among the crowd, but couldn't catch sight of her.
There wasn't even the telltale sign of a crowd of red hair to tell her where the Weasleys might
all be gathered.

"Good day," she said to Skeeter anyway, but before she could march off, the journalist had
taken her arm.



She froze, feeling the instinctual urge to push her off, and stopping herself. It would be awful
press — worse than doing an interview — and she simply couldn't, no matter how she itched
to.

"Please remove your hand," she said coldly, tensed. "You have no right to touch me, Miss
Skeeter."

"Don't be silly," Skeeter gave a girlish laugh, but at least dropped her arm. "You won't even
give one small interview, Lady Black? I'm sure everyone wants to know why your father is
hiding from the public, even now? Or what he thinks of his old cell mates being released for
retrial?

"Or," she said, with an overly sweet smile, twirling a loose strand of blonde hair, "we could
talk about you. A column in Witch Weekly would do nicely. I'm sure a girl like you could
always do with... Cultivating her image."

A cold weight dropped through her and she smiled tightly, suddenly aware of every aspect of
her appearance, from flyaway hairs to upturned nose to her small height and spindly limbs.
"My readers would so love to get to know you," Skeeter promised, then raised her eyebrows
and slipped a card into Aurora's hand. "Even better, I'm sure they'd love to know about Harry
Potter." Any respect she had held for Skeeter — which was really a tiny speck — vanished.
She did not speak on behalf of Potter, that was for certain. And she was not a way to reach
him.

"I'll consider it," she lied, and slipped the cadr into the deep pocket of her robes, spying Dora
up ahead with two redheaded boys. "Excuse me, Miss Skeeter."

She hurried off as fast as she could without appearing rude or overly unnerved, and breathed
a sigh of relief when she caught up to Dora.

"Rita Skeeter's here," she explained immediately after casting nervous smiles at the two elder
Weasley boys. She tugged Dora's sleeve. "I'm really sorry, but can we move somewhere
quieter? I can't escape her twice."

"She's the devil," the boy with the dragon fang earring said, nodding grimly. "You must be
Aurora?"

She nodded and he stuck out his hand. "Bill Weasley, cursebreaker."

"And obnoxious about it," the other boy — Charlie, if Aurora remembered right — said,
grinning. "Charlie Weasley, dragontamer."

"Almost equally as obnoxious about it," Dora said in a mocking tone, then grinned as she
linked her arm through Aurora's. "Come on, Mum wants to see you two anyway. I'll lead the
way." She turned to the two boys and winked. "Tonks — just Tonks — Auror. Shift it."

The boys grinned but Aurora couldn't shake her uneasy feeling as they wandered back
through the campsite towards the Tonkses' tent with the two brother, to see Ted and



Andromeda cooking over a small campfire. "You two took your time," Andromeda said,
looking up. "Oh, I see." She grinned at Dora with a knowing smile, then back at Charlie.

"We ran into a few people."

"Everyone," Dora corrected, "we ran into everyone. A load of boys from Aurora's year, her
old Quidditch captain, then Gwen and Robin—"

"Oh, how is Gwen?"

"She's alright," Aurora said, "I think she's excited, she seems to get Quidditch now. Robin's
supporting Ireland too, but I think that's because he doesn't know where Bulgaria is."

At that, Andromeda laughed. "I suppose it's a good enough reason. Bill, Charlie, it's so lovely
to see you again. And not even too sunburnt!"

Bill laughed loudly, and plopped himself down next to Ted. "Yeah, they've got pretty decent
potions for sunburn. Even a ginger can't get too hurt. Alright, Ted?"

"Grand," Ted replied, "teaching the ladies how to cook, as usual."

Andromeda swatted him with a tea towel. "Mum'll be gutted she isn't here to see you, Andy.
Though I'd be way too scared to watch her try and cook like a muggle, she'd drive herself and
all of us mad within five minutes."

"I'll tell Molly you said that," Dora told Bill.

"Me too," Charlie put in.

"I'll still be the favourite," Bill sang, and Charlie kicked at his angle, earning a bumped
shoulder in return. Aurora watched the scene with amusement as the two brothers bickered
through their conversation with the Tonkses, talking about their work.

Bill was indeed a cursebreaker for Gringotts, and when Aurora finally worked up the courage
to ask him about it - feeling slightly intimidated by his cool demeanor and admittedly
handsome face - he was only too happy to share about all the expeditions he'd been on, and
the sort of studies it required.

"Course, there's all sorts of different paths into cursebreaking," he told her, "and it's a pretty
broad field. Most of my friends work at base, on the theoretical side of things, but I'm always
up for a bit of adventure."

"I think I'd prefer the base work," Aurora told him - the thought of trawling through mud and
potentially being maimed was not all that appealing to her. "But I don't really know if it's
something I'd like to go into. It's very interesting, though." She considered briefly, asking him
about the cursed Black family ring, but decided against it. He had no right to know, and she
didn't want anyone to know who didn't need to. "I've been reading a bit about runic stone
curses," she told him instead, and listened as he went on about the study into hieroglyphs
which he had undertaken while in Egypt, and the ancient curses they had helped him to



unravel, until his brother finally broke him out of his 'nerding' and they headed back to their
own family.

He had been so polite, Aurora thought, feeling rather embarrassed, that she had almost
forgotten he was a Weasley.

The match began shortly after sunset, by which time Aurora was excited beyond belief. She
hadn't seen many professional matches, other than those of the Harpies, and this would be a
whole other level. She and Dora got themselves Omnioculars before the match, and Dora
morphed her hair half emerald green, and half scarlet red.

"I'm neutral," she said, but in the next moment had picked up an Irish green rosette for
herself, too, and winked.

The stadium itself was massive, big enough to hold a hundred thousand, and was nestled
deep between two hills. It burst with silver lights which guided spectators to their seats —
Aurora and the Tonkses were high up, with one of the best views outside of the Minister's
box. The whole pitch was spread out before her and the stands were alive with magic and
giddy excitement.

They managed to get near to the front, and Aurora stared over the railings with her
Omnioculars, searching the stands. Omnioculars were so strange — they captured the actions
of their subjects in time, almost like a photograph, and could play them over and over again,
in precisely the same manner unless one decided otherwise. Aurora regarded them as an
extraordinary feat of magic, though Ted said it wasn't too different from Muggle
videographing. She didn't know about that — she didn't know films, like the ones Gwen
talked about, could be turned back in time, but she supposed they had to, because the same
moment was happening so many times anyway.

She directed her Omnioculars towards the Top Box, where Fudge was settled with the
Bulgarian team's representatives and a number of Ministry officials. Ludo Bagman was there,
of course, as the Head of the Department of Magical Sport, as was one Mr. Barty Crouch,
looking deeply uncomfortable and bored by the whole affair. He had been pointedly ignoring
any correspondence Aurora sent his way for the last fortnight, even though it was marked
with the Black seal which she thought ought to garner far more respect. It was getting rather
rude, actually, and she had half a mind to complain — but that wasn't what tonight was about.
Crouch did look extremely shifty, though, looking as though he would rather be in the office
than attending something so vulgar and base as a Quidditch match. He was constantly
looking around himself, wringing his hands, and though she thought perhaps it was an effect
of the Omnioculars, he looked rather pale and nauseous.

Looking away from him, when he seemed to catch on that he was being watched, Aurora
managed to spy Potter sitting with the Weasleys and Granger, too, all seeming just as giddy
as she was. Aurora focused on Potter for just a moment before seeing the Malfoys come in
behind them. She could already sense the altercation brewing from across the pitch, so turned
away and let her Omnioculars hang down around her neck again.

Behind them, people chattered in all languages from French to Mandarin. Aurora could pick
only the barest hints of what the French speakers were saying amid the crowd, and nothing of



anything else, but Dora was speaking loudly in her ear, talking about the last cup she had
seen.

"Dad took me out to India for the final," she said, "but Mum didn't want to travel all that way.
It was amazing, they really put on a show, and I bet we'll do the same."

"You mean the Irish and Bulgarians will," Aurora said with a grin, "I want to see a
leprechaun, they're their team mascots, aren't they?"

"Oh, yeah." Andromeda smirked. "And Bulgaria has Veela. You'll want to keep an eye on
some of the men around here, I'm sure it'll be quite amusing."

The Veela, she knew, were like sirens. Beautiful and enchanting when they wanted to be, and
downright monstrous if they wanted to tear someone's throat out. She supposed they would
go for the enchanting option tonight, at least until they started losing.

"Ludo Bagman looks like he's getting ready," Dora said, clearly directing her Omnioculars
towards the Top Box. "Crouch looks like he's going to combust. He hates Quidditch, you
know, thinks it's a frivolous waste of time, but mind you, I don't think there's anything he
does like. Bill's wearing that shark-tooth necklace again, him and Charlie look like they're
going to get into a wrestling match if this doesn't get a move on, and — oh, Christ, there's the
Malfoys." Beside her, Andromeda stiffened. She looked up, lips pursed.

"How lovely for them," she said tightly, and Dora took off the Omnioculars with an
apologetic look.

"She doesn't look very pleased, if it's any consolation." She, Aurora presumed, meant
Narcissa. She stared down at the pitch awkwardly.

"I don't think I've seen my sister look pleased in decades," said Andromeda breezily. "It's
hardly surprising, Dora."

Ted put an arm around her shoulders and Aurora looked at the ground, unsure how to respond
to the situation.

And then, before she had time to worry about it, Ludo Bagman's voice was booming across
the stadium, "Welcome, one and all! Welcome, to the final of the four hundred and twenty-
second Quidditch World Cup!"

The crowd burst into applause and yelling. A chant behind her went up of, "Ireland, Ireland,
Ireland!" as the screens around the stadium moved to show the score, nil-nil.

Aurora watched, intrigued, as the Veela came out dancing, and the people in the stands went
wild. Some men, like Ted, had put their fingers in their ears and weren't listening to the
beckoning cries of the Veela, but others, including, Aurora noticed, a lot of teenage boys,
were being absolutely ridiculous, attempting to climb over chairs, setting fire to the Irish
Team Merchandise, yelling outlandish claims. They were beautiful, Aurora noted, seeming to
glow from way down on the pitch, but they were not worth making a fool of oneself for.



When the music stopped, angry yells went up all around the stadium. "What are you doing?"
bellowed one man, while someone with a distinct Galway accent yelled, "Come on,
Bulgaria!"

Andromeda pursed her lips while Aurora and Dora giggled, and Ted looked sheepish,
presumably on behalf of the sudden abundance of idiots in the crowd.

"Veela," Andromeda said with an air of poised distaste, "turn lust into plain foolishness."

She turned a scathing look on the cluster of men near them, who were yelling obscenities
Aurora did not want to be privy to at all, but all of a sudden there was a burst of green light.
Aurora jumped, heart leaping in fright, but it was a ball of light, which split into two and
rushed to ether set of goalposts. Leprechaun magic, Aurora realised with a grin. It was a sight
to behold; a rainbow arced between the two balls of lights, shimmering with light, before the
two balls merged again and formed a glistening emerald shamrock which soared over the
stadium, dropping golden coins into the crowd. People scrambled to pick them up, Aurora
included, but she was cautious.

"Leprechaun gold disappears, doesn't it?" Andromeda nodded. "It's pretty anyway, I
suppose." When she turned it, it caught the light, forming a rainbow from its centre.

"And now," Bagman's voice blared, "I give you, the Bulgarian National Team! Dimitrov!
Ivanova! Zograf! Levski! Vulchanov! Volkov! And... Krum!"

On the last name, the crowd went wild, screaming in excitement. Aurora cheered for the
Bulgarian team as they did their laps, eating up the praise and adoration from their fans, but
when the Irish team shot out in green, she was beaming.

"Connolly! Ryan! Troy! Mullen! Moran! Quigley! And... Lynch!"

At this, she cheered as loud as she could — she was counting on them so she could get her
ten galleons from Draco, after all. She cheered loudly, too, when the referee came on and
started the match.

It was the most thrilling thing she had ever watched. The Irish Chasers were a perfect trio
combining tactics, speed, and precision of aim that the Bulgarians simply could not penetrate.
She followed their movements with the Omnioculars, entranced by their skill and the frankly
beautiful way they worked together.

They used brilliant combinations and pulled them off effortlessly — the Hawkshead
Attacking Formation, in which they formed a tight triangle to rush through the Bulgarian
players, the Porskoff Play as Troy feigned a move towards goal and dropped the Quaffle
down to a now unguarded Moran. The Quaffle was passed quickly but the Irish were experts
in regaining control, and soon enough Troy scored the first goal, and Aurora yelled her
appreciation.

"Go, Ireland!" she cried, thrilled by the ripples of emerald on the pitch.



They scored twice more, but the Bulgarian Beaters were getting fierce, forcing the Chasers to
hold back and scatter, breaking their cohesion and finally allowing the first Bulgarian goal.
Aurora bit down nervously on their lip, but her interest was pulling again as the two Seekers
rushed towards the ground, streams of colour. She strained to see the glinting Snitch, but
couldn't spot it through the Omnioculars — and when Krum pulled up at the last second,
allowing Lynch to crash into the ground, she realised why.

"He was feinting!" she cried to Andromeda. "Lynch looks hurt — what an idiot!"

It took some time to get Lynch revived and back in the air — time, of course, which Krum
was using to search for the Snitch. "Come on," Aurora murmured, "don't give up the game,
Ireland."

But Lynch got back on his broom, still looking somewhat dazed. As though spurred on by the
truck pulled against their Seeker, Ireland turned up their power too, and quickly pulled further
and further ahead, scoring goal after goal. It got dirtier from there, and the Bulgarian Keeper
was pulled up for Cobbing the Irish Chaser, Mullet. A fight ensued between the Veela and the
referee, which did not look pretty at all.

"Just get on with the match," Aurora muttered irately, not impressed by the referee's attempt
to send of the Bulgarian mascots.

He did not succeed, but the match just kept getting more and more dangerous as it wore on,
and, with the Bulgarian players growing desperate, Ireland were given more and more
penalties, all of which were pulled off flawlessly.

"Bulgaria are losing it," Dora said. "And so are the Veela, look, they're going to get in trouble
with the Ministry!"

"You sound cheerful for someone who's going to have to deal with paperwork if the Veela
start fighting with your colleagues," Ted pointed out, and Dora huffed.

"Come on, you can tell me that's not exciting, look, they're all just gearing up for a fight—"

"Lynch is diving!" Aurora screamed, breaking the two of them up. "I think he's seen the
Snitch, but Krum's right behind him — look!"

The rest of the crowd seemed to have noticed too, as a roar went up all around them. Aurora
peered closely through the Omnioculars, watching Lynch plummet towards the ground, arm
outstretched — and then crash for the second time.

"No!" she cried, as Krum took his place and snatched the Snitch up. "What are you doing?
Krum's gotten the Snitch!"

But, she realised when she turned her eyes to the scoreboard, it didn't matter.

Krum has caught the Snitch, but Ireland were a hundred and sixty points ahead already. They
had won.

The crowd went wild and Aurora did too.



"Draco owes me now," Aurora told Dora happily as they headed back to the tent, the latter
sprinkling brilliant green confetti around them and their little procession. "He was so
convinced Bulgaria would win just because of their Seeker, but I knew it — I was right!" She
was beaming, caught up in the excitement. "I couldn't believe Krum did that — his opponent
was injured, he couldn't know, they might well have brought a win back."

"Inexperienced," Ted said, shrugging. "And likely he wanted to make sure the loss didn't get
worse. It was a tactical play."

"It was stupid," she said, and Andromeda laughed, "they still lost! If he'd waited, they could
have caught up! I would never have done that! Flint would have killed me if I'd done that
against Gryffindor!"

"Anyone would think you're disappointed that your team won," Andromeda chuckled, and
Dora ruffled her hair, earning a short glare.

"I'm not, I just think if Krum wasn't playing to win, he shouldn't have been playing!"

"Don't let the Bulgarian fans hear you saying that," Ted laughed. "They all love Krum."

"Even after that?" Aurora scoffed. "He gave up on the competitive spirit. It's ridiculous. I
wouldn't be a fan."

Dora just grinned and pulled her in for a one-armed hug. "Maybe you should go pro, Aurora.
Show Krum what he's doing wrong."

"I would!" she scoffed. "If the Slytherin team ever let me get off the alternates' bench! I still
don't know who's going to be captain this year, it had better be Warrington." At that, Dora,
Ted and Andromeda all traded strange looks, half-smiling, like they knew something she
didn't. "What?" Aurora asked, frowning between them. "What's so funny?"

"Nothing, dear," Andromeda said, amused.

"What do you know that I don't?"

"None of your business, munchkin," Dora said.

"Well, why are you laughing?" That only made Dora grin further.

"I'll tell you if you split your winnings with me."

"No you won't — what's so funny?"

"You'll find out soon," Ted told her, also laughing, as they drew nearer to their tent plot. The
stars were out, but largely concealed by the flares and plumes of green smoke that the Irish
supporters were already starting to set off.

"Well, why can't you tell me now then?"



"It's a secret," Dora teased, pressing her finger to her lips. She then proceeded to try and open
the tent with flourish, but instead stumbled in between the two flaps and nearly brought the
whole thing folding in around her. Ted scrambled to right it, and Aurora couldn't help but
laugh.

"Nice one, Dora."

She flushed, and her hair turned red from the roots. "Like you've never done that."

"Absolutely not," Aurora said chipperly, and pulled the ropes on the side of the tent taut
again. She raised her eyebrows at Dora, who was standing up now with her arms folded. "I
have far more elegance."

Andromeda laughed and swept past her daughter, who was going more red from her efforts in
not laughing. "Come on in then, all of you. It'll start getting chilly once the excitement of the
match dies down for you and you're probably freezing already. I've got some wine and such
in the fridge, in anticipation — Aurora, there's butterbeer for you."

Aurora ducked inside, followed by Ted and, pressing her luck, said, "I'm nearly fifteen,
Andromeda. I can try wine!"

"Do you know Nymphadora said the same at Christmas when she was your age—"

"Mum," a look of horror dawned on Dora's face "—don't—"

"And then, that uncle of hers said she could try whatever she wanted—"

"—she's already exaggerating—"

"—and the next thing I know, my dear daughter is being sick into the upstairs toilet—"

"I was just a bit queasy!"

"Tell that to the bog," Ted said, with an exaggerated shudder.

Aurora grinned. "I promise I won't embarrass myself like that, Andromeda."

"I repeat, that's a total exaggeration and I wasn't that bad, Dan thought it was funny—"

"Dan was eleven, and, might I add, a very impressionable young boy!"

"And he thought it was funny and knew never to accept vodka from his dad, no harm done!"

Spluttering, Aurora slipped into the seat beside Dora. "I'd have liked to have seen that," she
said.

Dora shook her head, taking the glass of sparkling white wine her mother handed her. "My
hair was green for a week."

"Really? Deliberately?"



She shook her head. "Nope. Was still too affected by my feelings back then. I felt sick at first,
then I just had a bit of a pity party. Although..." She screwed up her face and then, a moment
later, her hair was a bright green that matched almost exactly the colour on Aurora's
shamrock hat. "There! Now green's the colour of victory instead!"

"Green's always the colour of victory," Aurora said.

Smiling, Andromeda handed her a glass with a very small amount of white wine in the
bottom. "Since you are almost fifteen," she said, "and if I know Slytherin House, you'll be
introduced to alcohol soon enough anyway. But it's a special occasion only."

Aurora grinned and took the glass. She knocked it against Dora's. "Cheers, Andromeda. And
thank you for bringing me."

Andromeda tutted. "As if we wouldn't, Aurora! It's the sporting event of the decade. Well..."
She got that smile again and gave Ted and Dora that same knowing look. "I say that..."

"What do you know?" Aurora asked again, pleadingly, but this still just made them laugh. "I
don't understand!"

"All in good time, Aurora," Ted laughed, tapping his wine glass against hers with a wink.
"Go on, drink up."

One small glass turned to one large glass for Aurora, who decided that she did rather like this
wine, and it turned to many glasses for the others. "Just glad I'm not on duty," Dora said,
hiccuping. Her cheeks had taken on a flush and her hair now seemed to sparkle. Her eyes
were the same colour of green, too. "Poor blighters, the Irish fans'll be partying on into the
night, and there's certainly plenty of them."

"I remember the last time England got to the finals," Ted said, staring mournfully at his glass.
"It was the cup of seventy-two, played in Brazil. We really thought we'd make it too, into the
proper final, we made the semis, remember Andi, what a night we had then?"

Andromeda went pink. "It was rather... Dramatic."

"Oh, It was brilliant. Everybody singing, having a laugh! Then, of course, we just had to go
down to France, of all countries!" Aurora giggled. "Still, at least we made it! We'll be back
one of these days, girls, mark my words! Nineteen-ninety eight, we could really do it!" He
took a long drink of his wine. Andromeda tutted fondly. "Yes, nineteen-ninety eight. That'll
be our year, just you wait and see!"

Dora laughed and leaned over to say to Aurora, "Dad says that every year. It never is."

"Never say never, Dora," Ted told her sagely. "We can't give up hope."

Aurora caught Andromeda's eye and snickered. "Just as long as we don't have someone like
Krum who blows it completely in the final," she said, shaking her head. "I mean, honestly —
Dora, don't laugh at me, it's an awful thing to do to your team and supporters who have
worked so hard and come so far to cheer for their country and—"



She was cut off by a flash of light from outside the tent, illuminating the canvas, and then, a
scream that pierced the air. Aurora turned around sharply, the sound jolting her. "What was
that?" she asked.

"Probably just people celebrating, getting a bit out of hand." She glanced to Dora, who
frowned. "I'll just go and see what's going on, the Irish really shouldn't be celebrating so
loudly in front of the Muggles, but who can blame them..."

But when Dora left the tent and Aurora glanced back to Ted and Andromeda, she saw they
both had gone pale. "What?" she asked again, stomach dropping.

"Nothing. I'm sure it is just people celebrating, Aurora. Speaking of, we've been up far too
long, you'll be exhausted tomorrow. We all ought to get to bed, knowing Dora she'll splinch
herself if she doesn't get enough sleep—"

Dora launched herself through the flaps at the front of the tent, face pale, hair dark. "Dad,"
she said quickly. "It's — I have to go. It's not the Irish. There's... People. In masks."

"No." Andromeda's voice was brittle. "Dora, let me see—"

"Mum, you don't want to — they're... levitating the Muggles, I have to go."

She spurred herself into action and grabbed a jacket and boots just as Aurora heard screams
starting up again, saw more lights. "You're not going anywhere!" Andromeda said shrilly,
withdrawing her head from outside of the tent flaps. "I know exactly what that is — you're
not going out there, you can't face them—"

"It's my job, Mum!"

"You're just barely qualified!"

"People need me." She yanked her boots on and Aurora just stared between the two of them.
She got slowly to her feet; there was a horrible feeling in her stomach. "They're out there —"
There was another scream. Ted's hand was on Aurora's shoulder, moving her over to where
they'd left their shoes.

"I don't understand," she said quickly, turning to Dora. "What's going on? What do you mean,
it isn't the Irish? Where are you going?"

"Death Eaters," Dora said shortly, and the phrase struck Aurora to her very core.

"What do you mean, Death Eaters?" Her voice was shrill. "What are they — they can't be
here!"

"They can and they are." Dora stuck her head out and Aurora caught a glimpse of firelight,
streaming up towards the sky. "We'll need all the Aurors we can get, Kingsley'll be there
already but I have to do my bit—"

"You will do no such thing!" Andromeda retaliated, pulling her back inside. "You have no
idea what they're capable of, Dora, no idea!"



"I'm an Auror, Mum! This is what I'm trained to do, you can't stop me! I have to fight!"

"Dora, you don't remember the war, those people—"

"Are Dark wizards," she said sharply. "Currently playing with a family of Muggles like
they're nothing and if you think—" A booming sound rattled the tent and Aurora jumped,
grabbing onto Ted's arm. "Look, get Dad and Aurora out of here. I'll be fine."

"You're twenty-one!" Andromeda cried, indignant. "You can't run out there! I'm not going to
let my daughter run into danger, right towards a group of Death Eaters—"

"I'm not asking for permission!" Dora shouted, tearing the tent flaps open. The scene was
exposed to Aurora in its entirety suddenly and her eyes burned from the excess of lights,
from the fires on the tents before them: she saw shadows moving, heard people screaming,
running past them, fleeing to safety.

"Nymphadora—" But Dora was already running. "Nymphadora!" Andromeda cried out
again, but the sound was lost to the screaming of the panicked crowd.

Someone bumped into them, breaking from their own group. "It's them," said the panicked
wizard, panting, white hair sticking up all over the place, "the Death Eaters! They're back!
They're back!"

He lurched back into the crowd and panic seized Aurora. "We have to get out," she said. "Ted
— you — they might—"

"Aurora," Ted said, voice shaking as they pulled on boots and cloaks. Someone else
screamed. A tent nearby went up in flames and a baby wailed. "You need to get to the
woods."

"What?"

"It's like Dora said, they need all hands on deck. People are scared, panicked, the Ministry
need all their workers to help calm things."

"You can't—"

"You have your wand?" Andromeda asked, clasping her shoulders. Aurora nodded sharply.

"You can't — you can't make me—"

"Get to safety. Hide in the forest."

"I'm not hiding if you and Dora are—"

"Use your wand if you must. Do whatever you must if someone attacks you. You need to go,
now, this is no place for you."

"It's no place for you!" She could feel the panic taking root. "What if you get hurt?"



"Then we will get hurt helping people," Ted said.

"You have to go. We'll be fine, I promise, but there are people here who won't and we need to
be there for them."

She wanted to scream. But people were still panicking, still running, there was a never ending
stream of them. "It's not far. Get in the treeline, there will be people there. Find someone you
know, stick with them — that Oliphant boy, or Bill and Charlie's brothers, their tents aren't
far from us."

"But I don't..."

"Be brave. Follow the crowd." Andromeda hugged her tightly.

"But Ted—"

"Go!" Andromeda urged, as the tent next to them burst into flame and Ted ran off to help
extinguish it.

"They'll hurt him! He'll be a target!"

"He knows," Andromeda said solemnly, grasping Aurora tightly and pressing a small coin
into her hand. She started to usher her quickly in the direction of the woods, caught up in the
jostling crowd. "This is to let us know when you're safe. Press it once in ten minutes and my
copy will light up amber. If you're safe by then, press it again twice, quickly, and it'll go
green. If you can, if you get out of all the Ministry wards, call for a house elf to take you
home to Sirius, and tell them to get a message to us, alright?"

Ted had disappeared now, just another shadow against the flame. Aurora nodded, swallowing
her fear. "Good girl," Andromeda said, running with her. "We're lucky we're getting away
from the action, but hurry on. Keep to the forest. Be safe, don't be afraid to use your wand if
you need it. You know the shield charm?" She nodded again, already running over it in her
mind, wishing she had more duelling practice, and terrified in case she had to implement
what little she did know. "Don't stop until you're safe, alright? Don't stop for anyone. Now,
go!"

Her heart pounded so loudly she could hardly hear herself think, as she retreated into the
crowd, running. Andromeda split in the other direction, soon lost to the haze of smoke, and
Aurora forced herself to look away, to head for the forest as she was told to do. What were
Andromeda and Ted thinking? If those were Death Eaters then they shouldn't be running
towards them, especially not Ted. She understood Dora's position but she was trained for this
sort of thing, they shouldn't have gone off — they shouldn't have left her.

Frustration welled in her even if she knew it wasn't fair. She could take care of herself and
she knew she was hardly a prime target, but the crowd was so panicked she was terrified of
being trampled. On every side, people jostled each other and her, and it was all she could do
to keep her grip on her wand, to hold it tightly to her chest and try to run over the limited
Duelling spells she knew. Heat rushed over her head and she ducked down, as a ball of fire
went crashing into another tent, as people shoved suddenly past her, as she stumbled.



Through the fire she could see a figure standing in dark robes. The crowd faded for a second,
and in place of the screaming she heard her mother's voice, her begging. Her heart felt like it
was going to tear out of her chest, and she couldn't look away even as her eyes smarted and
burned — until someone shoved roughly into her and she went flying, shoving into another
group of people, stumbling to her feet and then running as fast as she could carry herself,
towards the hazy darkness that marked the edge of the forest.

The Tonkses' faces kept appearing in her head. She wanted to turn right back around and drag
them back to safety, with her, but she couldn't — not only because they would refuse and she
had no idea where they were, but because if she tried to go against the crowd she knew she
would be crushed. But her isolation grew so startlingly obvious as she ran, spying groups of
people clutching each other, being knocked about and jostled but sticking together. There
were other loners too, that she saw, people terrified, mostly older teenagers.

Earlier she had said she was fifteen, practically a grown up.

She didn't feel so grown up now.

The sounds of shouting from the campsite were growing lower but the crowd was still loud,
everyone terrible. As they reached the last of the tents, they fanned out, running in all
directions. Aurora turned to the right, where fewer people were running, up towards the
quieter end of the campsite. That person in the mask — the Death Eater — was that someone
her parents had once fought? Had they seen her mother die? Were they here to restore their
master, to finish what they started, and were they going to take even more of her family?

She stopped in her tracks, breath short. Her head was faint and her eyes burned. People were
still running into the treeline, and when she turned she could see the campsite, awash with
light. Somewhere in the centre, three bodies were illuminated by clashing lights of spellfire.
Somewhere there was Dora and Andromeda and Ted. She shouldn't have left them, she
thought, awash with shame. They were family, if anything happened she could never forgive
herself. They had told her to run; she should have forced them to run with her.

The whole scene unfolded before her and turned her stomach. Somewhere in the centre there
were Aurors but there were Death Eaters, too. They had been biding their time. For thirteen
years. Why now — why tonight?

"Black?"

At the sound of her name, she jumped, pulling her wand out immediately, ready to hex
someone until she came to her senses and recognised the trio standing before her. "Potter,"
she said, trying to steady her breathing. "Granger. Weasley."

"What are you doing here?" Weasley demanded.

"Same as everyone else." She took a step backwards as the sky lit up again. "Trying to get
away."

"You're on your own?" Potter asked, an odd expression on his face.



"I'm fine," she said quickly, even though she wasn't. "Dora and Andromeda and Ted —
they're sticking around to help." To get themselves killed. "I — we need to head into the
forest. That's what Ted said. They told me to find someone I know, I suppose you'll have to
do."

"Oh, charming," Weasley muttered, but Potter shushed him. They fell into step, hurrying
towards the forest. Aurora's mind kept going backwards but she forced herself to keep step
with the others. She would be useless in a fight and she knew that, knew she had to keep
herself safe first and foremost, but she couldn't stand not knowing what was happening.

"Are you alright?" Potter asked her. "You look... Worried."

She let out a strangled laugh. "Oh I wonder why, Potter! Nothing to do with the Death Eaters
on the loose!"

Potter frowned at her. "Death Eaters?"

"Yes." She stared at him, at his confusion. "Don't be dim, Potter, who else do you think it
could be?" Her voice was breaking over the words, too thin and shaky and breathless. "My
cousin Dora's an Auror, she's fighting, Ted works for the Ministry—" Nausea gnawed at her
and she hurried on forward, hoping Potter couldn't see the look on her face.

"But who — who are they? Death Eaters?"

"Don't be — what do you mean, who are they? You know who they are!" He blinked.
"They're... His supporters. The Dark Lord."

"Oh." Potter's face cleared and then paled. "Oh." He turned around, and reached out his arm
quickly to Granger. "Hermione, shouldn't we pick up the pace?"

"I'm trying as fast as I can, Harry, I'm wearing slippers—" She broke off with a short gasp
and Aurora turned around again, wand out.

Pale face, pale hair, glinting silver eyes. "Draco."

He stared between them. "Hanging out with the riff-raff, Aurora? Tut-tut." His smile seemed
forced. There was something uncertain in it, teetering.

"Draco," she said lowly, running towards him. "What are you doing, loitering, we have to get
as far away from the action as we can."

"We'll be fine," he drawled, rolling his eyes. "They're going after Muggles, Aurora, not
purebloods. And no one's going to hurt me, are they?"

Her cheeks heated. "And I'm not — Ted's a muggleborn, Draco. They're in there now!"

That stopped him for a second. His eyes flicked over Aurora's shoulder, where she could
practically feel Granger trembling and then he said, "Granger had better get into that forest,
then, hadn't she?"



Out the corner of her eye, Aurora saw Potter look to her, as though for guidance. She gave a
small nod, breathless, and watched as the three of them scarpered into the forest. Then she
strode forward and grasped Draco tightly. "You idiot," she muttered, "you still can't just hang
around out here, you don't know what they might do!"

"Oh, come on, Aurora. I'm as pure as they come."

The words turned her stomach and she had to release him. She glared. "Draco, that isn't
funny. People are being hurt."

"They're only Muggles, someone'll obliviate them. It's just a bit of..." He seemed to struggle
for the words, voice fading when he caught her fiery gaze.

"It's cruel. And dangerous and it doesn't matter that they're Muggles! They shouldn't be doing
that! They're Death Eaters, Draco!" She saw that strike him, saw the paling of his cheeks.
"You can't be alright with this!"

Draco shifted uncomfortably under her gaze and her stomach squirmed. His silence said it all
and she hardly dared to breathe from the anger that washed over her. "I don't understand
you," she snapped. "Andromeda and Dora and Ted are going to get hurt, but they're out trying
to help people!"

"I know, I'm not saying—"

"It's what you're not saying!" she shouted. Blood rushed in her ears but she was all too aware
of the people near them, of the watchful eyes. They wouldn't have this conversation here,
now. "Come on," she muttered, and grabbed him by the wrist.

"Ow, Aurora! What are you doing?"

"We need to go deeper in the forest. We could still be caught up in a crush by that crowd, and
I don't care what you think about you being a Malfoy, I am not taking the risk of you getting
hurt unintentionally by someone who can't keep their hexes straight just because you want to
hang about and make a joke out of that violence, alright?"

Not waiting for his answer, she pulled him along with her as they went further into the trees.
She held out her wand and whispered, "Lumos," so that bright light shone from its tip and she
could see her cousin's face properly.

"You — you know I don't want you to get to hurt, don't you? Or any of those Tonkses." He
swallowed with a wince, like the words pained his throat. "Or Ted."

"You don't care about the Muggles, though. Or the other Muggleborns. Or the fact that those
are literal Death Eaters!"

"It's... Different," Draco whispered. He was holding tightly onto her arm now, as the sounds
from the campsite started to die down.

"In what way, different?" Aurora asked as politely as she could manage, eyes scouring the
ground around them for signs of anyone hurt, or anyone lying in wait. It was eerie in here.



She was glad she had Draco at her side.

"It just is," Draco insisted, struggling.

Aurora made a humming noise and didn't reply. This was not the time to get into a
confrontation. She needed to stick with her cousin and stick close. Whatever he believed,
Aurora knew he would never let her get hurt. "I don't know if we're better nearer other people
or further away," she murmured. "I assume you've been told to stay out of the way, rather
than go home?" Swallowing tightly, Draco nodded. "My only way home is an elf and I don't
even know if I can with all these wards, it's so protected to stop people going in and out."
And she didn't want to leave anyway. Not while there was still danger to hurt the people she
cared about. She swallowed tightly, stomach a bundle of nerves. "We should find somewhere
to settle. If we go too deep we'll get lost. I — I don't even know how I'm meant to find them.
Our tent just has a big T on it but it might well have fallen down."

"Right." Draco squeezed her arm. "Somewhere around here? You can still see the general
direction of the campsite, but it's still quiet."

Aurora followed the direction of his gaze and nodded. She kept her wand out, but sank
against a tree and sat, staring at the hazy amber glow that only just permeated the thick line of
trees. Draco sat by her and they were both silent for a long time. The amber glow grew and
grew and Aurora held her knees to her chest. It seemed to burn for hours.

"Did you see what Krum pulled at the end?" Draco asked at last, in a feeble attempt to make
conversation.

"I think everyone saw it, Draco," Aurora said tiredly, feeling cold.

"Yeah, but what did you think?"

"I think he's an idiot," she said honestly, and watched him gape. "He lost the match!"

"Yes, but he did it so well! He's amazing, you must have noticed that!"

"I don't care how amazing he is if he's going to give up on a match! Can you imagine what
Flint would have done if that had been one of us?"

Draco's cheeks went pink. "He would have shouted all day, wouldn't he?"

"He'd never have shut up about it. Just because he's a professional doesn't mean Krum can get
away with it — if anyone, It makes it worse! It's cowardice or glory hunting, I haven't
decided yet, but it's completely ridiculous!"

Draco laughed. "He's still the best Seeker in the world."

"It doesn't matter," Aurora told him shortly, "What's the point in being a great Seeker if you're
not a great team player? If you don't trust your team! He didn't even lose graciously and I
don't think the Chasers got any say — it was downright embarrassing to be honest, the lack of
faith—"



Bright green light broke through the glow of amber from the horizon. Aurora jumped, staring
up through the canopy of trees. The light was moving across the sky, and she stood up to get
a better look. "What is that?" she asked, making out the rounded edge of something, and then
a shifting serpent, twisting between the stars. It struck unexplainable fear into her, as though
the light itself was causing that feeling to rain down.

"It's the mark," Draco said suddenly from behind. When Aurora turned, she saw him staring
at his left arm, having gone quite pale.

"What do you mean?" she asked, certain that she would not like the answer.

"The Dark Mark." Draco met Aurora's eyes and it came back to her. She had never really
seen the mark before, but she knew what it was supposed to represent.

"They've killed someone," she said, and took Draco's hand instinctively. "Merlin, Draco..."

His mouth had fallen open in shock. "No," he said shakily. "No they wouldn't — they can't
have — no one's been killed! I'm sure they weren't trying to kill anyone!"

"Then explain that," Aurora said, feeling empty. It had definitely come from the campsite,
she thought. It writhed above smoking tents, winding its way between the stars. She leaned
on a tree for balance, head ringing. "I have to go back. I have to find Dora and Ted and—"

"But if they've killed someone," Draco said, putting his arm around her as though to hold her
back, "they might hurt you, too." He was shaking too. "We have to stay back!"

"I have to find the Tonkses!"

The screams around them were getting louder and louder. Aurora could hear people running
again, rustling the trees, away from the campsite.

"It's them!" someone screamed. "It's him! It's the Mark! They've killed the Muggle!"

Aurora shrank back against a tree, heart hammering. Potter's dream from the other night came
back to her suddenly — but it couldn't be, no, it simply couldn't.

But they were there. Death Eaters were there. They had killed before, after all.

All of a sudden, Aurora got the horrible feeling of her throat clogging up, and a ringing in her
ears she normally associated with the Dementors.

The spell was snapped suddenly out of the sky and another scream went up, but all Aurora
could do was to stand, rooted to the spot, watching as the amber firelight turned to hazy
purple smoke.

"They wouldn't kill someone," Draco kept saying. "They — that's not what this is." She
found she didn't care what Draco thought this was meant to be. It could be Dora, or
Andromeda, or Ted, or any other innocent person. Aurora fought to keep down the sick
feeling that rose, burning, in the back of her throat. "They wouldn't."



"Wouldn't they?"

Draco didn't answer.

The fire didn't die down for a long time, by which point Ministry members were scouring the
woods, searching for people. When a group of three of them, clad in maroon robes, came
across Aurora and Draco, still clinging tightly to a tree, they appeared deeply cautious.

The tallest said, "I'm Auror Dawlish. This is Mr Boot and Ms Clarence." An Auror. Aurora's
head was buzzing, and a question about Dora on the tip of her tongue.

"Names and ages?" the tallest asked.

"Aurora Black, fourteen."

Draco's eyes skittered to hers. "D-Draco Malfoy. I'm fourteen, too."

"Both British then?" They nodded, as if he didn't recognise both their names. His eyes landed
on Draco for too long. "A Muggle man has been killed. The campsite owner. His wife and
children are gravely injured." Aurora's heart blocked her throat. It was real. This felt real. She
had no idea how to reply. "What are you doing in the forest on your own?"

Draco answered first, and Aurora knew she must look frightful, but all that was running
through her head was her father's words about what happened to the McKinnons, the fire that
had killed them all and their street of Muggle neighbours. Burning, just like this.

"My parents and I were trying to get away," Draco lied, "but we — we got separated and they
said that if that happened to find someone I knew and to stay with them until someone safe
found us."

She knew that wasn't true. The Ministry members looked dubious too. She cut in, not in the
mood to directly defend Lucius Malfoy, nor to throw Draco to the dogs, "My cousin, Dora
Tonks, she's an Auror and she went to help when it all started, is she alright? Her mum and
dad went too, that's why I'm on my own, they told me to get somewhere safe and find
someone to stay with until they found me."

"Auror Tonks took a nasty cut to her arm, but nothing worse," Dawlish said, voice still firm
but slightly kinder. "As far as I know, the other Tonkses are unharmed." She breathed a sigh
of relief.

"Okay."

"Now, we'll take you two back down to the campsite." His eyes fell harshly on Draco, but
Aurora had no idea what to do to help him, if anything. He looked paler and more sickly than
she had ever seen him. Auror Dawlish conjured a Patronus which sped through the trees.
"Letting Tonks know you're alright," he told Aurora.

He said nothing to Draco, who only looked worse as they made their way back through the
forest.



The sun was starting to come up when Aurora caught sight of Ted and Andromeda through
the treeline and made a run towards them. Andromeda hugged her tighter than she ever had,
brushing down her hair.

"Thank Merlin you're alright," she whispered. "You are alright? Nymphadora's still doing her
duties, but she got a message to us."

Aurora nodded. For once, she really didn't want to let go of this hug, but she twisted around
anyway, seeing Draco, still pale and shaking. Andromeda saw him too, of course, and she and
Draco shared a long moment of mutual uncertainty before Ted cleared his throat.

"Do you know where your parents are then?" Dawlish asked Draco, who shook his head.
Aurora hadn't been able to see it in the forest, but his eyes were slightly puffy, pink.

The adults all exchanged nervous looks. Aurora clung tighter to Andromeda than she would
have liked to admit. Mr. Boot and Ms. Cadence whispered something, and Cadence waved
her wand to send out another Patronus.

"We've set up a little base for stragglers," Boot explained nervously. "We'll take you along
there."

Aurora caught Draco's pleading look, but she had no idea what to do. "You'll be alright," she
said quietly. "It's safe now."

But that wasn't his concern and they both knew it.

"Come on." Dawlish clapped a hand onto Draco's shoulder. "I'll let Tonks know you're all
back together and safe if when see her."

Aurora nodded hastily, offered her cousin a last, shaky look of encouragement, and then
clasped Andromeda's hand tightly.

"Someone was killed?" she asked hollowly as the Ministry members moved away with her
cousin.

"The camp manager," Ted said. "That's who... They were levitating them. Toying with them."
His jaw was tight, and he looked steadfastly ahead. His fists trembled. "We were trying to
break it up, but it was chaos. I don't know if they intended to kill him, but — well, I couldn't
say I think any of them would regret it. They sent their mark up all the same, but there were a
few that scattered. Everyone was preoccupied with the Muggles, seeing if he was..."

He trailed off and Andromeda reached to clasp his hand tightly. "They're still trying to catch
people," she told Aurora, turning her around and starting to guide her towards their tent.
"Whether they will... That poor family."

Aurora's stomach was a tight coil of fear. How would the Ministry explain the Muggle man's
death to his family? How would they ever be able to move forward if they didn't even know
what truly happened to him — because the Statute dictated that they would have to be



Obliviated, even in such a situation as this. She didn't know if that would be a blessing or a
curse.

They all sat up in the tent for what felt like hours as dawn broke over the horizon. Dora
finally stumbled in at half past six, hair slightly faded, with dark bags beneath her eyes.

"There's an emergency Portkey waiting for you," she told them, sinking onto the edge of the
couch. Andromeda leapt up to wrap her in a hug. "Fuck — sorry, Mum. We couldn't get any
of them. Slippery bastards."

"What happened to his family?" Aurora asked in a small voice.

"Obliviated." Dora's voice was hoarse. "It's what we have to do but... It feels so wrong."
Silence fell between them all. "They've given them memories of a freak accident. That he fell
down the stairs, cut his arm..." She sounded empty. "I've been told to get some sleep and
report at ten. They're evacuating the campsite. It's a crime scene now. Don't know how we're
going to manage it, but... You lot have to get back home, alright? I'll let you know when I can
get home."

Andromeda looked like she wanted to argue, but knew that she couldn't. They packed up in
stifled, nervous silence. Was this what the world had been like last time, Aurora wondered.
She thought of Draco and her skin crawled. She was near certain his father would have been
involved — had he been one to kill Mr. Roberts? Perhaps she shouldn't think like that, but
she couldn't help it. Draco had laughed at first, though he wasn't laughing now. It had been
like a joke, or a game. She thought back to second year, the atmosphere of the common room,
insults about Muggles and Muggleborn traded so easily, and it made her feel sick.

Even the motion sickness of taking the Portkey didn't compare to the pale, cold ill that
Aurora felt taking over her body. She went straight to her room, mind reeling.

Her father appeared at eight o'clock in the morning, right as the Daily Prophet arrived.
Andromeda called Aurora down, but she was in something of a haze as she did so. He ran to
her immediately and held her tightly in his arms.

"You're safe?"

"I am, I'm fine, I'm just—" Terrified. "Rattled."

Her father didn't let go. "I was so scared when I got Andromeda's message."

"I know," she mumbled, glancing over his shoulder to see Andromeda and Ted whispering.
Her eyes burned. "I know but I — I'm fine."

When at last he let her go, Aurora turned to Andromeda and Ted. "Sorry for running off into
my room. Is there any word from Dora yet?"

Andromeda shook her head. "She's likely still asleep, or else swept off her feet dealing with
this."



"Right." It was still unsteadying. She wanted her cousin to be with her right now, but that was
selfish, and it was Dora's job to deal with this. To reassure people and help them. Aurora sank
down onto the edge of the couch and Andromeda came over to put an arm around her. She
and Ted were both still awfully pale. They had lived this before, after all.

"The Ministry thinks it's a one-off occasion," Ted told her, though he didn't sound like he
believed a word of it. "Not a permanent resurgence."

But, Aurora thought bitterly, what the hell did the Ministry know about anything?



The Announcement

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

For the final two weeks of the holidays, Andromeda and Ted barely let Aurora out of their
sight unless she was with her father, and even then, it was clear that Andromeda was wary.
She barely got to see Dora, who was constantly in work helping in the aftermath of the attack
at the cup. It was like the whole of the Wizarding World had stopped for a moment, shocked
to its core by what had happened. She spent her days stuck at either Tonks cottage or at
Arbrus Hill, trying to get to know her father.

It was far easier without Potter around. She could allow herself to relax, to be comfortable,
less aware of all the differences between herself and Potter, between herself and her father,
too. She was less frightened of her feelings and emotions and gradually, she allowed herself
to believe that her father truly did love her. He shielded her from the world the same way
Andromeda tried to, but he also kept her updated on the goings on. She was very much his
child, but he didn't treat her like some immature, fragile thing that couldn't stand the truth of
their world.

"The Ministry's named the Muggle man who was murdered," he told her over breakfast a
week or so after the Cup Final, and Aurora tensed. "Colin Roberts, the campsite manager, just
like Andromeda suspected."

"I can't believe they killed him," Aurora said hollowly, to raised eyebrows. "I mean, I can. I
know who those people were, but it still... Doesn't feel real, I suppose. That I was there and
someone was murdered, while I just ran into the forest and hid."

"You couldn't be expected to do anything," her father said gently, "the Ministry and all their
Aurors couldn't disband the group in time, couldn't save him."

"I was still there," Aurora said, "it's not that I blame myself or anything, it just feels so
wrong. What if it had kept going after that? What if I hadn't escaped, what if I'd been caught
up and killed, and it - any of us could have died so easily." At the haunted look on her father's
face, she quickly stopped talking, feeling suddenly cold.

"But you didn't." His voice was soft and quiet. "I know how strange and awful this all feels,
Aurora. Believe me, I do."

She bit her lip, nervous for the answer to her next question. "Is this what it was like? Before?
When the Dark Lord — during the war, I mean?"

He nodded gravely. "Yes. More regularly. They'd carry out searches on Muggleborns in
Diagon Alley or other Wizarding locations. They'd hunt Muggles as an example, for sport.
Every day, there was something new in the papers. It..." He sighed, squeezing his eyes
together and shuddering. "I'm sorry, Aurora. I can't... Discuss this, right now."



"That's okay," she said quickly. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be." He reached across the breakfast table and squeezed her hands. "It's natural you
have questions, especially after this. But the war — it isn't easy to talk about, is all."

Aurora forced herself to ask the next dreaded question, "Do you think this means anything? I
mean, Potter told you about that dream he had the other week, and he seems convinced that
Professor Trelawney made some sort of prophecy, which didn't come true because Pettigrew's
in prison, but, he still seems to be worried about it. And with all the press activity, the
Azkaban appeals..."

"It certainly feels like something's happening," her father admitted, "what that something is, I
don't know."

The answer was not good enough. She thought back to Draco and his cold expression when
he had spoken of what was happening, his refusal to believe the truth of what had happened.
She forced herself to ask, "Have the Ministry put anything out about suspects?"

Her father laughed coldly. "Their prime suspects all have Fudge in their pocket, I imagine.
No, they've just appealed for information and said there's no further risk to the public." He
snorted. "Fudge says that, anyway."

"I hate him," Aurora muttered. "I hate them all, actually. I mean, all last year, they were
harassing me because they locked you up for no good reason and just assumed that I —
despite not having seen you since I was a baby — was somehow harbouring a criminal in my
boarding school."

"I mean, they weren't entirely wrong."

"They're idiots. And Fudge wants to avoid the whole issue, that's what Dora says, he wants to
let it blow over because people never care enough if it's just a Muggle." She glared at her
breakfast.

Her father considered her oddly, with a frown. "Your mum said the same thing once, you
know." She couldn't help the ways the words — the comparison — made her tense. "And
you're right. They don't."

"Everyone's just going to forget about this, aren't they? I suppose we all have to, but. What if
something really is happening? Something that's even worse than one attack, what if they're
trying to make a come back? And all these years and they've only grown their political
influence, all of them, like Lucius Malfoy-"

She stopped herself, at the startled look on her father's face. She had said too much, revealed
too much, she shouldn't have let slip Lucius's name.

"You think he was involved?"

"I — I don't know. Draco got separated from them all. But, that's just an example. He may
have reformed, I know he was accused back then..."



"You think he was," her father said shrewdly, "does Draco?"

She pursed her lips together. "I don't know," she lied, but her father seemed to see through it.

"I see."

"Draco's only fourteen, Dad. He doesn't know what to believe, about anything."

From the harsh look on his face, her father did not agree one bit. "I knew boys like Draco in
my day, too, Aurora. If you think Lucius Malfoy was in that group — if you think that Draco
knows, if he admitted it — then you need to say something."

"We've already established that that would do nothing," she snarled, "and besides, Draco
exaggerates. All the time. He'd say anything for a bit of excitement, a bit of attention. I've no
way of knowing for certain."

"You know who Lucius Malfoy is."

"Precisely. And I know that no accusation ever sticks because he's basically bankrolling the
Minister of Magic. But I just... Dad, I don't know what's expected of me when I go back to
Hogwarts. Not with all of this. I'll be expected to have a certain view that I cannot support,
and I'll be questioned, I know I will, about you and about my mother."

"Then you tell them the truth," her father said plainly, as if it was so easy. "There's nothing to
be ashamed of."

"I'm not saying there is," she snapped in return, cheeks flaring. "But it would be dangerous in
my position to admit to anything, especially if there's a risk of the Death Eaters returning. I
— those people who killed her, who tried to kill us, would try again."

Darkness fell over her father's face suddenly, like a portcullis over castle gates. Her stomach
turned.

And then he squeezed her hands tightly. "I won't let them hurt you."

"That's not something you can control, Dad."

"I wasn't enough last time, and I — I'm so sorry. But I swore to Marlene that I would protect
you no matter what. I haven't been able to do that, and that — well, a lot of that's my own
fault, too. I know that. This is all terrifying to me, too. But — listen, I know you can make
your own decisions. Just be careful with your friends. If you're really worried—”

"If you mean Draco—”

"I don't mean anyone in particular," he said softly, in the way that seemed to tell her that he
absolutely did.

But Aurora knew he was trying not to. Trying to trust her, too, perhaps. "Are you going to see
any of your friends before school starts?" he asked, trying to change the topic. "I know you
said Gwen's parents weren't letting her come and visit you anymore."



"She and Robin Oliphant's mother have spooked them," Aurora grumbled. Gwen's parents
had been told everything that had happened at the cup, including why their daughter had
returned so rattled by what had ought to be an exciting sports match. As such, Gwen had
been safely hidden away in the Muggle world all week, and would be until the first of
September. "I might ask Pansy over again, or Theo might drop in, I'm not sure."

He smiled tensely. "Good. That's good." Silence lingered. "Aurora, if you're worried, you
don't have to worry alone. I know you're trying not to let on that the World Cup scared you,
but it's alright to be frightened."

"It's not that I'm frightened," she lied. "It's just... I don't know where I'm supposed to stand. I
mean, most of those people would ally with House Black — but they wouldn't ally with me,
would they? Some of them would sooner kill me, yet I have to stay on their good side."

"Why?" Her father cocked his head, frowning. "Why do you feel you have to stay on their
good side? What makes you think that's even a good idea? Not to stand up for yourself?"

"Because," she said, swallowing nervously, "if I want to change things, I — I can do it better
from being on the inside. Rather than dead. And I was always taught that it's better to have
allies than enemies, even if those allies have to fear you. But they won't fear me, and I — I
don't want to fear them." But on a night like that, so many of them out, and she only a
fourteen year old witch... She was not yet nearly powerful enough to protect herself.

"It's better to stand up for what you believe in," her father said, with such conviction that it
astounded her. He was so sure of his own beliefs, when she barely knew what to make of or
to do with her own. "You can't bow to people like that."

"I don't," Aurora told him sternly, "I'm Lady Black, I don't bow to anyone. But sometimes,
you have to give the illusion of bowing. And sometimes, you - you don't really know what
you're bowing to. Or what you are, if someone were to bow to you instead." Her father
frowned. "I don't believe in all this blood supremacy that people like - that some people
believe in. But that doesn't mean it'll go away. It hurts me too. And I — I have to lead this
house, this family, and to do that I need the support of certain people."

The frown on her father's face only deepened. Many times, he opened his mouth, eyes with
an angry light as though he were going to retort, but then he stopped himself, biting down.
Eventually, he said, "If you consider who your family are," he said, "who they are in the
present, rather than the opinions of — of those you have lost, regardless of how important I
know that they are to you... What do you believe the views of your family to be, Aurora? You
can't please or disappoint the dead." The words hit her like a block of ice and he said
hurriedly, "That isn't to dismiss you, Aurora. I know how much you love Grandfather
Arcturus, and Aunt Lucretia, and even my mother. I know that you hold what they taught you
dear, all parts of it, because you were a child and I can't expect you not to want to hold onto
the memories you have of them. But that doesn't mean you should sacrifice yourself or your
beliefs for what you remember them to be. I know you want to live up to their memory and
their hopes for you, Grandfather most of all." His eyes were pleading as he squeezed as her
hands. "But you will never know if you have. Don't betray yourself for their memory. I can't
speak for my mother or even Lucretia, and I can't truly speak for Grandfather... But I think



you'd believe, that he would want — always wanted, from what you've told me — for you to
be happy. To lead this family yourself.

"Don't compromise your beliefs, Aurora. I know you think you have to think and act a certain
way to have power, but that's no power if it isn't your own."

She stared at him, then narrowed her eyes. "Have you swallowed one of those self-help books
Andromeda gave you?”

He gave her a flat look, trying to disguise his faint amusement. "This is a serious
conversation."

"I know." She fidgeted, withdrawing her hands from his grasp and re-crossing her ankles. "I
know. I don't know what I can believe yet. it's like — I know muggleborns and muggles
aren't inferior. I've seen their inventions, even as odd as they are. I know they're not brutes,
because Ted is one of the kindest people I know and Gwen wouldn't hurt a fly. And because
I’m not a Muggleborn but I’ve always known my mother was even if I didn’t know who she
was, and if there’s one thing Arcturus taught me, it’s that I’m not inferior to anyone. I just
don't know how I can express that. And I know you probably think that makes me a coward."
That last sentence came out in a rush and she looked away, afraid to meet her father's eyes
and see his confirmation there.

But he didn't confirm it. "I don't think you're a coward, Aurora. I think you're fourteen, and
far braver than I was at your age. You forget, I've been where you are. In some aspects it was
easier for me to leave that all behind. So, I wish you knew what you could do, I wish you
didn't think you need the power of awful people to justify your own.

"But I understand that it's terrifying to think of another option, and it's terrifying to think what
you leave behind and discount. You're fourteen, and no one can place the burden of society
onto you. No matter who it is.

"I trust you. I know you know what's right." He reached across again, eyes imploring. "I
understand. It's okay."

The well of gratitude rose inside of her no matter how much she tried to suppress it. And a
tentative smile burst onto her features, as she nodded, daring to look in his eyes and see not
judgment or expectation there, but love. Understanding.

"Thank you," she whispered, at last.

-*

On the final evening before Aurora was meant to start school again, she and her father both
had dinner at the Tonkses'. He, too, seemed apprehensive about the year ahead, but Aurora
thought that might have more to do with the fact that he knew he likely wouldn't see her
again until Christmas.

"It's going to be strange rattling around an empty house for so long," he admitted while
Andromeda and Ted were bickering over pudding. "I can't help thinking it's too big for me.



I'll have to take up flying — broom flying, that is, the motorbike's giving off those funny
fumes again — just for something to do. Maybe I'll join an elderly Quidditch team."

"What, at thirty-four?"

"If you're elderly," Dora said, eyebrows raised, "I'd hate for you to tell Mum what she is."

He cracked a grin and shrugged. "Alright, middle-aged Quidditch team. See if I can rope
Remus in this time, he never could be bothered playing even if he went daft at all our games."

Dora grinned at that, and started a question about Lupin, but then the lights suddenly went
out, and the kitchen door swung open to reveal Andromeda and Ted holding a simply
massive cake between them, starting to sing, "Happy birthday."

Aurora stared at them, wondering who on earth's birthday they were celebrating, before
realising they were coming towards her. Andromeda set the cake down in front of her, and
she stared at the flickering candles.

"What on earth is this?"

"Well—" Andromeda and Sirius traded grins "—since your birthday is so soon, but you'll be
away at school, your father thought — and we agree — that it would be nice to have a little
celebration in your honour." Aurora blinked at her. "So we got you a birthday cake!"

She felt, much to her horror, emotion well up inside of her. Gratitude, and affection — that
they had thought to do this for her, and it was sweet, and kind, and caring, and she had never
really had a birthday cake before but it still made her beam with happiness as she blew out
the flickering candles. "This really... You didn't have to."

"Nonsense." Andromeda put an arm around her shoulders. "We should have celebrated many
times before. We'll send a present on up as usual for the day, but there a couple of things we
wanted to give you early anyway."

Curiosity piqued, Aurora frowned at Andromeda, but Ted was insisting that she cut the cake
by herself and hand out slices. "It's tradition," he told her. "I don't know why, but it is."

Aurora cut into the cake carefully and Dora cheered, demanding the second slice — Aurora,
apparently, was meant to eat the first. The cake was passed around, and once everyone was
satisfied, Andromeda packaged the remainder up so Aurora could share it with her friends on
the train the next day, and they all went into the lounge, where two boxes rested side by side
on the coffee table. Andromeda looked exceptionally pleased with herself as she took a seat
on the arm of the sofa.

"The large, flat one's from the three of us," she told Aurora, "the smaller's from Sirius."

Aurora went for that second one first, unwrapping the paper carefully and wondering at how
differently she felt now than she did the last time she had received a gift from her father. The
box was strange, slightly shining cardboard, and when Aurora managed to open it, she lifted
out a large black camera, and stared at it.



"It's a digital camera," Ted explained for her father.

"I thought you could use it to document everything at school. Since I've missed so much...
Well, we can teach you how it works. We thought you could use it this year to take pictures
of what you get up to at school. Since it's not like I can really visit you much and I've missed
out on most of the first three years, and — and most of your life. I'd like to see the photos.
Not of everything, of course just of — of whatever you want. Whatever is important to you."

This was the second time in ten minutes that Aurora had felt such an overwhelming swell of
delight, as she beamed at her father. It wasn't the gift itself but the thought behind it that made
her feel stupidly emotional. "Thank you," she said, accepting his offered embrace. "That's
such a lovely idea." She knew her words were stifled because she didn't know how else to
express them or her feelings, but Aurora got the feeling that her father understood.

"And then you can tell me all about it when you get home, or whenever I see you next! And
—" he glanced to Dora, grinning "—now I know what's happening at Hogwarts this year, too
—"

"What is it?"

"—but we still can't tell you."

Aurora sighed dramatically, as the adults laughed. "That is still completely unfair."

Andromeda laughed and said, "Open our box. Your Hogwarts letter said to bring evening
dress robes, and I know you said were just going to choose between the sets you already
have, but I happen to know that you'll need a winter set, which you don't have."

Intrigued, Aurora set the camera down carefully, and took the lid off of the robes box. Folded
inside was a set of deep purple velvet robes, the fabric heavier than any of her summer dress
robes. The robes rippled with light when she took them carefully out of the box, revealing a
silver silk skirt beneath the outer robes, traces of silver embroidery around the hem and cuffs,
and the same silver thread shot through the bodice. With it was a thick silver silk sash, meant
to go around the waist.

"These are gorgeous," she whispered, turning around. "Andromeda!"

"You like them, then?" she asked, smirking.

"They're beautiful! You didn't have to!"

"I thought they would suit you well. Hold them up so we can see." Aurora did so, positioning
the waist sash just right. The sleeves, when worn, would hang just off her shoulders, and the
neckline dipped into a gentle v-shape that was still high up enough on her chest to remain
modest. "There were some variations with lace around the neck, but I thought they looked
awfully outdated, and you're a young girl."

Aurora smiled, holding the soft fabric against herself. "Thank you, so much. I love them."
She raised her eyebrows at them all. "Are you going to tell me what's happening now?"



Ted laughed. "You'll find out tomorrow night at the school. Promise."

She tutted as she folded the robes carefully away again, and placed them back into their box.
"Okay," she said, "but I don't, then I will be be very upset with you all."

Everyone around her just laughed.

-*

It was Andromeda who waved her off on the Hogwarts Express the next morning. Ted and
Dora both had work, and her father's arrival would draw an awful lot of unnecessary
attention, but Aurora was still more than happy to have Andromeda there.

"Now," she reminded her, lingering by the door of the usual Slytherin carriage. "I want you to
be careful. And behave yourself."

"I'm always careful, Andromeda."

She gave her a flat look. "So the last half of your third year has escaped your memory, then?"

"I was very careful," she countered, "and I did not get caught doing anything improper." She
flashed a smile. "I know what you mean, Andromeda. But I will be safe. I can look after
myself, you know that."

With a wry smile, Andromeda said, "You know everyone will be paying attention to you.
They already are. I know they were last year, too, but this is different. This is about you. Just
watch what you're doing."

She knew what she meant by that — last year had been about distancing herself from her
father, and then, about proving his innocence. This year, any and all attempts at politics
would directly involve her persona, and what people thought they could gain from her. Plenty
of influential people had children at Hogwarts, and if they couldn't access her in their usual
circles, there would be movements around her.

"I know who I am," she said, "and what I want."

Andromeda didn't seem entirely eased by this proclamation, but she did smile, and hugged
Aurora tightly again. "Even so. Write to me if you need to, alright?"

"I will," Aurora promised, leaning back and kissing Andromeda's cheek. "And thank you, for
everything, and being so... accommodating, this Summer."

A smile wavered on Andromeda's lips. "Oh, Aurora, it's the least I could do. You're family,
and we stick together."

Those words made her swell with happiness, confirming something that she herself was
finally coming around to believing in. "Now, go and have a better year than last, alright? I
want every detail — and you never know, you might be seeing Dora sooner than you think."



She winked, and Aurora wanted to ask for elaboration, but knew she wouldn't get anywhere.
With her trunk in her hand and Stella curled up in her left arm, head buried into the crook of
Aurora's elbow, she smiled at Andromeda, wished her goodbye and thank you again, and
made her way onto the train.

Passing through the corridor, Aurora felt a small but sudden surge of nerves. It was
completely ridiculous, and she reminded herself so. She popped her head into the
compartment where Cassius and Graham were sat — neither of them had been made
Quidditch Captain, and she assumed with annoyance that it had been given to either Derrick
or Bole — then said hello to Flora and Hestia Carrow, and arrived at the little compartment
where Theodore was seated with Daphne and Blaise.

"Morning, you three," she greeted, stepping inside, letting Stella down on the seat next to
Theodore, where she hissed and curled up next to him. "Sorry," she told him with a wince,
"she's becoming old and grumpy."

"It's alright," Theodore laughed, stroking her back gently, "she's sweet."

Stella hissed again. "She doesn't like being called sweet any more than I do." Blaise got up to
help Aurora stow her trunk away and she glared at him, but let him do it and save her the
trouble of having to climb onto the seat to reach properly, before she sank down beside
Theodore and brought Stella to sit in her lap.

There wasn't very much to catch each other up on — the Quidditch World Cup, after all,
wasn't a particularly nice topic of conversation. Theodore told them about his youngest two
siblings, Phillip and Anastasia, who were both starting Hogwarts this year.

"I've handed them over to my cousin Gisela — she made prefect this year, it was all she
talked about when we visited last week."

"That sounds very caring of you, Theodore," Blaise drawled.

"They'll appear if they need me," he said, "but Ana all but demanded I leave them alone
earlier. I fuss too much, apparently, even though I was only doing what our mother told me
to. Gisela's more likely to shove them in with whoever she thinks is most important and wipe
her hands of them until the Sorting."

Daphne shook her head. "Well, they've certainly got their pick of friends. Lucille's sister's
starting too — Amélie, I think — there's Millicent's cousin, that Avery girl, and our cousin
Tristan. There’s a MacMillan girl, too — Louise, I think her name is? Leah would know.
They're expecting a much larger cohort this year than they have previously, in general."

Of course, Aurora thought. All those post-war couplings, the security of a new world
allowing people to finally settle down and start a family after a decade of fighting. And over
a decade since the fall of the Dark Lord, his followers may be rising again.

It was a disconcerting thought, one which seemed to fall upon Daphne and Blaise for only a
moment before the latter said flippantly, "I think one of my stepsisters is starting too, but I
don't really care to find out what she looks like."



Theodore stared out the window, where some families were still hurrying around, saying their
goodbyes to their children. To have been eleven now, his siblings must have been conceived
only a few months after the end of the war, in that space of time before his father had been
sent to Azkaban. The thought, sudden as it was, made Aurora suddenly urgent to change the
topic of conversation.

"Anyone want to hear about the new Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher?" she asked, and
Theodore's head snapped around.

Daphne leaned forward, intrigued. "You don't know who it is?"

"My cousin told me. Dumbledore asked Mad-Eye Moody to take the job as a personal favour,
before he retired."

"The Auror?" Blaise let out a low whistle. "That's going to go down well."

"It'll still go down better than a werewolf," Daphne pointed out, which didn't feel entirely
helpful. On the occasions Aurora had seen Lupin over the Summer — though he kept
insisting she call him Remus now — he had been clearly struggling after the loss of his job.
Even if he was a werewolf, he had been their best teacher, and kinder than many wizards.
"And he'll definitely be a better teacher than Lockhart or Quirrel."

Theodore snorted. "Doesn't mean the appointment's going to be popular, though, does it?"

"Dora says Mad-Eye's the best in his field, even now he's closing in on retirement." She
shrugged. "It'll be educational, even if it isn't popular."

"I'm not saying I'm against the choice," Theodore was quick to rectify, though it wasn't
entirely necessary, "but practically speaking, the man'll have a lot of enemies, and—"

"What's this about enemies?" Pansy and Draco had arrived, with Lucille and her pouting
younger sister in tow. "Lady Black been up to no good?"

"You don't have to call me that," Aurora told Pansy tiredly, though her friend was grinning.
"And no, actually — I'm far too nice to have enemies, Pansy, hadn't you noticed?"

Draco snorted as the four newcomers slipped into the already cramped compartment,
resulting in Aurora being squashed tightly between her cousin and a rather agitated looking
Theodore, while Pansy sat half in Draco's lap. Lucille wrinkled her nose at the display, and
had her sister perch on the edge of the bench she took with Daphne and Blaise.

"Aurora was telling us Auror Moody's the new Defense teacher," Daphne explained. The
reaction was predictable: Draco's eyes widened in surprise, Pansy's narrowed in suspicion,
Lucille made a disdainful face and her little sister retreated into the seat.

"Told you," Theodore murmured, low enough that only Aurora could hear him.

"I'll bet Dumbledore loved that," Draco muttered, "I bet he'll use him to spy on us and
everything... My father says Moody's a nosy old bugger."



Aurora had nothing to say that. She was more and more feeling that Lucius Malfoy truly did
have something to hide, and something to atone for. He had evaded Azkaban, as had so many
others, and she felt suddenly uncomfortable in the stifling compartment. It was unfair, she
thought, for her to think this way surrounded by her friends — but of the Malfoys and
Parkinsons and Notts and Traverses, how many had been killed and how many crimes
forgotten?

As the train started moving, she announced, "I'm going to find Gwendolyn, see how she is.
Did anyone see her or Oliphant?"

No one had, but Theodore got up to join her, hoping that Robin would be in the same
compartment. "And it's far too cramped in there," he said, once they'd shut the door. "And are
you alright?"

The question startled her somewhat. "I am," she told him.

"You just looked slightly uncomfortable." He shrugged and held his hands up. "But you're
probably going to tell me that's none of my business what you look like, so let's see if we can
find Robin. Look out for a Fanged Frisbee, he told me he got one that's bright green from the
cup, but it recites limericks everytime it hits something."

"It sounds almost as annoying as him."

Theodore smirked. "Would you tell him that to his face?"

"Oh, I have," she assured him, glancing in the next compartment, where they caught Astoria's
eye and waved, before moving on. "How are your siblings then? Are they excited?"

"Phillip is," Theodore said. "Ana wants to go to Beauxbatons, but my grandfather..." He
trailed off. "Anyway, she'll get to meet half of Beauxbatons this year anyway, apparently."

Aurora frowned at him. "What do you mean?"

Theodore stared. "You don't know? I thought your cousin worked in the Ministry?"

"She does. Is this what they've been going on about all Summer? There are Beauxbatons
students coming to Hogwarts?"

"Not Just Beauxbatons — word is, they're reinstating the Triwizard Tournament. Sorry, I just
assumed you knew about it."

"The Triwizard Tournament?" Aurora stared at him, hardly believing it. The tournament had
been outlawed for centuries, and she had heard that more people died as a result of it than
survived it. "They're reinstating that?"

Theodore shrugged. "Apparently. It all sounds like a big distraction to me. My aunt said
they've put in all these restrictions and rules, to make it safer, but you still wouldn't catch me
going out for it. Oh — is that MacMillan?"



Aurora turned around, seeing Leah MacMillan sitting on one of the benches in a small
compartment, and just across from her were Gwen and Robin. It was Aurora who edged the
door open, Theodore looking suddenly nervous. "Gwen," she greeted, "are you alright?"

Gwen winced as Aurora hurried inside. "Well, I'm here, so that's something. Mum really
didn't want me to come to school, I thought I was going to have to write to Dumbledore about
it."

"My mum had to go over and talk to her," Robin put in, while Leah MacMillan, Aurora
noticed, regarded Theodore with a great degree of wariness. "Explained that Gwen's safer at
Hogwarts than anywhere else, and this sort of thing doesn't happen often at all."

"Except I'd already dropped a bit about the war and stuff — I had to, to explain everything
about your dad... Anyway, she wasn't happy, but I'm here."

Aurora sighed. "I'm sorry. I should have gotten Andromeda to speak to her as well. But she
barely let me out of her sight."

"My parents were the same," Robin agreed. "Not like they have as much reason to, but
everyone's spooked."

Leah MacMillan hummed slightly as she said, "My father says the Ministry's doing all they
can, and Ernie believes him, of course, but I don't know. I mean, how did they let it happen in
the first place? And get to that point?"

"No one was expecting it," Theodore said softly, slightly flushed. "Not after all these years."

"And I bet half the Ministry was in on it," Robin muttered.

Gwen held her arms tightly to her chest. "I hate this. Why would they do — why are wizards
like this?"

To that, none of them had an answer.

It was Leah who got them onto the subject of school, as she had heard about Moody's
appointment as Defense Professor, too. The two of them went over the Arithmancy
homework which Professor Vector had set them over the holiday, while Theodore and the
other two went on about Astrology and the horoscopes they had been sent to look at, which
Aurora thought sounded both incredibly confusing and dreadfully dull. She wasn't even
certain that they knew what they were talking about.

And she was glad that Leah MacMillan was so willing to engage in conversation with her.
After all, her family was influential, and even if Aurora didn't want to engage with them yet,
the friendship could prove valuable. And truthfully, MacMillan was not the most annoying
person in the world. A lot of what she said was actually rather interesting, and by the time
Aurora and Theodore decided they had better show face with the rest again, they had agreed
to get organised and study together at some point during the year, which Aurora counted as
some form of success.



The rest of the journey went on through the usual games and gossip, with multiple siblings
and cousins and random associates appearing from time to time. But there was still a most
definite shift in the air, the sense that this year would not be quite like the last, and that the
world around them was changing at a rate they could not control.

The weather broke somewhere near Ayrshire, and rain got heavier and heavier the farther
north the Hogwarts Express travelled. By the time they got to the castle, everyone was
soaked, made worse by Peeves the poltergeist dropping water balloons on everyone's heads
as they passed.

"Times like this," Aurora muttered to Millicent, who was furiously trying to detangle her
sopping hair, "I really wish poltergeists could be killed."

"These are new robes," Millicent complained, tugging at her sleeves as they passed into the
hall.

There were already puddles forming beneath the chairs of the Slytherin table as their group
sat down. Over at the Hufflepuff Table, younger students were being bundled into warm
cloaks, and Ravenclaws were discussing the best means of drying everyone off at once. Some
of the Gryffindors had managed to get a hold of the water balloons and were throwing them
at each other, like animals. Aurora saw Potter come in, his hair even more of a mess than
usual, and caught his eye. To her annoyance, he grinned over at her, and she had to incline
her head in return, out of politeness alone.

"New friend?" Cassius' voice said in her ear as he dropped onto the bench beside her. "You've
been the talk of the Warrington household all summer, you know."

"Is that so?" She turned to him with a faint smile. "Unfortunately, I cannot say the same for
you."

Cassius laughed, and turned her shoulder slightly. Aurora bristled at the presumptuous, but he
said, "Hold still. I'll do a drying charm for you." He was, to her irritation, already perfectly
dried off — but no part of him appeared singed, so she trusted him to perform the spell.

"Be careful with my hair," she instructed. "It doesn't like being dried quickly, it goes frizzy."

"I'm sure it's fine," he said, and she felt the cold of his fingertips against the skin of her neck
as he waved his wand over her body. Instantly, warmth spread through her, from her own
fingertips through to her chest, lifting the damp from her robes. "There. Perfect. And you
won't have to shiver through the entire feast." As he lifted his hand away, it brushed against
her hair, and Aurora felt her breath catch slightly. "Your hair's cute like that, too."

She gaped at him, at a loss for words until she managed to say, "I wouldn't describe it as
cute."

He just smirked, turning away again slightly. "Well, I like it." Aurora could feel her cheeks
heating up, and looked determinedly away. "You've heard about the tournament happening,
right?" She nodded, grateful to get the attention away from her hair. "Graham reckons they
might cancel Quidditch for it."



"That's ridiculous," Aurora said immediately, staring at him, "they can't cancel Quidditch.
Unless the tournament has an event every weekend or something — Quidditch is too
important!"

Cassius shrugged. "That's just what Graham thinks. 'Specially cause no one's been made
captain."

That was unsettling news. Quidditch was one of the highlights of Hogwarts after all, and this
was supposed to be her year to make it on the main team. "If that happens," she said, "I might
just pack it in and move to Beauxbatons."

Laughing, Cassius said, "Do you know, I might just join you, too." His eyes flicked along the
table. "I should go, Drina's waving at me — I'm supposed to help organise initiation this year,
and she wants us all to take notes on the Sorting." He rolled his eyes. "See you later though,
yeah?"

Aurora felt slightly tense in the shoulders as she grinned at him. "Of course. We may have to
organise that move to Beauxbatons anyway."

There was a small thrill of pleasure as Cassius laughed, and got up to join Millicent's older
sister, Drina. Millicent huffed loudly when he left. "He didn't even offer to do that charm on
me!" she complained, and Aurora flushed.

"Sorry, Millie. At least you're not the only one — here, take your cloak off and hang it behind
us, you can wrap my cloak around you if you want."

Millicent did so, and Aurora took the opportunity to look up at the High Table. All the usual
teachers were assembled, with no sign of the new Defense Against the Dark Arts Professor.

"You're sure it's meant to be Mad-Eye Moody?" Draco asked her, leaning across the table.

"I've yet to see anything to the contrary," she replied, with a nod to the staff table. "And Dora
told me so herself, she would know. As did Leah MacMillan."

Draco frowned. "You've been talking to MacMillan?"

Sighing, Aurora fixed him with a pointed look and said, "Why shouldn't I? We made small
talk on the train."

Her cousin looked only briefly annoyed by this before he said, "I suppose she is a
pureblood."

The words grated on her and she turned away, hoping to make conversation with Daphne, but
the doors of the Great Hall opened loudly to reveal the new crowd of first years. And there
were far more of them than there were of Aurora's year, as they had discussed. Of course,
they were all absolutely soaking wet, and one tiny boy shivered in Professor Hagrid's
moleskin coat, looking like he had gone for a swim.

"Edward looks furious," Millicent said gleefully. "He's been drenched!"



"So does Tristan," Daphne giggled, "poor dears."

Malcolm Baddock was one of the first to be Sorted, and the first of their new Slytherins.
Aurora's table cheered and clapped and she saw Cassius with his head bent next to Drina
Bulstrode, scribbling notes on parchment. The Sorting took an awful long time, interrupted
partway through by the arrival of Alastor Moody, who was such a startling sight that
whispers rang around the room right through the sorting of Louise Jenkins into Gryffindor.
The Slytherins received their fair share too, and Aurora kept track carefully; Edward
Bulstrode was predictable, and Tristan Greengrass declared a Slytherin almost as soon as the
hat touched his head, but Alya Avery had gone to Ravenclaw, causing a ripple of murmurs
around the table — at least it was better than Gryffindor or Hufflepuff. There were plenty of
other names Aurora was unfamiliar with, but some she recognised from the Legislating
Assembly or the Wizengamot, and these ones she watched carefully on their way to the table.
Chloe Huntington turned out to be Blaise's stepsister, and she wore a ferocious smile as she
became Slytherin, shooting Blaise a snide look down the table.

Phillip Nott was a quick Sorting, too, to Theodore's relief, but Anastasia took longer. Still,
she became a Slytherin with a beaming smile, and squashed herself in between her grinning
brothers. Lucille's sister was predictable, and one of the last of this cohort to be Sorted. By
the time the final student had been Sorted, everyone was starving and ready for dinne, but
Dumbledore took to his podium instead, eyes twinkling.

"I have only two words to say to you all," he said, which Aurora thought didn't require any of
the drama with which he spun out his robes. "For now, anyway: Tuck in."

There were a couple of whispers at the lack of grand speech, but Aurora felt it was coming. If
not because of the tournament, then because surely, the events of the Summer would be
acknowledged in some form. Then again, perhaps Dumbledore didn't want to overstep. He
rarely seemed to have such qualms, but maybe the matter was too sensitive for the first
speech of the year.

With that set aside in her mind, Aurora helped herself to the food laid out before them,
listening to the conversations around her. Few people made mention of the Quidditch Cup,
dancing around the subject as best they could, and Aurora found herself more intrigued by
the small clusters of first years. The Notts sat with Edward and Tristan and Amélie Travers,
nearby Aurora's own group of friends, but further along was a much more nervous looking
group. Halfbloods, most likely, or anyone uncertain of their position in the house.

When at last Dumbledore got to his feet again, the hall fell silent in seconds, and everyone
looked up in anticipation. "So," he began, beaming, "now we are all fed and watered, I must
again ask for your attention and raise a couple of notices. Mr. Filch, the caretaker, has
requested that I inform you all that the list of banned objects has now been extended to
include Screaming Yo-Yo's, Fanged Frisbees, and Ever-Bashing Boomerangs. The full list
comprises some forty-seven items, and may be found in Mr. Filch's office, should anyone
wish to enquiry further." Down the table, Robin Oliphant pouted at the knowledge that his
new frisbee was banned — not that Aurora thought this would stop him from using it. "As
ever, it is my duty to inform you that the forest on the grounds is out of bounds to all students
—" Aurora tried not to flush, feeling this may be pointed at her, even though Dumbledore



said it every year "—as is the village of Hogsmeade to all students below third year. In light
of the events this Summer, we urge all students to use caution when in the village — though I
am certain that you will all be protected here." Before anyone could properly process that, he
continued, "I would also like to introduce you all to the newest addition to the staff, Professor
Alastor Moody, who will be your new Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher." The same
whispers went up again, mixed with some startled applause, but Dumbledore held up a
quieting hand, eyes twinkling. "Professor Moody is a retired Auror, and I am certain that you
will all benefit greatly from his tutelage.

"It is also my painful duty to inform you that the Inter-House Quidditch Cup will not be
taking place this year." The reaction of indignant yells from across all four houses was
predictable, but rousing nonetheless.

"Ridiculous," Draco muttered. "Old fool."

Aurora was inclined to agree.

"This," Dumbledore continued, "is due to an event which will be starting in October and
continuing throughout the year, taking up much of your teachers' time, but I am sure that you
all will enjoy it immensely. This castle will not only be your home this year, but home to
some very special guests, too. You see, Hogwarts has been chosen to host a very exciting
event which has not taken place for over a century. And so, it is with the greatest pleasure
that I inform you that the Triwizard Tournament will be taking place at Hogwarts this year!"

There was a moment of surprised silence before people started cheering. "You're JOKING!"
yelled Fred and George Weasley, which even Aurora had to chuckle at.

"I am not, in fact, joking, Mr. Weasley," said Dumbledore, "though now that you mention it I
did hear a rather amusing one over the summer which involved a hag and a leprechaun who
walked into a bar — but now is perhaps, not the time." Professor McGonagall pursed her lips,
looking greatly annoyed. "Some of you will not know what the tournament entails, so I hope
that those of you who do will forgive me for a short explanation and allow their minds to
wander freely."

Aurora sighed, as did many of her friends, as Dumbledore went on about the organisation of
the tournament and the arrangements for representatives of the other schools, Durmstrang and
Beauxbatons. Apparently Bartemius Crouch had been working on the project, as Head of the
Department of International Magical Co-Operation — Aurora thought perhaps she could
catch him off-guard, to at least find out why he was so insistent on ignoring her
correspondence in such an unprofessional manner.

The headmaster's words about eternal glory were certainly appealing to Aurora, but the next
part captured the anger of many students. "... The heads of the participating schools, along
with the Ministry of Magic, have decided to impose an age restriction on contenders this
year. Only students who are of age — that is, to say, of seventeen years of age or older —
will be allowed to put forward their names for consideration. This—" Dumbledore had to
raise his voice over the rabble of protests from all four house tables, Draco crying out in
indignation along with many of the fifth and sixth years "—is a measure we feel is necessary
given that the tournament tasks will be dangerous and difficult, no matter the precautions we



take, and it is highly unlikely that students below sixth and seventh years will be able to cope
with them. I will personally be ensuring that no student hoodwinks our impartial judge into
making them Hogwarts champion."

This, Aurora thought, was ridiculous. The age restriction was annoying but somewhat
understandable — but it meant that the whole school had to suffer when only a handful of
students could even be considered to participate in the tournament. Surely, she thought,
Quidditch could go ahead. Though she didn't really want to move to Beauxbatons, she did
have a mind to protest about the injustice.

"And now," Dumbledore said, after mentioning the other schools' arrival in October, "it is late
and you all must be rested before you enter your first lessons tomorrow morning. Bedtime,
then — chop chop!"

Aurora rolled her eyes at the condescending finish, but got to her feet with everyone else.
"Exciting, isn't it?" Millicent said giddily as she fetched her cloak. "I bet Drina'll put her
name in for it — she's seventeen in the middle of October though, so I suppose it depends
when the names have to be submitted."

"Sure," Aurora said, "but I don't see why they have to cancel Quidditch for one stupid
competition."

Millicent shrugged, and they joined up with Daphne to head back to the dormitories. "It'll still
be fun. Did you bring dress robes — I bet it'll have something to do with the tournament, a
ball or something like that."

"The fifth years are all livid," Daphne sang, pouting to their angry cluster. "Just look at them.
Oh, this is going to be a fun year with everyone moping about."

Aurora chuckled. "Well, it's certainly going to be something. Whether it's fun remains to be
seen."

"Oh, don't be bitter about Quidditch," Daphne laughed, tugging Pansy over to them by the
doors. "We're all going to have a jolly good time, aren't we, ladies?"

Pansy tutted. "I only hope the Durmstrang and Beauxbatons students are better mannered
than the Gryffindors. How many times did those two twins interrupt the Headmaster?"

"Oh, as if you defend Dumbledore, Pansy."

"I defend good manners," she shot back, eyes twinkling. "Not Dumbledore."

Aurora smiled, making her way down to the dungeons with her friends, watching as Lucille's
sister argued with Prefect Gisela Fawley and a group of seventh years started comparing
knowledge about the past tournaments. She hoped that, at least, nothing would go too awfully
this year.

Though perhaps that was too much to hope for.
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Unforgivable
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As was often the case, the new Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher was a hot topic of
conversation at breakfast the next day, overshadowed only by tales of the nervy first years’
escapades and, of course, the Triwizard Tournament. “There must be some sort of way to
enter yourself,” Draco complained. “It’s entirely unfair that we can’t submit our names just
because we’re too young — I mean, what does Dumbledore know? And maybe if he’d gotten
us decent teachers, we’d be more capable.” And he stabbed some scrambled eggs with his
fork.

Aurora thought it likely that there would be some way around the submission process, but
even if she did manage to get her name in, anyone would know she was not of age and at
least check if they didn’t know. Still, the means of taking submissions for the Tournament
had not been announced, and it seemed the fifth and sixth years were not giving up hope just
yet.

Cassius, as one of the few sixth year Slytherins who would probably be old enough to enter
the tournament when the submissions opened in late October, regaled Aurora with a tale
about Annabelle Glendower’s attempt at brewing an ageing potion the evening before, just in
case.

“Everyone knows you can’t brew an ageing potion in an evening,” he said with a smirk, “but
Annabelle’s Annabelle, so she tried. She’s in the hospital wing now. Lost her eyebrows and
shrank five inches.”

Aurora winced. “Remind me never to attempt to brew an Ageing Potion in a single evening
then. Are you going to put your name in then?”

“Long as its after my seventeenth, absolutely.” He grinned, leaning back on the bench. “I
rather fancy a bit of that eternal glory — and a thousand galleons wouldn’t exactly go amiss
either, would they? As long as Quidditch isn’t on, it isn’t like I’ve anything else to do.”

“Mister Warrington,” Snape interrupted, standing above them with his lips pursed. Aurora
avoided meeting his eyes — it seemed that she hated him more and more with every passing
year. “Miss Black. Your timetables. Warrington, if you intend to represent your school, I
suggest you learn to tuck your shirt in properly. And Miss Black...” She bristled at the title,
knowing that unlike most teachers who used it for ease, he used it to get on her nerves. “Do
ensure you remember the Headmaster’s words from last night. No excursions to the Dark
Forest.”

She feigned a smile as she took her timetable from his hand. “I have never broken such a
rule, Professor,” she simpered, though they both knew it wasn’t true. “It’s lovely to be back at
Hogwarts.”



He looked down his nose disdainfully and muttered, “Quite,” before moving on.

Once he was out of earshot, Cassius asked, “Is he always like this?”

Aurora just rolled her eyes. “When I’m concerned, yes. Sorry you were bothered by it. Oh,
you’ve got Moody’s class this afternoon, lucky — I haven’t got him until this Thursday.
History first — Ravenclaw again — Hagrid’s class with Gryffindor, and Arithmancy.” She
tutted. “At least there’s one redeeming quality.”

Cassius grinned. “But Professor Binns lectures with such passion! I can’t believe you don’t
enjoy it.”

She shoved his shoulder lightly. “Just tell me what Moody’s like, won’t you? So I can
prepare? I’ll let you know whatever Devil creature Professor Hagrid’s managed to dredge out
of the forest? Who knows — it might come in handy in the tournament.”

Laughing, Cassius knocked her shoulder in return and said, “You’ve a deal, Black. Merlin
knows the class’ll be an interesting one.”

-*

History was predictably boring, though Aurora did her best to take some coherent notes from
Binns’ lecture. When the time came for Care of Magical Creatures, Aurora headed down with
her classmates, seeing that the Gryffindors were already there.

“There’s some sort of crates,” said Theodore, walking on his tiptoes to see. “I’ve no idea
what’s in it.”

“I’m sure it’s something wickedly dangerous,” Blaise said, grinning.

“You look cheerful about that now,” said Daphne, sniffing. “But just wait until it takes your
arm off.”

“Greengrass, even the most foolish creature would not try to harm my good looks.”

They all simply laughed at that, heading down and catching the last of Hagrid’s explanation
to the Gryffindors. “The Skrewts’ve only just hatched,” he was saying, “so yeh’ll be able ter
raise ‘em yerselves. Thought we could make a fun little project of it.”

Aurora stared at the rattling cages — even Potter and the other Gryffindors looked wary.
“And why would we want to raise them?” Draco asked in a cold voice. Crabbe and Goyle
laughed, though Aurora was more preoccupied with trying to find out what a Skrewt was and
why she had never come across the name. A small explosion went off before Draco
continued, “I mean, what do they do? What is the point of them?”

Hagrid opened and closed his mouth as though stumped by the question. “That’s next
lesson,” he said eventually, which to Aurora sounded like he simply didn’t know. “Yer just
feedin’ ‘em today. Now, yeh’ll want ter try ‘em on a few different things. I’ve never had ‘em
before, not sure what they’ll go fer, bu’ I got ant eggs an’ frog livers an’ a bit o’ grass snake
— just try ‘em out with a bit of each.”



That did not sound promising, Aurora thought, but at least they were kept in crates and
therefore less likely to maul them to death than some other creatures. It could be worse.

Some of their classmates dove right in to start feeding the Skrewts, but Aurora kept a
distance, not wanting to touch the squelchy frog liver even if she had five layers of gloves on.
She was not alone in her reticence — Pansy said, for around the millionth time, that she was
“this close” to dropping the class entirely, and the only one of the girls who volunteered to
feed the Skrewts a bit of snake was Millicent, who immediately squealed and jumped back,
as the crate rattled around.

“Why couldn’t we just study unicorns?” she muttered, and the rest of them echoed their
agreement.

“Muggle Studies would be better than this,” muttered Daphne, earning herself scathing looks
from both Lucille and Pansy. “Well, it would certainly be safer, wouldn’t it?”

Over the other side of the crates, Dean Thomas let out a yell — one of the Skrewts had just
burned his hand, its end having exploded. “That can happen when they blast off,” Hagrid
said, nodding.

“Merlin save us,” Blaise murmured, staring up at the sky.

“Ew, Hagrid,” Lavender Brown started, “What’s that pointy thing on it?”

“Some of them have got stings!” Hagrid said cheerfully. “I reckon they’re the males, the
females have got these sort of sucker things on their bellies, I reckon it’s to suck blood.”

At that, Gwendolyn went slightly pale and took many steps back from the crates.

“Well, I can certainly see why we’re raising them,” Draco drawled, rolling his eyes. “I mean,
who wouldn’t want a pet that can burn, sting and bite all at once?”

Aurora laughed, stopping abruptly when Hermione Granger snapped, “Just because they’re
not very pretty doesn’t mean they’re not useful. Dragon blood’s amazingly magical, but you
wouldn’t want a dragon for a pet, would you?”

Aurora stared at her. Granger knew fine well that their professor did, in fact, want nothing
more than a pet dragon. She caught Potter’s eye just as he grinned, and quickly smoothed out
her own expression, tutting.

“I hate this school sometimes,” Pansy said as they made their way back up to the castle at the
end of class. “Blast-Ended Skrewts! I don’t even think those are legal to breed!”

“I’m not going anywhere near them if I can help it,” Aurora declared. “I don’t want my robes
singed off.”

“Oh, Merlin, can you imagine? Still, at least nothing’s almost killed Draco today.”

“There’s still Arithmancy,” Draco said, pulling a face. “And it’s deadly boring.”



Aurora rolled her eyes. “Only because you don’t pay attention. It’s a fascinating subject if
you put in the work.”

“Yeah, but putting in the work for — what did she call them? — binomials is just boring.
There’s so much maths involved now!”

“But the maths is fun,” Aurora insisted, to dubious looks. “It all fits together and makes
sense, you just have to work at it. It’s just like a puzzle.”

Her friends just laughed, and they went on up to lunch.

-*

The first opportunity Aurora got that evening, she slipped into a seat next to Cassius in the
common room and asked about his N.E.W.T. Defense Against the Dark Arts lesson with
Alastor Moody. He was one of only three Slytherins she knew to be studying it, and by far
the one she knew best. Dora had told her lots about Moody, of course, but she suspected his
approach teaching a group of children would be at least somewhat different than training an
Auror.

“He’s honestly kind of intimidating,” Cassius told her first, picking over his words. “Which I
guess isn’t a surprise considering...” He made a wide gesture which finished in him pointing
to his eye. “And the Auror thing. You should have seen the look he gave Mulciber.” Aurora
grimaced.

“That’s hardly surprising, though, is it? What did he teach?”

“About the war, first of all. Kind of threw us in at the deep end, talking about curses and
Inferi. He says he wants to find a live specimen. Well, not live, but...”

“Oh, Merlin.”

“Then he spoke about Dementors, Azkaban...” He slowed when he saw her wince, but she
tried to cover it. “He says we have to understand Dark magic to fight it, so that’s what he’s
going to do. Mind you, he didn’t look so happy saying that with us in the room.”

Aurora frowned. “Perhaps not.”

“He knows what he’s doing, though. It was impressive, the way he speaks. He’s been through
it all, Moody has. He’s really different to Lupin, but I think you’ll like him. He even
mentioned starting a Duelling Club back up again, which’ll be good seeing as there’s no
Quidditch.”

She threw Cassius a teasing look. “And you aren’t going to occupy your time with the
Triwizard Tournament?”

“Well, I’m aiming for it.” He grinned at her, and Aurora couldn’t help her small smile.

“Good. I want a Slytherin champion, none of this Gryffindor nonsense.”



At that, Cassius’ grin only widened. “So you’ll be cheering me on then?”

“I’d cheer on any Slytherin champion,” she said daintily, smirking at him as she leaned closer
and then made to stand, “but I suppose I would cheer extra loudly if it turns out to be you.”

-*

Their first lesson with Professor Moody fell last thing on Thursday. Aurora wasn’t
particularly nervous about it, unlike most of her friends, who had been subjected to his
critical, suspicious eye multiple times in the last few days.

As such, Draco and Pansy immediately went to sit in the back of the classroom, with Greg
and Vincent protectively in front of them. Aurora, eager to learn from this man whom Dora
had so often spoken of, took a seat nearer to the front though still on the Slytherin side, and
Gwen sat next to her, with Robin and Leah MacMillan behind them.

Moody wasn’t there yet, at least not that they could see. But someone as paranoid as Dora
said he was wouldn’t leave his classroom door unlocked while he was absent, so she was sure
he had to be somewhere. Even once every student had appeared, there was no sign of their
Professor, and Hermione Granger started to get antsy.

“We are in the right room, aren’t we?” she asked Potter and Weasley fretfully across the
classroom. They both just shrugged.

Neville said, “This feels weird. We can’t all be in the wrong place.”

Aurora sighed, crossing her legs. “I’m sure Professor Moody is around here somewhere. That
door wouldn’t be unlocked if he wasn’t.”

No sooner had she said it than the Professor appeared out of thin air in front of Lavender
Brown, who gave a squeal of fright and almost toppled off her chair. Aurora tried to hide her
laugh, though Robin didn’t.

“Well observed. Black, is it?” Aurora nodded. “Thought so. That cousin of yours told me to
keep an eye out.” One eye winked — the other swung to stare at Seamus Finnigan, who had
been passing a note to Dean Thomas, and dropped it in fright. “You have to be constantly
aware of your surroundings. Anything could be lurking near you, unseen. Anything at all.”
He waved his wand and a large spider was conjured, flying through the air and landing on the
desk of Lewis Stebbins, who yelled and scraped his chair back in shock. Moody, grinning,
levitated the spider over their heads and gently onto his desk, where it scuttled down the
inkwell. “Dark wizards will catch you off your guard. Constant vigilance — that’s what you
all need to learn, more than anything else. Yes...” He stumped over to stand behind his desk,
bright blue eye whirring around in its socket and landing on each student in turn. No one
spoke.

“Register,” Moody muttered, “good place to start, isn’t it? Black!”

Aurora almost jumped, but said sharply, “Here, sir.”



“Brown!”

Lavender Brown said in a more composed voice than her earlier squeal, “Here, Professor!”

His magic eye roamed when his real one wouldn’t. It looked suspiciously at Draco and Pansy,
assessingly at Potter, curiously at Frida Selwyn in her Gryffindor tie. When it looked to her,
Aurora felt like he saw right through her, to her every nerve and curiosity. It was disarming.

“Right,” he said, when he tore his gaze away from Blaise, “I’ve got one year with you all
before I go back into my quiet retirement, and I’ve a lot of work to do. Not one of you has
pointed out that this spider has disappeared off my desk.” Weasley went pale. “That spider
won’t hurt you — if it’s a real spider, but you don’t know that — but people aren’t so
innocent.

“Now, your previous professors have been clearly lacking. Quirrel, well, I’ve heard all about
Quirrel.” His lip curled in disgust. “That Gilderoy Lockhart, slightly better morals, but also
an obvious idiot.” Aurora smirked. “Lupin, your last, he at least seemed to know what he was
doing with Dark creatures.”

“He was the best teacher we ever had,” piped up Dean Thomas.

“Like I said,” Moody growled, “you’ve a year to go with me. You’ve learnt about creatures,
but creatures can be used just like curses can. If you want to fight them, you need to
understand them. If you want to fight Dark Arts, you need to understand the Dark Arts, why
they’re appealing and why they’re effective. And if you want to fight Dark Wizards, you need
to know how they think. How they operate.

“First and foremost, you need to know what they do. Now, the Ministry aren’t really fans of
teaching about Unforgivable curses, but Dumbledore agrees you need to know.”

Behind her, Leah MacMillan sucked in a deep breath. Green light flashed across Aurora’s
memory — but he wouldn’t teach them that, he wouldn’t show them that, surely? “There’s no
point going into a battle blind.”

“But, professor,” said Parvati Patil nervously, “we won’t be going into — into battle? The
war’s over.”

“War’s never over,” Moody growled. “War is constant. The Dark Arts rise and fall and Dark
wizards never really disappear. You need to be vigilant at all times. You lot are the future of
this godforsaken country and you need to be prepared! You need to be ready! You need to not
whisper behind your hand, Miss Midgeon!”

Eloise Midgeon, a mousy-haired Gryffindor, stared at him in shock. Her cheeks blazed red.

“Who can tell me what the three Unforgivable curses are?”

No one spoke. Aurora could hardly breathe. She knew the names of them. She had seen them
in books in Grimmauld Place, and in Black Manor, though Arcturus told her never to use
them unless she had to. Dark magic always took more than it gave — but these curses took



from the caster just as they did their victim, at the mind and at the soul, and if one was caught
using them they’d never get out of Azkaban prison. As a rule, the Black family never gave
more than they took. And they also could not afford to give any more of their children to the
Dementors.

When no one gave him an answer, Moody’s eye whirred around the room and landed first on
Malfoy, then on Ron Weasley.

“Arthur Weasley’s son, are you?” Weasley nodded. “Got an answer?”

“There’s the — the Imperius Curse,” Weasley said. “It makes you control whoever you cast it
on. I think,” he tacked on hastily, doubting himself, but Moody was nodding.

“Decent definition, Weasley. The Imperius Curse takes away the free will and free thought of
whomever it’s cast on. It’s stronger if the caster has less regard for their victim’s autonomy
— if they don’t think they should have free thought. If they think they’re naturally superior.
Some people are more susceptible to it than others, some are naturally rebellious against
intrusions on their minds. It gave the Ministry a lot of trouble back in the day, did the
Imperius Curse. After Voldemort — and I won’t coddle you by refusing to say his name,” he
added when most of the class gasped “—disappeared, an awful lot of ex-Death Eaters
claimed they only did what they did because they were under the Imperius Curse. Allow me
to demonstrate. Accio!”

A couple of students flinched at the word, even though it was only a summoning spell. Pre-
emptive terror. The spider went flying from its hiding place into Moody’s hand, where he
enlarged it and said, quietly, “Imperio!”

The spider, which previously had been trying to wriggle away, went still. Moody
concentrated on it with one eye, and it started to scuttle around before leaping unexpectedly
onto his desk, where it promptly ran the length and hung on the edge. Aurora stared. “Any
suggestions as to what I should make it do? Nothing cruel, mind.”

The class was silent before Lewis Stebbins suggested, “Make it run into that spilled ink?”

Moody chuckled and then, after a second’s pause, the spider did exactly that. Its movements
slowed in the ink, which coated its legs and cling to everything it could. Moody held out his
hand for it to clamber into, despite the ink now trailing onto his skin, and said, quite calmly,
“Finite.”

The spider tensed. Moody looked around the classroom, shuddering slightly.

“Much easier to perform on an animal than a human — but in some ways, more difficult.
That’s the only one I’ll be showing you lot though. Anyone got a suggestion for curse
number two?” His gaze went from Neville to Theodore to Selwyn to Aurora.

She didn’t want to be the one to say it. Her skin crawled at the memory. At her father telling
her how her own grandmother had used it on him when he was barely older than she was
now. It was Neville who said, quite unexpectedly, “The Cruciatus curse.”



She felt slightly sick. He shouldn’t have been the one to say it, in that voice. He shouldn’t
have known. But Moody gave him an assessing look. “Longbottom, is it?”

Neville nodded, but he didn’t shy away from Moody’s gaze, which Aurora found surprising.
“Yes.”

“Take five points to Gryffindor. Longbottom’s right, of course. The Cruciatus curse is used
for torture, plain and simple. In war, it can be used to sort out liars in a bunch. Like the
Imperius, it’ll earn you a one-way ticket to Azkaban if you use it on another human being.
The Cruciatus causes pain, sometimes to the point of madness.” Aurora tried not to look at
Neville. “At the end of the war, a group of Death Eaters trying to track down their old master
used it on a couple of Aurors. I won’t tell you who, or what happened to them, but safe to say
those Death Eaters deserve an eternity in Azkaban. And there are plenty more who fell
through the cracks.

“The Cruciatus curse requires hatred, not mere superiority, as the Imperius does. The caster
must truly believe that the pain they are inflicting is for a good purpose, that their victim
deserves it. Either that, or they’re too full of hatred to think otherwise. Like I said — Dark
magic affects the mind. Use enough of it, and you won’t see a reason to stop yourself. The
strongest Cruciatus requires total dehumanisation of a target. Not to just believe that they
deserve pain, for a reason, but to believe that there is no reason for them not to. Animal
minds are less complex, but animal cruelty is also generally frowned upon and you all look
awfully bothered. This spider hasn’t done anything to hurt anyone — except some flies, I
suppose, but that’s life. A lot of victims of the Cruciatus Curse also didn’t do anything to
deserve it. A lot of them were great people. A lot of them said they’d rather die than go
through that pain.

“Which brings me to the final curse.” His eyes landed, unsurprisingly, on Potter. “Any
ideas?”

“The Killing Curse,” Potter said. Aurora knew she imagined it, but his eyes seem to be more
green. A reflection of the curse light she knew to have deflected from him.

“Precisely. Like the other two, the Killing Curse takes from the caster and the victim. It takes
the victim’s life, and from the caster... Has anyone here seen someone die?”

The question was so abrupt that Aurora didn’t know how anyone could be expected to reply.
“Doesn’t have to be a violent death,” he added, because Potter looked slightly ill.

Slowly, she nodded, not saying anything. One eye whirred to her while the rest of the class
looked uncomfortable, glancing at each other. “Not pleasant, is it? No matter the
circumstances. Death takes and takes and takes. Now, to murder someone, that takes great
focus. Some have used the Killing Curse on compassionate grounds — euthanasia. In this
sense, it isn’t quite as Unforgivable, but still outlawed in Britain. It requires the full belief
that death is the best option, and that is a very difficult thing to reconcile. And when Dark
wizards use it — by that, I mean wizards who want to cause pain by the fallout of the curse
— it takes the total dehumanisation of the target. It requires one to think their victim isn’t
worthy of living and never has been. That the world is a better place without them.”



Aurora could think of a lot of people whom the world would be better off without, though she
of course did not voice this. Even if Moody would probably agree with most of the list. She
remembered Dora had said he had always tried to bring Death Eaters in alive, if he could, and
taught her to do the same.

“Some people have used the Killing Curse unsparingly and been wracked by guilt they didn’t
think they were capable of feeling. Some are haunted by those they have killed. The ones you
want to watch out for are the ones who don’t. The ones who don’t think human life is sacred
at all. Those who would kill and kill to satisfy themselves.

“You might think I’m being dramatic, that I shouldn’t be telling you this in this way. But
consider this — a Death Eater wouldn’t sit down and explain the curses they’re going to use.
They certainly wouldn’t warn you off them.

“And now you know a bit about how the curses function, and how their casters do. And can
anyone tell me what all these curses have in common?”

The spider was still wriggling in his hand. Aurora couldn’t look anywhere else. She didn’t
want to look anywhere else. The Death Eaters who had killed her mother didn’t think life was
sacred — or at least, not the life of a muggleborn. They hadn’t thought Aurora’s life sacred
either. She was expendable, necessarily so. She didn’t dare to look at her cousin, scared she
would see Lucius Malfoy looking back at her.

Draco didn’t think Aurora was expendable. But he had thought Granger expendable in
second year.

“All those curses,” Frida Selwyn said, looking anxious, “they all need a caster to think that
the victim deserves it.”

“Elaborate. That’s an obvious answer.”

“Please sir,” Granger said, though there was a definite tremor in her voice, “all of those
curses require a caster who — who disregards humanity. Of themselves and of their victim.
It’s unforgivable, hence the name.”

“More. It’s unforgivable isn’t enough of an answer.”

“They have to think it’s right.” It was Neville who spoke. Gwen, who had never heard
Neville say more than a sentence in the space of an hour, looked incredulous. “That they’re
entitled to do it. They have to — have to be so cruel that they think they’re justified. Because
they don’t care. That’s what makes it Unforgivable. Because they — if they really cast it
right, if they’re capable of doing it to — to the worst possible way, to really make it hurt, then
they won’t think they need to be forgiven. And they won’t be.”

He was paler than Aurora had ever seen him. But it occurred to her that saying all that was
also one of the bravest things she’d seen him do.

Moody was nodding, pleased. “A brilliant analysis, Longbottom. Another five points to your
house.”



He was definitely being generous — but then again, hadn’t the Longbottoms been Aurors,
likely colleagues of his?

“The Unforgivable curses aren’t to be messed about with. No Dark magic is. It’s important
you learn about it. Like Neville said, they’re the worst of magic because of their cruelty. The
impact on the caster is a psychological one. It makes them worse, it feeds their hatred.

“Lotta Dark enchantments can cause their bearers to be cursed in turn. Mild affliction
compared to what they do to their victims, but over time, it wears at a person. Some Dark
wizards, reformed, say it can be like an addiction. The rush of power. Many go too far,
beyond the brink of natural magic. They lose their minds, their compassion, their empathy.
Some would say their humanity.

“But that’s not what we’re covering today. Next lesson, I will be casting the Imperius curse
on you, and seeing how well you can shake me off. I’ve the necessary permissions, and if
anyone is really against it, Dumbledore says you don’t have to do it and can write an essay or
something, but I’m telling you now, you’d rather your first experience of an Unforgivable be
in my classroom than on a battlefield, or in the middle of a war when you find yourself an
unwilling spy. You can read some books ahead of the class if you want, but I doubt it’ll help
any of you.”

Granger looked like Christmas had been cancelled. Aurora couldn’t deny her own trepidation
at the idea of having the Imperius curse put on her. But Moody was right. She’d rather learn
this way than any other.

He let the class out not long after that, though it was a little early. Most students were too
shaken to notice.

Gwen gripped Aurora’s hand tightly under the desk. “They used that Killing Curse on
muggles, didn’t they? In the war. Because they thought they deserved it.”

“Yes,” Aurora said, Because there was no point in skating around what Moody had already
given away. “And Muggleborns. And squibs. And blood traitors, and anyone who opposed
them.”

Gwen shivered, looking sick, but they both got to their feet and started packing their bags up.
Aurora was quick about it, and caught up to Neville Longbottom on the stairs outside.

“Neville,” she said quietly, though none of their classmates had yet to leave or come by, “Are
you alright?”

“No,” he said bluntly, then turned around fiercely. “But I’m going to be.” She blinked.
“Moody said Dark wizards are always going to be about. I know you know what happened to
my parents.” Aurora nodded carefully and he slumped. “I don’t want it to happen to anyone
again. I don’t want people to have to grow up knowing about that. Because I can’t forgive it.”

And he turned away from her to storm down the stairs. Aurora gaped after him, as the rest of
the class spilled out. Moody clapped a hand on her shoulder, frowning.



“Longbottom gone already?”

“Yes. I think he was... Affected.”

“Yeah.” Moody looked thoughtful. “He had to hear it though. Had to get the point.”

“Oh, I think he did.”

“If you run into him—” Aurora doubted that would happen “—tell him to come by my office
for a chat.”

Moody caught her eye and grimaced. “And say hello to that bloody Tonks for me, too, if you
write to her. Tell her she’s still got to work on her stealth.”

Aurora smiled faintly despite the rattle of nerves in her chest. “I will. See you later,
Professor.”

Chapter End Notes

One of my least favourite parts of the entire Harry Potter movie series is when Moody
asks the class why the Unforgivable curses are called that, and Hermione simply replies
‘because they are Unforgivable’. By one of my least favourite I mean it makes me want
to bang my head off a table every time I hear those words.

Anyway. Things are... Different, here. This is just my take on the Unforgivable curses
and a bit of what sets them apart from the rest of the Dark Arts, theory wise (arguably,
many Dark curses would require the caster to believe completely in their necessity at the
expense of the humanity of themself and their victim). Feel free to debate in the
comments — the Dark Arts are so loosely defined in canon and I find it really
interesting to see other people’s interpretations of their meaning.



Control the Whispers

When Aurora had sat down on Friday evening to begin her weekend homework, it had
become immediately clear how much more work her professors were intending to set them
this year. Snape, most of all, had set them some rather difficult research about antidotes and
how various ingredients could be used to invert one another's properties and form a counter
to given poisons. By Monday morning, she was already grumpy, especially after having
receiving a letter late the night before informing her that the Legislating Assembly was being
recalled for two 'emergency votes' — one about dragon importation laws, which Aurora
thought hardly qualified as an emergency, and another attempt to push through restrictions on
the employment of werewolves. As Lady Black, she would be expected to attend, which she
wouldn't have minded had she been old enough that she wouldn't have to ask teachers for
permission to leave class, something she knew Snape was going to sneer at her for, if not
outright refuse.

The Legislating Assembly hadn't sat properly in a few years — in a time of relative peace
and stability it was considered unnecessary, and the Wizengamot was dealing with most of
the judicial processes recently set in motion, despite some arguments that the partially-elected
assembly really ought to have more of a say. Of the three bills Aurora had been alerted about
since her great-grandfather's death, all had been relatively minor, about certain trading
standards and regulations on enchanted objects.

The dragon bill Aurora thought was such a minor thing. But the werewolf bill, that was
something that would require everyone's attention. Every few years or so, she knew from
records, something similar was attempted. This time the push came, interestingly, from the
alleged Moderate Dolores Umbridge, whom Aurora was sure only supported the Moderate
Party — and their appointed Minister Fudge — because it was currently more popular than
the Conservatives, and would benefit her more.

The first thing Aurora did on Monday morning was to write to the Ministry asking for a draft
copy of both bills, then sulked in the Owlery for a moment. The dragon importation bill
wasn't really important, but it had become increasingly clear to her that her constituents in
Cornwall were not fans of her or her family. It was no wonder, really, considering her own
absence, though it was still beyond her to think of any reasons why they may not have liked
Arcturus or her other predecessors.

There were no dragons native to Cornwall, but she did know that Cornish Pixie breeders had
been looking for footholds in the European market for years. Depending on the terms of the
dragons' bill, a precedent could be set that would benefit them long term, and if that was the
case, she considered she might be able to vote on it.

And, if the way she voted on the werewolf act proved unpopular, then the vote on the dragon
importation may help to quell the splash of her making her first official appearance in the
Assembly — it was set for a week before the vote on the Reasonable Restriction of
Lycanthope Employment Bill.



Such a bill didn't only bother her because of Professor Lupin, or any other sense of
righteousness which she was admittedly becoming more aware of. She needed to wait to see
the bill before making a decision, but knew it would hardly be kind to werewolves. Their
employment opportunities were restricted enough already.

No, the bill bothered her because Arcturus had made her study the Assembly archives when
she was nine years old. It had made for incredibly boring reading, especially for a child her
age — not that she had had much else to do anyway — but he had asked her what she
thought of some of the bills.

Rather bemused, she had pointed out the bill which had been put forward four times between
1965 and 1979: the Blood Status Employment Act. The bill had essentially decreed that
witches and wizards who had no proof of wizarding heritage could not take up work within
certain reserved professions, such as in the public sector, or anything else deemed 'essential
to Wizarding culture' including, to her annoyance, Quidditch. It had also proposed that those
with two or more Muggle grandparents be barred from taking up work within the Ministry.

"A dangerous proposal for some," Arcturus had said, "but popular in its day. It was seen as
reasonable because its backers called it such enough times. Especially after Minister Leach
— well." He has broken off like there was something she was not supposed to know. "I
daresay it, and other bills like it, may crop up again from time to time. Muggleborns still
cannot serve as Heads of Departments without unanimous support from their peers — and for
lycanthropes, such legislation is already in force."

She had not asked what he had thought of it, and in hindsight had decided she did not really
want to. But further restrictions of werewolves would set a precedent for muggleborns and —
importantly to her — the children of muggleborns.

She was reticent to reveal her hand or her opinions, and in truth wasn't sure of what those
ought to be. But the question weighed on her all the way to breakfast, where Pansy hailed her
over immediately, waving a copy of a glossy magazine.

"You're in Witch Weekly," she said breathlessly before Aurora could even sit down.

It took her a moment to process this. Witch Weekly was the sort of magazine she always
intended to subscribe to, then forgot to, then read Pansy's copy and tried out the skincare
samples with her — they were of an unexpectedly high quality for a magazine. It tended to
focus on celebrities, beauty tips, famous singers and dancers and models and people that
every teenage witch was supposed to aspire to look like, and every middle-aged witch
enjoyed to look down on while also being nostalgic about their own youth. She was not quite
sure, then, what she was doing within its pages, until Millie added helpfully from Pansy's
other side, "Remember their Which Witch series? About the famous witches?"

Her stomach dropped.

Rita Skeeter wrote that serial.

"Can I read it?" she asked as politely as she could, and Pansy nodded enthusiastically.



"We were waiting on you before we did. There's a picture of you, from Merlin's Day — I
didn't know it existed."

Something cold slipped into her as she took the magazine from Pansy's grasp. "I didn't know
anyone was photographing me."

At this, Pansy frowned. "There were lots of photographers there. Did you not give them
permission to use it?"

"Of course not." Aurora flicked through to page seventeen, where her name had been listed.
"You know I'd never agree to anything involving Rita Skeeter."

At this, Pansy did look somewhat sheepish. "Well, it is Witch Weekly. I think it'll be more
sympathetic than the Prophet. And no one thinks your father's a mass murderer anymore.
Maybe she's trying to make amends."

When Aurora read the headline, she grimaced and turned it so Pansy could see. "I doubt it."

LADY AURORA — A BLACK SHEEP?

Pansy furrowed her brow. "Well, that doesn't have to be bad. Any press is good press, right?"

"Rita Skeeter is hardly press. She's gossip." Aurora scowled, as she angled the magazine
towards her friends and started to read.

In this mid-September issue, Rita Skeeter tackles the ninth profile in Witch Weekly's Which
Witch series, a look into the lives of the up and coming young witches in our society. This
issue, Skeeter dives into the mysterious history of the youngest member of the Ministry for
Magic's Legislating Assembly, heir to one of the oldest, most prestigious families in Britain.
As such, she would also, with maturity and the next round of appointments, be eligible for a
seat on the Wizengamot.

A short, rather withdrawn girl of fourteen years, Aurora Black is a young witch long locked
away from much of pureblood society, an absence which has long sparked curiosity. Lady
Black was last seen in public at the final of the Quidditch World Cup, sporting an assortment
of Muggle clothing. As most will recall, Lady Black's father — Sirius Black — was acquitted
of longstanding murder charges in July, in one of the greatest judicial scandals of a
generation. Mister Black, it seems, was as a youth committed to activism of blood equality.
Primed for lordship at a young age, he was instead cast out of the family for his refusal to
marry, and for a disregard for family values. Why, then, is Aurora Black a lady — and will
she ever be able to carry the name of her family?

It is most unconventional for a child so young as Aurora Black to be handed any sort of
responsibility, let alone that of a ladyship, or a position on the Ministry's Legislating
Assembly. Certainly, this candid reporter experienced Aurora Black as a most immature
young girl, more interested in Quidditch than in sharing her political views — if she has
developed any respectable views at all.



There are, too, most intriguingly — especially for a house such as that of the Black family —
rumours that Aurora Black's blood is less than pure. Sources claim that her mother was a
muggleborn witch, and that her father was disowned for having a child out of wedlock. If
such rumours prove true, it is no wonder that the family hid her for so long, and have only
recently, following the tragic deaths of many of its older members, had to acknowledge her as
the last of their bloodline. A bastard, half-blood Lady Black is not something that wizarding
society would have anticipated, nor does Lady Black appear capable of stepping up to the
title which is surely not as befitting as she may like us all to believe. At an age of fourteen,
Aurora Black is currently a student at Albus Dumbledore's Hogwarts School of Witchcraft
and Wizardry, and known to be a student of Slytherin House. The school declined to
comment on Aurora Black's character, but Slytherin house has long been known to turn out
less than savoury characters — alongside its more respectable pedigree of leaders such as
Lord Abraxas Malfoy, Lord Evian Selwyn, and many great Ministers for Magic — and the
combination of Lady Black's dubious heritage and her house status, may indicate an ambition
which could prove dangerous. The Black family has been known to turn out numerous Dark
wizards and witches, too, the most notorious of whom is Bellatrix Lestrange, a follower of
You-Know-Who, who is currently residing in Azkaban prison, and rumoured to be looking to
appeal her sentence, despite giving a full confession at the end of the war.

Lady Black herself declined to give an interview, but upon encountering this avid reporter,
seemed tetchy, as though she had something to hide. What that is, we shall all be most
interested to discover. Is it her less than pure heritage — or a dark streak which runs in the
Black family?

Lady Black also declined to comment on her relationship with one Harry Potter, who, it has
come to this reporter's attention, is in fact the godson of Sirius Black, and who has been
residing with him and Lady Black at an undisclosed location. On the topic of Harry Potter,
Lady Black seemed most uncomfortable, urgent to evade the conversation. Whether Lady
Black is hiding wicked intentions yet unknown, or instead — as I'm sure my readers will be
keen to uncover — harbouring a schoolgirl crush on her new friend and famous Boy-Who-
Lived, it is certain that there will be much more to learn about this most mysterious lady, and
those she surrounds herself with.

Keep your eyes peeled, dear reader, for there is surely more to this story than meets the eye,
and I, Rita Skeeter, am determined to reveal all.

It was lucky, Aurora thought, that she was the fastest reader of her friends. It gave her more
time to process what she had just read and the nausea that churned her stomach.

"I was only there for a Quidditch match," she said, feeling it was the most obvious complaint,
and the one she was least annoyed about currently. "Of course I wasn't spilling all my
political opinions to her - I just wanted to watch Quidditch!"

Millie gave her a sympathetic look. "Rita Skeeter always pulls this sort of thing. Remember
what she wrote about Armana Huntley?" Aurora didn't remember specifics, but she did
vaguely recall the famous pop singer's reputation plummeting overnight during March, due to
some scandal about her daring to express an opinion that criticized Lady Abbott.



"And what's this nonsense about Potter?" Pansy asked, wrinkling her nose. "Merlin, Skeeter's
gone downhill if all she's going off of is some vague connection. I mean, if she'd asked any of
us - not that I would ever speak to her about you, mind - anyone who knows you would know
you'd rather hex Potter's balls off than have a 'crush' on him."

At the suggestion, Aurora's cheeks flamed. Even more so, when Draco chose that moment to
look over from the other side of the table, disgust written on his face. "Did I completely hear
the wrong part of this conversation?"

Aurora groaned and flung the magazine out towards him, taking a slice of toast as she did so,
and scowling at her plate.

"Gross," Draco said, reading the last paragraph. Then his eyes flicked up, and his eyebrows
rose as he took in the rest. "Really?" He lowered the magazine, staring over at her. "She
wrote that you're a halfblood?"

Even though he kept his voice down, Aurora felt the word was spoken far too loudly. A sense
of anxiety crept over her, as she felt certain all of a sudden that the whole hall had heard. "It's
drivel," she said primly, but Draco was frowning. "Nothing she wrote is actually true, she just
wants some gossip to report."

"Well, she can't call you a halfblood," Millie said, "that's a lie. You could sue."

Aurora tried not to let her unease show. Technically, that part wasn't untrue, and she didn't
think she could do anything if Rita only wrote the truth. Gossip was the way of these
magazines, they knew how to defend themselves, and Aurora also was not about to get up in
front of any court or judge and raise the question of her blood status to anyone. Especially
when she knew the truth.

Even Pansy seemed to have realised this dilemna, and though Aurora wasn't sure if any of her
friends had the certainty about her mother, she knew Pansy and Draco knew that her mother
wasn't a pureblood, at the very least, even if she had never been able to bring herself to say
the words out loud, or to speak her mother's name.

"Well, I think Skeeter's written a loud of nonsense," Pansy said. "Witch Weekly doesn't care
if you're going to be a Dark witch anyway. If I didn't know you, and read this, I'd be more
concerned as to why there's nothing about your skincare routine."

Aurora knew that wasn't true - that if Pansy didn't know her, she might have had a lot to say
about the allusions to her less than pure blood - but smiled and laughed along.

Witch Weekly may have been an innocent enough magazine, but she didn't like the direction
that the attention on her was taking. It was mere speculation, but it came too close to home,
and while she didn't believe there was anything capable of taking away her position in
practice, she knew that rumours would affect her already fragile social position. And with
everything that had happened at the World Cup, and the precedent Umbridge was currently
trying to set with her werewolf legislation, she didn't like the thought of existing as a
powerful halfblood in a world returning to its old prejudices. Arcturus, she realised, had tried



to shield her from that, from society's questions about her parentage, and their prejudices
about it, but these things had a way of coming out in the most unpalatable of ways.

Her gaze lingered, too, as she re-read the article over breakfast, on the words about Bellatrix
Lestrange. No one had told her that Lestrange was appealing her sentence. It was unlikely to
go anywhere considering her confession, but the fact that Lestrange had even tried - when
surely she was still as devoted to her cause as always, likely moreso and more mad since
Azkaban, if her father's word was anything to go by - disconcerted her. What motivation
would she have to leave and have to pander to the Ministry, other than to usurp Aurora, to
finish the job she had tried many years ago and cleanse of any dirty blood? Aurora realised
with a sudden twist of sickness, that that didn't just mean her, either. It meant her father and
Andromeda and Dora and Ted. All of them blood traitors or impure, and all of them,
somehow, her family.

They would not be harmed, she vowed. It was her responsibility to keep them safe, and to do
that, she had to keep her position secure. Not just socially, but legally. If she could, she would
exercise her role as blood relative to Lestrange to find out what she could about this absurd
attempt at appeal, but as she scanned the article again, she thought to herself that there was
more she needed to do.

People were always going to speculate, whether her father was in or out of prison. They
would always talk. She could at least give them something better to talk about - and
potentially, make it worth her while.

-*

Potter, somehow, seemed entirely unaware of the current legislation passing through the
Assembly, for Aurora was sure that if he had been, then he would be talking about it. That
meant that either the Ministry had neglected to inform him, or, like the idiot she knew him to
be, he had continuedto procrastinate getting in touch about taking up his seat or looking into
his inheritance as they had discussed during the summer. After their Arithmancy class,
Aurora took Granger aside to check if Potter had mentioned anything about the Assembly
bill, which he had not.

"I mean, I hadn't heard anything either," Granger said as they went down the corridor
together, "and I always receive the Daily Prophet."

"It wouldn't be in the Prophet yet," Aurora explained. "I was notified because I have a seat on
the Assembly — even if I don't make use of it often. I thought Potter would be notified, too,
but we really do need to go over his responsibilities."

Granger raised her eyebrows at this. "He did say something about some lordship? Ron said
all the titles are nonsense, but that he has a seat anyway — why wouldn't he be notified?"

Pursuing her lips, Aurora had to think for a moment before replying. "I suppose... Well, I
certainly don't know of any Potters who would claim regency, let alone stake a greater claim
to the seat than he can. But his parents passed while he was only a baby, and the youngest age
one can take up their seat is eleven — and usually, a regent from the family is installed until
seventeen, I simply bypassed that part — so it depends on the contents of the will. Which I



did tell him to check. But he should be able to claim the seat now anyway." She shook her
head. "This is a big vote. If he is serious about taking up his political powers, he should at
least participate."

Granger huffed. “I bet he hasn’t done it. I told him he should — creature rights are a very
serious issue you know, and the Ministry’s legislation is frightful all over, I’ve been looking
into it.” She shook her hair out with a sigh. "I'll talk to Harry, and get him to talk to you. I
assume you're against the bill?"

Aurora nodded, then pursed her lips. She wanted to vote against it, but so far, she did not
know how to angle it. That was where Potter came in — to deflect the attention. "I am,” she
told Granger, knowing it was what she wanted to here, “and I intend to vote as such. Potter's
voice will be very influential if he uses it correctly." And at this point, it seemed the only
person he knew who had even informed him he had a voice was Aurora. She could find an
advantage in that, she was sure. "I'm sure one of us will figure out how to find the other."

Granger looked pleased at this. "I'll talk to him about it then. And you should talk to
Professor Lupin — and I know loads of our classmates still think he was brilliant, I don't
know if telling people about him might help, I don't know if he's on the Registry or not."

"We'll have to handle it carefully," she said, "but I'll cross that bridge when we come to it.
Truthfully, I don't want to make a major splash. Just get Potter to talk to me, alright?"

Granger did, and hurried off to the library for some other bizarre research project, while
Aurora headed to the Slytherin common room to start on their Ancient Runes translations.

Potter found her in the library the next day, looking flushed. "Hermione said you wanted to
talk to me about my seat or something? You're going to help? With the politics and stuff?"

She sighed and shot him a pointed glare. "I know that you haven't formally taken up your seat
yet, whether or not you realised what you had to do. The first step is to write to the Head of
the Assembly, to confirm that you are taking up your seat, and to enquire as to its occupancy
over the past decade or so. Now, I don't know if there are any family members who would
even be able to claim proxy or regency, and even if there were I doubt they would be able to
pose a real challenge to you taking up your seat at fourteen, nor would they want to. If they
do, well, you'll either have to sort it out diplomatically or, if you tremendously fail at that,
duel them."

"Duel them?" Potter asked, staring. "Why would I duel someone?"

"For challenging your position. You need to assert yourself as Head of the House. Frankly,
you should also research your family tree. I think my father may have some records
somewhere, and I know Dorea Black married in a few generations ago — she'll be something
like your great-great aunt, I believe, the two of us have no real blood connection — but my
knowledge is that the main branches of the family are gone, and there is only you." He didn't
seem too appeased by this explanation. "Any proposed challenge would require at least two
seconds anyway, and I doubt there would be that many willing to move against you,
especially if they haven't so far. You've never had contact with anyone on your father's side of
the family?"



Potter shook his head. "I thought they were all dead. I mean, Dumbledore said I had to live
with family... I assumed if I had to be with the Dursleys, then it was because I didn't have
anyone else."

At this, Aurora frowned. "Well, we can't be certain yet. Any members of the House of Potter
are likely very distant relatives of yours — though if I were you, I would be asking
Dumbledore why he neglected to tell you about any of this before. I certainly shouldn't be the
one trying to educate you." Potter's lips quirked up as if amused. "What?"

"Nothing. Just — well, you do seem to enjoy giving me a lecture about this stuff. You're like
Hermione."

Aurora ignored that. At least he hadn't compared her to Weasley. "There's little else we can
do until your seat is confirmed. But I would suggest that you familiarise yourself with the
political composition of the Legislating Assembly."

"Right." Potter sighed. "So, what actually is it?"

Refraining from banging her head on the desk repeatedly was getting to be quite a feat.
"Don't you know anything?"

Potter scowled at her. "Apparently not."

"Have you at least picked up on some of the history from Binns?" The look on his face told
her that he had not, and she let out a long sigh. "Merlin, I hate you."

Annoyance flashed across his face and he stood suddenly, knocking the table so that Aurora's
ink bottle almost toppled over. "Fine then. If you don't want to teach me anything, God
knows why I thought you'd be helpful anyway."

"Oh, so you're going to take up your seat with absolutely no idea what you're getting yourself
into? Good idea, Potter, have fun with that."

"I'll ask Hermione. She's at least a nicer teacher."

"Much as I respect Granger's work ethic and attention to detail, on this front, she does not
know what she's talking about, not in the way I do. I may not have been an active participant
in politics recently, but I have been very much aware of it. There is a reason the only children
I ever got to interact with were Draco and Pansy, and why my great-grandfather had me
educated in the humanist tradition. Most of the people I met when I was young were
politicians, associates of Arcturus. I've been trained to be Lady Black for years, I know what
I'm talking about. You can go it alone if you want, or get Granger to give you a history lesson
— but I know what we're dealing with. Now, there is a small bill to be put in just before this
one, and I'll vote by proxy on that, just to avoid such a large splash resulting from the
werewolf vote—" she glanced up, saw that Potter had sat back down opposite her, and smiled
"—a small thing regarding dragon importation permissions, no one cares much about that,
but it seems urgent to be put through. The Wizengamot have already licensed it, so it seems a
formality more than anything else."



"Right," Potter said uncertainly, "should I do that too?"

"You can do what you like on that front. Analyse for yourself what the impact of the
werewolf vote will be on your standing and what it says about your intentions and policies as
Head of the House."

Potter just stared at her blankly. Aurora sighed. "And this is why you need me, Potter. Look,
do you even know what the seven factions of the Assembly are?"

He did not. Aurora explained, as plainly as she could, the general policies of the three main
factions — the Moderates, who lead the Assembly under Aloysius Vabsley with forty six
seats of the hundred and forty available, usually supported by the twenty-one seat
Progressives under Simeon Gilbert, and opposed by the Conservative faction led by Alberta
Renton, with thirty-four seats.

"Generally speaking," she told Potter, "and you should be taking notes on this, by the way, I
don't want to have to all this trouble to have you forget as soon as you work out that door—"
to her delight, he took some rather crushed parchment from his bag and found a disheveled
quill to write with "—the Conservative faction support complete isolation from the Muggle
world, as well as the imposition of blood and creature status in the determining of legal
status. They also advocate for the Blood Status Act of 1967 to be withdrawn and the Act of
1973 to be reimplemented — essentially, restricting the means of employment for
Muggleborns and their direct children. Economically, they lean towards the system we have
in place already, which the Moderates are also loathe to overturn — there is actually rather a
lot of regulation of the market regarding potential Dark magic, but in material goods and
such, we have much more freedom, and they generally agree that the government shouldn't
involve itself. The Moderates are generally more tolerant of blood status, but not of creatures,
and most definitely have an anti-werewolf tilt. Progressives advocate for greater government
intervention in welfare, and are a large part of the reason why St. Mungo's is becoming more
and more funded by the Ministry, rather than by private donation from the likes of the
Malfoys. They also believe in giving assistance to Muggleborn students to integrate them into
society, as well as greater tolerance for Squibs — the Moderates seem quite content to leave
those issues be to please the Conservatives, whom they rely on for economic support." Potter
looked dazed by this all.

"Right. So — Conservatives suck, are more right wing. Moderates are nicer but also don't
help much, and Progressives want to make things better."

"That is a very obviously biased way of looking at things, Potter," she informed him, almost
laughing. "I also would not advise you to go up to Alberta Renton and tell her that she sucks.
And you may also find that the Progressives tend to be a lot more about words than actions.
They have to concede to the Moderates too often to really be a credible force for a lot of the
policies they claim to support — the system was supposed to encourage collaboration, but it
often makes it difficult for parties to move too strongly."

He had the sense to look at least somewhat sheepish. "You said there were seven, though,
right?"



Aurora nodded and went on, "The other four are the Insular Alliance, currently led by Lord
Selwyn." This name seemed to mean little to Potter, so she added, "Selwyn is from one of the
oldest pureblood families, and claims Anglo-Saxon descent — they are very, very proud of
this claim. They think it makes them 'purer' than other families who came along with the
Vikings or the Normans. More English, which is a bit of a silly concept considering we're all
English, and the celts were there before the Anglo-Saxons anyway — but it's rhetoric, and it
works for him right now. The Insular Alliance doesn't really have a strong economic stance,
and are more ideologically focused, but they will usually back up the Conservatives. Of their
twelve members, eight are from hereditary seats. They're very Conservative, and a few
decades ago advocated for the legalisation of Muggle hunting, which should give you some
idea of their general political ideas."

"That's horrific."

"Quite. Thankfully, most of the other parties are very strongly opposed to them, and a lot of
their influence comes from the fact that their members are generally very wealthy. On the
other side are the Direct Democrats, who advocate for the dissolution of the hereditary
system and reforms to the Representation of Magical Creatures Act, to create a more
inclusive Ministry. They have seven seats, all elected, and tend to ally with the Progressive
faction when the Progressives aren't themselves directly allied to the Moderates. The Celtic
Alliance generally falls between Moderate and Progressive, their main point is that the Celtic
nations ought to have more direct representation — despite the fact that their noble families
are actually over-represented in the hereditary seats, though I suppose with regards to Ireland
and Wales that is debatable — and that the old magic from pre-Norman society ought to be
more accepted in the Wizarding world, rather than seen as Dark for its more ritualistic nature.
And then there are the Radicals, who only have two seats, which is frightening in itself
because they largely demand the complete breakdown and re-arrangement of the political
system, as well as the withdrawal of Britain from the International Statute of Secrecy. But
they also are major advocates for workers' rights and are the only faction that has never
compromised on its defense of Muggle-born, Squib, and Creature rights.

"Then there are three unaffiliated hereditary seats. The first two are, of course, Black and
Potter. The third is Lady Gwyneth Caradas. She's from an old Welsh family and tends to
support the Celtic Alliance in matters pertaining specifically to that identity, but her politics
regarding social status tend to align more Conservative, and economically she is Progressive.
I haven't met her often, but she seemed curious about me."

"So she'll vote for the act?"

"We can't know, but it is likely. The Conservatives certainly will — I believe this act only
needs a majority of half the Assembly, though that may change depending on the
Wizengamot's view on the matter. The Progressives and Direct Democrats are very unlikely
to back it, the Insulars absolutely will. Radicals probably won't, but the Celtic Allies could go
either way and likely don't have a united policy on the subject. The Moderates will be divided
— the bill was proposed by the Minister's Senior Undersecretary, who is part of the
Moderates even if she really doesn't seem it."

"How can she be a Moderate?"



"Anti-werewolf, remember? It isn't so uncommon a sentiment, really. From what I know of
Umbridge she isn't exactly tolerant of Muggleborns either, but they're harder to target at the
moment — the war shook things up on that front, everyone said they'd have to create a more
tolerant society, but they haven't really, they're just sneakier about it now. And the Moderates
have more power, so that's where she headed. She works under Fudge anyway, the Assembly
Seat is an added benefit."

Potter sat back, processing. Finally, he asked, "How do you keep all that in your head?"

"I have to, Potter," was her reply. "Really, it's high time I do something more with my
position. No one would expect such direct participation of a twelve year old, but I'm fifteen
this month, and I really do need to step up."

"But why now?"

She shrugged. "Because all Summer, people have been bothering me about my lack of
affiliation, requesting my hand in marriage for their sons, or for themselves — which is
greatly disturbing. I don't intend to ally myself to a particular faction yet, though I suppose
my stance on this issue will align me closer to the Progressives — which is why I want to
support the Conservative faction stipulating that dragons ought to be contained from owned
land, but allowed to be traded into the country so long as our markets in creatures are also
given respect by our partners."

"But you're not on their side."

She grinned. "But they don't have to know that yet. I still need to watch my back. And, the
Witches' Inheritance and Property Bill has appeared every few years, and keeps being shot
down — almost all of the hereditary seats are held by men of course, and their sons don't
want to think their sisters might usurp their seats, nor do husbands want to risk their lands
being divided with their wives. It requires a two third majority to pass. Someone might just
make a concession if I play my cards right."

"But you're — you're still voting against the act?"

"Oh, of course. I don't believe in it, and it sets a dangerous precedent for the Blood Status Act
to be reinforced, which itself would disqualify me from holding any formal employment and
quite possibly tip me from my seat."

Potter looked like he had been hit over the head with a textbook, but nodded. "I think that
makes sense. So — all I have to do is write the Ministry and say I want to take up my
Assembly seat?"

"Well, you will have to supply identification and proof of birth — again, you need to find
your parents' will and see what it says, it's foolish to put that off, Potter — but it should be a
straightforward process. I doubt anyone will try to challenge you." She nodded to his
parchment, which didn't have as much writing on it as she would have liked, but was better
than nothing. "You can do your own research into your political alignment. Weasley may be
able to talk to you about it too, if you would like a second opinion, though the Weasleys
haven't held an Assembly seat in at least a century. He'll still have picked up some knowledge



of it, more than Granger will be able to get from theoretical textbooks — though I've no
doubt she'll find them fascinating."

Packing away her own things and hoping to complete her Arithmancy work in the common
room, Aurora stood, and Potter quickly followed her action. "Sort your seat out first," she
told him.

A smile pulled at him. "So are we, like, allies now or something?" Her glare sobered him up.
"Okay, then."

"I suppose we aren't enemies," she said, "but the word allies has a certain weight to it. You
can't just throw it around." Helping Potter privately with the aim of one day getting
something out of it was one thing. But any public conception of an alliance would shake the
already dangerous relationship she had with the conservative purebloods, whom she needed
on her side, because they always had allied with her family, and she could not bring herself to
let that go.

Alliance with Potter was a horrid thought, anyway.

"Noted." Potter was still grinning, much to her annoyance. "I'll tell Sirius, he wanted to know
how we're getting on." Then he ran a hand through his hair and said, "See you in class then,
Black," before hurrying off out the room.

Aurora stared after him, bemused, before she headed off back to the dungeons, muttering,
"Bloody Potter," under her breath.

-*

Professor Moody had them attempt to throw off the Imperius Curse two days later. "Now," he
said, once they had cleared the tables away, "this lesson has been cleared with Dumbledore
for educational purposes. If anyone wants to sit it out, you can go to the edge of the room and
observe your classmates — but again, I suggest you take the opportunity.

"Like I said, this curse is illegal under normal circumstances and for good reason. I can
perform it because I know that I have your permission, and that I know it's for the best I do it.
Make of that what you want. I don't know how many of you I'll get through today — takes a
toll, after all, Dark magic, and I don't like to use it — but whoever wants to sit out, say so
now."

There was a short silence, before Sally-Anne Perks put up her hand, followed by a couple of
Gryffindors, Apollo Jones, Clarissa Drought, Lucille and Draco, who was outright glaring at
Moody, who merely shrugged and said, "Suit yourselves. Make sure you sit somewhere out
the way."

They all cleared off, leaving the majority of the class standing clustered together. "Who wants
to go first then? Let's see — Jenkins, is it?"

Tara Jenkins, one of the Gryffindors, startled to have been called on but stepped forward
nonetheless to allow Professor Moody to put the curse on her. It was strange to watch and



more disconcerting than she had expected. Jenkins got a glazed look in her eye, and stood
perfectly still for a moment, before Moody got her to put her hands above her head and run
backwards. It was amusing in a slightly horrific way, but it was over after only a minute or
so.

"No noticeable attempt made to resist the curse," Moody said grumpily. "You need to learn to
resist, Jenkins."

Jenkins blushed furiously. "I was trying, Professor."

"Good, but you didn't try hard enough. Who's next?"

No one particularly seemed to want to, but Moody picked on Weasley for the next turn. He
turned on the spot twice before running up to the blackboard and writing his name in chalk
upon it, before Moody lifted the curse.

"See the look in the eye?" he said. "Like he's blank, no thoughts going on."

The tips of Weasley's ears went red and Pansy muttered, "That's nothing to do with the
Imperius curse, though."

Moody swirled around, having overheard, and his blue eye lit on Pansy. "Parkinson, then,
since you're so keen to pass comment. Up here."

Pansy went pale, but obliged. Yet again, she had that glazed look in her eye, as Moody made
her skip around the room before writing her own name along with Weasley's. When the spell
was lifted, she looked deeply flustered, but Moody just barked, "Selwyn! You next!"

No one had any evident success in resisting the curse, though Moody didn't seem too
bothered by this. The number had dwindled to around half a dozen students left to try —
herself, Theodore, Potter, Granger, Leah, and Eloise Midgeon — by the time Moody barked,
"Black!" and she stepped up before him.

"Imperio," he said, and all of a sudden a wave of contentedness came over her. It was strange
— at first, all of her worries simply washed away, and her head was empty of thought. Dimly,
she could feel the strangeness of this experience, but in a moment a voice said inside of her
head, "Jog around the room," and she started to move. Jogging was nice, and relaxing, and
she was used to it. There was a vague sort of thought forming at the back of her head, that
maybe she should slow down, but she didn't particularly want to. "Run up to the blackboard
now," the voice said again, but Aurora looked to the blackboard and it gave her pause. Why
was she to do that? Why did she want to? Her mind paused, but her body kept moving, and
she stumbled into Theodore before righting herself and marching up to the chalkboard. A
vague chuckle registered in the back of her mind before the voice said, "Write your full
name."

She picked up the chalk, held it to the blackboard, and was about to write when she felt a tug
at the edge of her thoughts — which name. Should she start with lady, should she include
Euphemia? The chalk fell from her hand but she moved to pick it up again anyway, and then
couldn't remember why she had any issue in the first place. She scratched out the words



Aurora Black — since she had been told nothing about using a title — and finished it with a
full stop before she felt the sense of contentedness wash away and she was back in her own
mind, staring at her shaky handwriting on the board.

Why was she standing here now, not over there? She turned, the vague memory of what she'd
been made to do washing over her, and felt a great wave of embarrassment. But Moody was
grinning. "Did anyone catch that? Black wasn't successful, but there was a change there, just
for a split second, did you see it in here eyes? What were you thinking, Black?"

She stared at him. "I'm not sure, Professor."

"Were you confused? Questioning?"

"I..." She winced. "I wondered what to include in my name, Professor."

He grinned. "See! Just like it is easier to cast an Imperius if one believes that their victim
ought to do what they are told, so too is it more difficult to resist if said victim doesn't
question what they're doing. The curse works best with little changes over time, with the
maintenance of a routine that eases the transition. Of course, a stronger Imperius would mean
that wasn't so necessary — it'd trick the mind better than mine. What you've all experienced
is nothing compared to what a truly Dark wizard would be willing to perform — but we can
work our way up once more of you manage basic resistance. Black, in her momentary
confusion, was able to resist the spell, though not break it. The important thing is to question,
to challenge what you are being told. Still, it's a breakthrough. Who can do better?" It was
only as his eye roamed the remaining group of five that Aurora realised he had left them the
top students in the class. Clearly, he had some sort of hierarchy in mind.

But Granger had no success in breaking the curse, and though Aurora knew she saw the faint
light of resistance in Theodore's eyes and his hand tremble when he was made to write his
own name, only Potter, the final victim, had any success, breaking off in the middle of
looping his y and throwing the chalk, rather too strongly, towards the window.

Moody lifted the curse and laughed even as Potter flushed with embarrassment at what he'd
done — the chalk had scraped the wall, making a broken white mark upon the stone.
"Brilliant, Potter, Brilliant! See — Potter questioned, Potter resisted! You're not of such weak
mind as some of your classmates — good, good! Didn't need to throw that chalk quite so
hard, but if you're told to help a Dark wizard and punch him in the face instead that would be
brilliant, so I can forgive you it. Right!" He sank down against his desk. "I think that's enough
for today. Too much can be painful, like I said. You can spend the rest of class talking about
your experiences — I recommend you all try and speak to Potter, Black and Nott." So he had
noticed Theodore too — he just hadn't mentioned it, and it didn't take a genius to figure out
why.

Aurora wasn't in much of a mood to entertain her classmates, but thankfully everyone
directed their attentions to Potter rather than her, and so she and Theodore sat up the back,
comparing their experiences.

"It was strange," Theodore told her, "I didn't mind just walking around shaking people's
hands — but that isn't particularly out of the ordinary, as an action, is it? Then he wanted me



to write my name, but..." His eyes went distant, staring at the window. "I suppose I'm just not
really a fan of my name." His eyes flicked to hers, and Aurora couldn't help but feel that he
was being evasive. "What about you?"

"I wasn't sure what to write," she admitted. "I questioned going to the blackboard, but only
for a second or so — but he said full name, and I... I didn't know what my middle name was
until relatively recently. Thinking about it gave me pause — but I don't think Moody was
trying to perform the Imperius to its full strength. If he was, just having to think about what
you're doing wouldn't be enough to affect it."

Theodore nodded. "The Imperius is meant to be much more difficult to shake off. I think
you're right — and he likely wanted some of us to be able to do something to shake it off,
anyway. There's no use teaching by example when no one's successful."

"Good observation, Nott." Aurora jumped slightly, seeing that Moody had appeared behind
them. His fake eye whirred as it stared between the two of them. "Neither of you would be
able to hold off someone who really wanted to have that control over you, or someone who
truly embraces the Dark Arts. But you exercised the right sort of mind magic that you need to
use to resist, and that's a good start." He jerked his head to the cluster — of mainly
Gryffindors — that had formed around a bashful looking Potter. "Better than some of your
classmates, anyway."

He didn't give them a chance to respond or ask questions before he stumped off towards
Draco, Pansy, Vincent and Greg, who were all looking exceedingly bored at the front of the
class. Still, Aurora got the feeling his false eye was still watching them out the back of his
head. The sense of it followed her until the bell rang, and she and Theodore hurriedly ended
their conversation about how to train themselves to recognise the symptoms of an Imperius,
fleeing to the Great Hall for dinner.



An Unexpected Letter

September seemed to slip by far too quickly, the month caught in a whirlwind of homework
and anticipation of the tournament, but equally of concern for Aurora over her Assembly
vote, and of the fallout from Rita Skeeter’s article.

She had received a letter from her father just two days after the article, him having clearly
been directed to it by either Andromeda or Hestia. There was little unexpected in it; he said,
as he had said in the past, that Rita Skeeter clearly wrote ‘a load of absolute shite’ to make up
for her own lack of actual journalistic talent. The words were comforting to anger but offered
little as a solution to her personal unease.

While it may have been her paranoia, Aurora was sure that she had heard people whispering
about her in the common room. Not any of her close friends, but people like the Carrow
sisters, and Edward and Tristan Bulstrode, she could tell, lowered their voices when she came
near, looked at her interestedly with the sort of suspicion that she was keen to avoid. Of
course, no younger student would challenge a fourth year, and to her face everyone was
perfectly polite, but she saw suspicion written on other faces too, and it made her uneasy.
Anything let slip at Hogwarts would inevitably make its way back to wider society, to family
heads and lords, and though there was nothing legally — yet — to take from her position
because of her blood status, she knew that many would take her even less seriously than they
already did.

It was Leah MacMillan who, strangely, offered Aurora some quiet companionship, a sort of
unspoken understanding. The MacMillans has been marked out as purebloods by the Sacred
Twenty-Eight a few generations ago, but it was a rather open secret that her mother’s family,
the Vaiseys, had some Muggle relatives in the mix. They had been a part of the Assembly for
just over a century now, but their introduction — like the introduction of the most of the ‘less
pure’ families at the turn of the century — had been controversial and remained somewhat
so.

Ever since the decision to cancel Quidditch, Aurora had been tremendously bored, seeking
something else to do besides classwork and worrying about politics that felt too far out of her
control. Leah seemed, to some extent, to understand her position, which was more than could
be said for many of her friends. They had built up a strange acquaintanceship, helped along
by mutual friendship with Gwen and Robin, and the fact that they both ran in adjacent circles,
if not the same ones.

“My brother is doing my head in,” Leah told her one evening, rather red in the face after
coming through the common room and joining Aurora, Gwen, and Robin on the sofas by the
lake window. “All he wants to talk about is our cousin’s wedding, because he thinks —
because Father told him so — that it’s a ‘promising’ match.” She made a low noise of
annoyance. “He’s a prick.” Aurora pressed her lips together and tried not to laugh. “Then he’s
stuck on about meeting people from the other schools in the tournament and how it’s such an
important opportunity, as if I’m incapable of working that out for myself.”



Leah shook her head and then leaned over Gwen’s shoulder to peek at their Transfiguration
work. “And he told me I need to pick my grades up.”

“Isn’t Ernie bottom of Herbology?”

Leah snorted. “From the way he goes on, you’d think he was beating all the seventh years in
duels. He thinks just because he’s going to be Lord MacMillan one day that means he’s
destined to be greater than anyone else.”

“That is the mindset of most of the Assembly Lords,” Aurora pointed out with a grim smile.
“But don’t tell anyone.”

“Yes, I expect it’s all another great secret that I’m not allowed to share in.” Leah scowled.
“He did say one interesting thing, though.”

“One?” Gwen asked, grinning. “He managed to come up with one whole interesting thing?”

Leah gave her a flat look. “Apparently, Moody’s duelling club’s gotten the go-ahead. Cedric
Diggory told him — sixth and seventh years are the only ones getting to go the first sessions
apparently, but so far it seems word hasn’t reached the Slytherin class.”

“Funny that,” Robin muttered, glancing around the common room.

“I, for one, thought we were all Moody’s favourite students.”

“Well, Ernie seems to think it’s going to be some closed club. Naturally, he’s assumed he’s
going to be invited.”

Aurora tutted, leaning back and shuffling along the couch closer to Robin, so Leah could let
out a melodramatic sigh and flop backwards. She winced, and turned around. “Merlin, I hope
we get a decent champion for this tournament.”

“You mean a Slytherin?”

Aurora nodded, despite all of them knowing just how unlikely it was that a Slytherin would
become champion, or that said Slytherin would actually have the school’s support.

-*

Aurora had not been expecting post on Monday morning, though was not entirely surprised
to receive some. She was, however, surprised to see the wax seal on the back of the envelope,
emerald green and stamped with a Black family insignia. Her first thought was that her father
had gotten ahold of it, but he would never really want to associate himself with that symbol,
nor would Andromeda. It was a great sense of unease that she broke the seal on the
parchment, unfolding it carefully and looked immediately to the bottom of the parchment,
where a name was signed in proper, cursive letters, sharp and only slightly slanted.

Callidora Black, m. Longbottom.



Aurora almost dropped the parchment in surprise. Callidora Black was a relatively distant
family member, one whom she could not recall interacting with beyond the odd pleasantry,
and whom she had not seen in long enough that she had assumed the woman had passed
away. She was a great aunt of sorts, either three or four times removed. As far as Aurora
knew, she had distanced herself rather from the family upon her marriage, and large cut ties
when her sister was disowned for marrying into the Weasleys. Callidora had never attempted
to contact Aurora before — not personally, anyway — but she knew she ought to read what
she wanted.

To Lady Aurora Black,

You may or may not be familiar with my name, I do not know. No doubt you are confused by
my writing to you, and I cannot blame you. We have had little contact, after all — but I am
writing you largely on the behalves of a dear sister and a close cousin: Cedrella Black m.
Weasley, and Marius Black. As you may know, both Cedrella and Marius were disowned for
differing reasons — Cedrella for her unapproved marriage, Marius for being born a squib. I
do not pretend to know your views on the subject, however both Cedrella and Marius have
expressed interest in you to me over this summer, and I suppose you are an at age now where
it may be of curiosity to you to get to know more of your family.

I believe the Legislating Assembly is due to meet early next month. If it is the case that you
will be present at this meeting, I would like to take the opportunity of your presence in
London to meet, should you desire it. I understand that your position at Hogwarts may
restrict this, however I would be very interested to meet you at another convenient moment.

Regards,

Callidora Aquila Black m. Longbottom

Aurora’s mind reeled as she read over the letter again, considering Callidora’s proposal. She
knew very little of her, and even less of Cedrella and Marius, but knew Callidora must be a
great-aunt of some sort of Neville Longbottom — there were too many Weasleys to know
what relation Cedrella might have to the four who were at Hogwarts now. Marius she knew
nothing of; he had never been mentioned by anyone that she could remember, but she
mentally tried to slot him into one of the scorch marks of the tapestry in Grimmauld Place.
With vague recollection, she thought to herself that he was the child rarely spoken of, a
cousin of Arcturus’s who had died many years ago — but clearly, he could not be, and she
imagined they only shared a name. She still had to organise her school absence with
Dumbledore anyway — not that he could refuse it — but meeting an estranged family
member... Aurora wasn’t sure what the appropriate reply would be. She had no idea what
their intentions might be, after all.

With a sigh, she folded the letter back up and slipped it into her pocket, deciding she would
consult Andromeda before making a decision. “Something important?” Pansy asked,
frowning over the table.

Aurora shook her head, gaze flicking to her cousin instead. “Maybe. I’m not sure —
estranged relatives seem to be popping up all over the place.”



At that, Pansy merely raised her eyebrows, but Draco turned quickly and asked incredulously,
“Who?”

She debated whether or not to tell him for only a second before saying, “Callidora. She
married into the Longbottoms... I believe she would be a cousin three times removed for
either of us.”

Draco’s eyebrows knitted together thoughtfully before he said, “I think Mother mentioned
her. I might have seen them at Christmas or something but I don’t really remember.”

“I don’t either,” Aurora admitted, “which is why I’m wary. I’ll have to write to Andromeda”.

Draco blinked. “My mother could help, too.”

“Yes, but — well, it’s rather sensitive to the family habit of disowning its members, and
Andromeda is rather more familiar with that topic.”

“Who was disowned?” Draco asked, though Aurora thought a better question might be who
wasn’t.

“Cedrella and Marius.”

“Weasley,” Draco said, nodding. “Who’s Marius?”

“A squib, apparently,” Aurora said, and saw his eyes widen in shock. The only Marius Black
thy had heard of, they had been told, had died as a child. “I believe Andromeda may be more
open to my questions than Narcissa on this one. Either way — I don’t know if we’ll make
any further contact. It’s all rather out of the blue. Suspiciously so.”

“You can’t exactly be surprised,” Lucille said from nearby, “can you?” When Aurora looked
at her, she elaborated, “I mean, obviously everyone wants to know where your loyalties lie.”

“I had worked that out for myself, Lucille.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if people start to pop up all over the place, claiming to be relations. I
mean, the Blacks were rather known for... Sowing their seed, weren’t they? Well, before they
went to seed anyway.”

Draco choked on his pumpkin juice and Aurora regarded Lucille coolly, feeling a slight flare
of annoyance at what she had insinuated. “No more than most houses, I’m sure,” she said,
stirring her tea. “And Callidora is a certified member of the family. I don’t need your
opinion.”

Lucille merely shrugged. “Suit yourself,” she said, before turning back to Daphne and
Millicent.

“What — sowing their seed?” Draco stuttered, and Aurora sighed.

“Don’t look so scandalised. I certainly won’t be asking your mother about any family
bastards.” This only seem to mortify Draco further, as he went pink from his cheeks to the



tips of his ears. “And I doubt there are many, anyway. But I do need to deal with Callidora —
I’ll let you know if there are any major developments, shall I?”

Draco nodded, though his voice was somewhat strained as he said, “Please.”

-*

On Friday afternoon, the extra-curricular notices were put up on the board in the Slytherin
Common Room, advertising everything from Professor Flitwick’s Frog Choir to the Inter-
House Gobstones Club. Draco and Aurora considered the notice board, unamused.

“I still don’t know why they had to cancel Quidditch,” Aurora grumbled, looking at the
advertisement for recruits to the newly-formed Hogwarts Bird Watching Club. “It’s entirely
unfair.”

Draco nodded, moving aside a leaflet for extra Music classes. “We don’t even get to be in the
tournament. It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?”

“Completely,” she agreed, but sighed as she took a notice for the school dance club and for
the Frog Choir. “If this happens again, I will leave.”

Her cousin chuckled. “Do you think Gobstones is easy to pick up? Mother said it was too
messy to practice at home.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Aurora said, “but you could try chess.”

“What, and be surrounded by Ravenclaws all the time?” Draco scoffed. “No thanks.”

Aurora hummed lightly. “Suit yourself,” she said, pocketing her own notices: auditions for
Frog Choir were on Monday evening, and the dance club began on Tuesday. Checking her
watch, she realised it was nearing four o’clock — the time she had arranged with the
Headmaster to discuss her and Potter’s need to attend the Ministry in a fortnight’s time.

“I have to get going,” she told Draco, flattening down the leaflets they had disrupted on the
board. “Save me a seat at dinner, won’t you?”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re not going to talk to Potter again, are you?”

“All necessary conversation, I assure you.” She smirked at him. “I can include you, if you
want. I know how much you like Harry.”

Draco just glared at her, predictably. “I don’t know how you put up with it,” he grumbled.

“Nor do I, Draco — nor do I.”

When Aurora got up to the Headmaster’s office, she found Potter was already there, chatting
away quite amicably and stroking Dumbledore’s pet phoenix. “Ah, Aurora,” said the
Headmaster, greeting her with a smile. “Harry has already given me the details of your
proposed trip.”



“Has he, now?” Aurora shot Potter a flat, unimpressed look, before taking her seat daintily. “I
hope you see it is necessary travel.”

“Certainly.” His eyes twinkled. “I am always glad to see students engaging in politics.”
Aurora wasn’t quite certain that was true, but at least he saw — as she had assumed he would
— that there were no grounds to prevent them from fulfilling their duties. “Though I was not
aware Harry had taken up his Assembly seat.” One of the nearby portraits stirred in its frame.

“I didn’t know I had one,” Potter said, and his voice was unusually cool. “No one told me.”

Dumbledore have a strained sort of smile and nodded. “Forgive me. I had assumed you
would know.” Aurora didn’t believe that, either. “Nevertheless — you know now, and all is
well and for the better. Am I to make arrangements for the eighth of October only?”

“Unless the process lasts longer,” Aurora said, “which it may well do, given the subject
matter. We will both, of course, pick up the required work we may have missed from any
classes.” They both were thankful, she was sure, that they didn’t have Potions on either
Monday or Tuesday. “I may,” she thought to add, “also have another appointment on one of
those days — though if that is too far, I can arrange for my contact to meet me in
Hogsmeade.”

Potter stared at her, and Dumbledore raised his eyebrows. “Might I enquire as to who this
appointment would be this?”

She debated it, but Dumbledore’s eyes were unsettling — and without knowing what
Callidora wanted, she didn’t want to publicise their communication. “A family member,” she
said, “though not close. A member of the house may be a more accurate descriptor.
Regardless, I thought I might as well do both at the same time, if possible.”

This seemed to unsettle Dumbledore somewhat, and Potter gave Aurora a curious look which
bordered on suspicion. “I also request the afternoon of Friday the thirtieth of September for
the vote about dragon importation — I suspect it will be much shorter, of course.”

At this, Dumbledore’s expression looked caught somewhere between amused and perplexed.
“You are politically invested in matters of dragon importation?”

“No,” she admitted breezily, “but I would like to show my face. Now that the wrongs of the
past have been righted, the Black seat must be put to use as effectively as possible.”

“A-ha!” Aurora startled at the sound from one of the nearby portraits — the one which had
just moved earlier. She located it quickly, staring at the portrait of a too-familiar man with
dark hair and over-pronounced silver eyes. “So you are my descendant. Lady Aurora, is it?
The half-blood lady — never thought I’d see the day.”

Aurora replied stiffly, “You must be Lord Phineas.”

He sniffed, though Aurora didn’t know what business he thought he had acting so superior
when he had gone down in history as the least popular Headmaster in Hogwarts history. Still,
he was an ancestor. “Well, at least you’ve been educated. Arcturus, wasn’t it?”



“Yes,” she said in a tight voice. “Arcturus raised me, which I’m sure you must know. Didn’t
you linger on the... Second floor at Grimmauld, if I recall correctly.” Second floor was almost
as bad a dismissal for a portrait as being relegated to the dust-bound attic. “And I remember
you from the Manor’s portrait gallery.”

Phineas merely sighed, waved a hand and said, “Let the girl do what she wants, Dumbledore.
Since she is an heir of this school’s most esteemed headmaster.”

The current Headmaster’s eyes crinkled in amusement while Potter looked in confusion
between the three of them, as though failing to understand the significance of the portrait.
Aurora supposed he had no reason to understand its significance, though. “I’ll give my
permission only if you can obtain that same permission from your class teachers for the time
away. I believe you have Professor Snape’s Potions class?”

She withheld her grimace. This was what she had dreaded Dumbledore might say — but he
was being generous as it was. Still, it wasn’t as important as the other vote, merely
convenient to ease the impact on her profile if the vote didn’t go her way. “I’ll ask him,
Professor.”

Dumbledore smiled. “I am glad to hear it. Now, how is your father holding up?”

“Well enough as could be expected, after having been wrongfully convicted and kept in
Azkaban for twelve years,” she said, as was often her answer to such foolish questions. It
was, after all, largely down to Dumbledore that he had not received trial. She put on a smile
of faux pleasantry and stood, gesturing for Potter to do the same. “I’m sure if we are to miss
class then we both ought to get on with some of our work.”

Dumbledore’s eyes twinkled, and Aurora hated that he seemed, ahead of anything, amused by
her. “As you wish, Aurora, Harry. Enjoy your weekends.”

“And you,” Aurora said, before turning quickly and leaving, Potter quick to follow at her
heels.

“Who was that man?” he asked immediately, “the one in the portrait?”

“Lord Phineas Nigellus Black,” Aurora replied simply, descending the spiral staircase,
“former Headmaster of Hogwarts — the only Slytherin Headmaster in the school’s history, if
we discount Salazar himself — and my great-great-great-grandfather.”

For a second, Potter spared her the annoyance of having to deal with his endless questions,
and then asked, “What’s Grimmauld?”

“My family home.”

“How many houses do you have?”

“Nine.”

“Nine?”



“That is often the case when you are the last of your name and half your family turned out to
be infertile. What else do you have to ask me?”

He mumbled something that sounded like stick up your arse, but before Aurora could turn to
hex him he said, “Who are you meeting? It isn’t Sirius? You’d have said if it was, right?”

She gritted her teeth, nearing the bottom of the staircase. Never had she met such an
annoying person. He was almost better when he hated her — or perhaps he still hated her,
and had simply adopted a new and more effective way to get on her nerves. “It’s a family
member, as I said, and I don’t even know if I am meeting them. Such matters are sensitive,
and though my father may have welcomed you into his family, that does not entitle you to
any information about mine, do you understand?”

Potter’s footsteps slowed behind her but Aurora kept on. “Sorry,” he mumbled, once they
caught up at the exit of the tower. “I’ll stop asking questions then.” There was something
bitter, but also slightly mocking, in his tone.

“Please do,” Aurora said shortly, turning to him. “I’ll be in the library on Sunday afternoon if
you need to discuss the political situation, and if you can keep yourself from your incessant
questioning.” His cheeks flushed, but to Aurora’s surprise, he took the demand for less
questions on board very quickly. “I expect you to have a better grasp on the world than you
did last we spoke, or else I may have to tear my own hair out.”

With that, she turned on her heel and went back to the common room, feeling that any shaky
alliance with Potter would surely, at this rate, crumble if he didn’t learn to keep his mouth
shut. Or, admittedly, if she didn’t learn to keep her annoyance down.

-*

To her delight — and gratitude to Hermione Granger — Potter had managed to retain a
decent amount of information about the Legislating Assembly and its various factions.
“And,” he said, “I found out the Potter seat controls Somerset, right? And the Black seat
controls Cornwall?”

“Control is a very strong word, Potter,” she said, “I would advise against it.” He nodded —
on this, if nothing else, he seemed to take her as an authority, and it was not only amusing but
greatly useful. “The Potter family act as representatives of the seat of Somerset as well as
caretakers of the land and people. Somerset actually has a relatively small wizarding
population — parts of Wales, Cornwall, the Scottish Isles, and the borderlands tend to have
the highest densities nowadays — and Somerset has around two hundred wizards and
witches, I believe. Cornwall’s more like five hundred — a combination of proximity to the
sea, and relative isolation from major industrial centres. Wales has a high population for
obvious reasons.

“Your constituents do pay a proportion of taxes to the Ministry which distributes it to
representatives — but I digress. Have you familiarised yourself with your elected
counterpart?”

“Er, I know her name? And I know she’s a Progressive.”



It was better than nothing. “You have to work in tandem with your shire’s elected official too,
at least in representing explicit wishes. The two positions are intended to balance one another
out. You may have noted the Cornwall elected is a Direct Democrat?”

Potter coughed. “Er, yeah.”

“I need to make myself more popular with my people. And, apparently, the possibility of
opening up to the international dragon trade may also open doors for Cornish pixie breeders
into the market.”

Potter’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh.”

She half-smiled at him before returning her gaze to the desk. “Familiarise yourself with your
elected counterpart. No doubt you’re a lot more popular than me just by virtue of being Harry
Potter, but anyway. Have a look at the political map of the elected and hereditary
representatives of the counties, kingdoms and shires. Look at the demographics — oh and if
you want to give Hermione an fun trivia question, take a look at the official title of the Lord
of Fife. Any questions pertaining directly to the werewolf vote?”

“Christ,” Potter muttered, rolling his eyes, “you give me more homework than McGonagall.”
She raised an eyebrow, awaiting an answer. “Um, Hermione looked into it too — she’s
starting to get into all sorts of creature rights now, ever since I told her about the vote, Ron
reckons she’s going to move onto house elves soon — but anyway, she thought I should ask...
Is there, like a Wizarding U.N.?” Aurora stared at him blankly. “The United Nations?
Basically, it’s where most countries all work together and do... Things, I guess. They try to
stop war and like, help people out.”

What a coherent explanation, Aurora thought drily, unimpressed.

“I suppose there is the International Confederation of Wizards,” Aurora said slowly, “but I’m
not sure what this has to do with werewolves.”

“Well, the U.N. has the Declaration of Universal Human Rights. It says everyone should be
free from discrimination, have rights to shelter, food, education, stuff like that. Not
everything works — I think it also says freedom from war, and Muggles still have wars, and
discrimination — but you can’t really put in laws that go directly against it unless you want
everyone to get mad at you. Most countries stick to it, and it’s pretty important.”

Aurora crosses her legs, considering this. “I really don’t think any such legislation exists,”
she admitted. “The Confederation is fragmented at best, mainly devoted to upkeeping the
Statute of Secrecy. And even if there were direct laws on human rights — I don’t think
werewolves would be regarded as human.”

Potter’s face fell. “Right.”

“Nothing is certain about this legislation. Honestly, Potter, I don’t think we should take front
and centre roles. You can, if you feel very strongly — we’re here to vote. I believe Mr. Bratt
— Carrick Bratt, Cornwall’s elected representative — is intending to vote against the bill,
too.”



“Why?”

“Because it is indicative of the oppressive hierarchies of power and status entrenched in
wizarding society,” she said, quoting from the Wizard’s Spectator interview he had given a
few days ago. “It fits into the ideology.”

Potter looked rather thoughtful about this for a moment, and then asked, “Have wizards
always hated werewolves? And Muggleborns and — I suppose house elves, and centaurs,
and everything else?”

“Well, always is also a strong word,” Aurora said. “But yes, prejudices have always existed.
They come and go — we were relatively well-integrated for much of the Middle Ages,
though there were always people who thought of Muggleborns as lesser wizards, they
weren’t viewed in quite the same way.”

“That doesn’t sound much better.”

“No, not really. But until the witch trials really came out in force and such, our worlds did co-
exist. Still do, to certain extents. Merlin knows we aren’t large enough as a community for
the necessary agricultural production — we’re reliant on Muggles for a lot of food and such.
Some of us are just more isolated than others. But regardless — werewolves were always
feared and ostracised, yes. Centaurs were once held in higher regard than they are now, while
being viewed as separate entities... It’s the structure of society, I suppose, that’s changes
that... And the attitude to house elves.”

“How?” Potter asked. “What did the attitude to house elves used to be like?”

“Well, there was always a distinction between humans and non-humans, obviously. But house
elves were viewed as magical creatures in their own right. Their bonds with humans were of
friendship and loyalty, it was a very different dynamic to the one enforced by a lot of people
nowadays. It’s been suggested that wizarding magic was used to bind elves, long ago, and
against their will. Elves are loyal, but then wizards figured out how to force ownership, rather
than to co-exist. They like the power, and they disrespect the morals of magic. Some believe
themselves superior, entitled to ownership, because they believe themselves masters of
magic, rather than its subjects and equals.”

Potter pulled a face. “And people like — well, people, think they can treat them horribly and
get away with it because they own them.”

Aurora nodded, then blinked — she had quite forgotten what they were meant to have been
discussing. “What were we talking about?”

His brow furrows, then Potter said, “Human rights.”

“Ah, yes. There are very vague protections, mainly around voting rights, education rights, but
no real codified declaration like your Muggles seem to have.” She shook her head. “Perhaps
that’s a matter for another day. The vote could really go either way, and the Wizengamot
upholds the bill — essentially, they don’t regard it as massively overturning or violating any



existing laws, in which case the bill would either have to be revised or receive a higher
majority — so who knows?”

“I’d still rather do more than just vote,” Potter said fiercely. “Loads of people would vouch
for Lupin!”

“And have you asked him how he would feel about being dragged into the trial?”

“No, but I could! And anyway, I want to say something!”

“And you can,” Aurora said placidly. “Debate the bill all you want, Potter, and see where you
go. You may be successful — that is your decision to make.” She shrugged her shoulders,
tightened the end of her long plait, and cleared her books away. “Anything else?” Her voice
seemed to have been pointed and vicious enough to quell Potter’s further questions, and
Aurora was satisfied with his silence. “Good evening, then.”

-*

Dear Aurora,

I only vaguely remember Callidora from when I was a child, as she was a cousin of
Grandfather Pollux, but I don’t believe they were close. I know she had a couple of children
but we haven’t been in contact. The last time I remember having any contact with her was
just shortly after I left the family and announced I was marrying Ted; she offered her
congratulations, and so did Cedrella. Perhaps they were trying to start a club.

I’ve no idea what her intentions might be. I don’t think there’s a reason not to meet with her,
but it will no doubt be a strange meeting. You don’t have to say yes, but we could arrange
something where I’m there too, if you’d be more comfortable (though it’s your call).
Callidora also might be angling to meet or find out more about your father, which I’m sure
you’ve already considered given the timing. I wish I could give you some better advice but I
honestly don’t know much about Callidora or her situation. I can do some snooping though
— and if you’re in the Ministry in October, you ought to look in on Ted and Dora too, I know
they’ll want to see you, and Dora is very curious to hear about Mad-Eye’s lessons from you
in person.

Be safe, and write soon. We want to know all the details about the Triwizard Tournament,
now that you’ve all been told (I’d say sorry for hiding it from you for so long, but it was quite
fun to watch you so frustrated).

Love,

Andromeda

She hadn’t expected Andromeda to be especially helpful about Callidora, given that she had
near enough entirely shut off communication with the family decades ago, but the lack of
information was disheartening. Going into any form of contact without an understanding of
what the other end expected was unnerving enough. But Andromeda was right — they didn’t



know if Callidora did have bad intentions, and though the timing had an obvious reasoning
behind it, Aurora couldn’t find a reason to turn her down blank.

She drafted a careful reply to Callidora then, suggesting that they meet in Hogsmeade village
in November — it felt more like Aurora’s territory than London did — and that she looked
forward to their correspondence. She didn’t really, but she had to admit she was very curious
about Callidora, and Cedrella and Marius. Aurora told Andromeda as much, and then relayed
the details again to her father, even though she knew Andromeda would fill him in anyway.

When she reached the Owlery, it was to her great amusement that she saw Potter trying to
talk to Cho Chang. He had that distinct look of a boy who fancied a girl and had no idea how
to behave around her, and it would have been sweet if it wasn’t Potter. Since it was, Aurora
kept herself hidden on the stairs until the pained conversation was over and Chang came
down, then cornered Potter just as he was about to attach a letter to his snowy owl’s leg.

“Cho Chang, eh?” she asked breezily, causing him to jump. “Should have known you’d fancy
her.”

“Were you spying on me, Black?” Potter asked, outraged.

“Not intentionally. You’re still not interesting enough — but I didn’t want to interrupt such a
sweet conversation.” She nodded to the letter he was holding in his hand. “That isn’t for my
father by any chance?”

“Oh.” Potter blinked. “Well, yeah, it is actually — don’t spy on me and Cho!”

“Not spying,” she reminded him with a grin. “It’s quite funny, actually. I think Draco fancied
her too for a bit, he was so distracted in our last match against Ravenclaw.” Potter’s face
hardened at the mention of Draco’s name — they so far hadn’t had any major altercations this
year, but neither of them were really trying to be civil either — and Aurora quickly changed
the subject back again. “Would you mind if I send one of my letters on with you? There’s
another for Andromeda, too, see, and one for someone else.”

Potter narrowed his eyes, even though he did take the offered envelope with her father’s
name on it. “Who else are you writing to?”

“Family business, Potter,” she said breezily, calling over a large tawny owl. “Nothing
exciting either.”

He didn’t look like he believed her, but then, he never did. Aurora sent the two letters off
with a feeling of trepidation. “Is it the same person you’re meeting after the vote?” Potter
asked, once they were done. “This mystery person you’re writing to?”

“It may be,” she said, smirking just to annoy him. “But I promise it’s nothing nefarious.
Just... delicate.”

“Right.” Potter started off down the stairs and Aurora followed, surprised by the quasi-
amicable tone they had managed to keep up so far. “I tried to find out more about the Potters.
I — you probably don’t care, actually, but that’s what I was writing to Sirius about. I’ve some



great uncle called Reginald, who might be alive, but seems to have stopped talking to
everyone during the war. And I spoke to Hermione about the werewolf thing, she thinks it’s
all a total injustice. She wants to start a campaign.”

Aurora smiled faintly. “Good for Granger. I always thought she was the more tolerable of you
three.”

Potter didn’t even look offended. “I think McGonagall said that too, once. Well, it was more
like, at least Miss Granger has her head on straight.”

“Well, that is also a fair observation,” Aurora told him. “She, unlike you and Weasley,
actually appears to have a work ethic.”

The scowl Potter returned that statement with was half-hearted at best. They came to the
bottom of the stairs, and Aurora tightened the end of her pleat. “Good day then,” she said in a
bid goodbye.

Potter echoed her faintly — he headed down towards Professor Hagrid’s hut at the edge of
the forest, and Aurora headed to the castle, hoping she was making the right call about
Callidora.



The Assembly and the Answers

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Aurora's birthday turned out to be a less organised affair than it had been in years past,
though she found she didn't mind much. She and her friends had a little gathering around
their usual couches in the common room, and it wasn't anything special except for the cake
Robin and Theodore had procured, but it was sweet. People drifted around, and thanks to the
large rosette Gwen had forced her to pin to her robes, knew to wish her a happy birthday —
Cassius she didn't mind, nor Drina Bulstrode or Astoria or the Carrow sisters, but those she
barely spoke to got on her nerves. Most of them wouldn't have gone near her last year, after
all, and though she knew she could not shut herself off from anyone on that basis alone —
they had had good reason, or at least thought they did, last year — it was enough to get on
her nerves. At least, she felt, their birthday wishes were an indication that the memory of
Skeeter's article wasn't too prominent for most of her house, having blown over in the two
weeks since its publication, or at least it had within Hogwarts' walls.

Even Potter had wished her 'happy birthday' in the morning, a most unexpected event. He'd
said it before Potions and tossed a chocolate frog to her, smirking, as though waiting to see
what she would do next. Accept the gift, and bring the self-conceived shame of fraternising
with him, or reject it and cause a scene that would inevitably get back to her father, as well as
piss off all the Gryffindors around her.

The fact that he'd actually remembered the date — though probably he had been reminded by
her father — was enough to cause her to freeze up in bewilderment anyway, and she'd only
managed to drawl a rather cold and insincere, "Thank you ever so much," before Draco and
Vincent and Greg arrived, their overbearing presence putting a quick stop to any further
conversation.

On the final day of September, Aurora slipped away to Dumbledore's office after lunch.
Snape had taken a lot of persuading to let her miss class, and she suspected Dumbledore had
intervened in the end, but she made it to the Assembly in one piece.

It wasn't a full assembly, of course. Most of Wizarding Britain didn't care much for dragon
importation, and a number of the Hereditary wizards had declined to turn up, as had a handful
of elected members.

Upon arrival, feeling quite alone in the sea, Aurora tried to get her bearings with the group,
staring around for a familiar face. There was Lord Malfoy, in low conversation with Selwyn
and Rosier, huddled in a darker corner where a few of the other hereditary purebloods flitted
about. Near them, some of the lords from newer families stood, the sort Aurora knew of
vaguely but had never been formally introduced to — Vaisey, Alpin, Thorel, and Rhys, all
from rich families which, while not pureblood, and therefore somewhat looked down upon,
were exceedingly wealthy, influential, and above all, elevated to the same status as their
pureblood peers, from reforms made only a few decades ago which had introduced 'new



blood' to the Assembly. Spying Lords Abbott and MacMillan with Aloysius Vabsley, leader
of the Assembly, Aurora braced herself and debated going to make conversation.

Then her eye was caught by a tall wizard, auburn haired and middle-aged, with a brooch in
the shape of a diagonal cross gleaming upon his violet Assembly robes. He looked over at the
same time and raised his eyebrows, in either intrigue or challenge. Carrick Bratt — the
elected representative for Cornwall, a Direct Democract campaigning for the dissolution of
hereditary peerage.

At least there was more curiosity in his gaze than there was hatred, though that thought didn't
do much to still Aurora's nerves as he made his way over.

"Sir Bratt," she greeted him, holding her hand out.

He met her gaze with a cold, rather critical look, and shook her hand firmly. There was only
the slightest incline of his head as he said, "Lady Black. I did not expect you to be here."

"I thought the vote might be of interest to my people," she told him flatly, taking her hand
swiftly away. "It is my understanding that many think such a relaxation of the creature
importation market, may open the door for native Cornish pixie breeders to expand their own
customer bases."

"You understand correct," Bratt admitted, and she smiled. "I take it you are to vote in favour
of the bill, then?"

"Of course."

"And the upcoming werewolf bill?" Now, his eyes were lit with curiosity, but it was the
sharp, probing sort, a malicious intrigue lingering there. "I've heard statements from many of
our constituents who are against the bill. It undoes all the work we have tried to do in this
past decade, to break from old prejudices. Wouldn't you agree?"

She floundered for a moment, caught off guard by his intensity, and said shortly, "I think the
bill sets a rather... Distressing precedent."

A grin spread across his grin. "Then we can count on you for the opposition, Lady Black?"

"I have not chosen to affiliate myself to any party yet."

"Oh, I don't need you in our party. But you have to realise, we all are very curious as to your
politics. You've kept so quiet. Our people of Cornwall have no idea who you are or what you
stand for. Who are your allies, or your enemies?"

She let out a low, short laugh. "I don't intend to make enemies, Sir Bratt."

"My lady, no one intends to make enemies." The smile turned to a smirk, condescending, and
Aurora bristled. "But it is inevitable."

"And here I thought your party would like to make enemies of us all?"



At that, he let out a short laugh. "Much as I may disagree with your status, Lady Black, I
don't think we have to be enemies." She raised her eyebrows, struggling to understand that
rationale. "My duty, I believe, is to the people who elected me. If to do right by them, I have
to make myself an ally of yours, that's what I'll do. Think of this as an olive branch, Lady
Black.

"I'm far less your enemy than some of these lords you wish to call friends."

"Perhaps," she conceded with a careful, nervous smile, "I do look forward to corresponding
with you, Sir Bratt. I may not affiliate with your party, but you are right. Our people are our
utmost duty."

He looked almost amused by her words, by the way she said it. Even Aurora could hear the
stilted tone of her own voice, and got the perplexing feeling of being stuck within the
confines of her own youth, surrounded by many much older and more experienced than she
herself. She was using all the words she thought she ought to say and yet somehow they still
felt like the wrong ones. She should have been more practiced at this, she thought, should
have been able to fit in naturally here, to talk the way these elder politicians did. Her age was
no excuse, she told herself, suddenly wishing that she had brought Potter along for this vote,
too, if only because she knew he would be less experienced and less at ease than she was.

"Then I hope you will do the right thing," Bratt said, before nodding to someone behind
Aurora's shoulder. "Excuse me, Lady Black. I expect we will be going inside soon, and I
must speak to Lord Rhys."

"Of course, Sir Bratt," Aurora said quickly, nodding to him as he hurried off, leaving her
again cold and alone and exposed, in the atrium before the Assembly Chamber, staring at the
grand oak doors, nerves tumbling in the minutes she waited for them to open and the session
to begin.

The vote was not an overly-complicated matter, in the end. Many of the Assembly members
had not shown up after all, but after statements from Tristan Rhys - Lord Member for Powys
- and representatives from each party, the vote was announced. It was a new process to try, as
Aurora had to register her opinion by sending up either red, grey, or green sparks - red for no,
grey for abstention, and green for yes - but it passed easily by a majority of sixty-three to
thirty-two: forty five members had abstained. Really, Aurora thought it could have been over
with far quicker than it was, but she was thankful when she left that there weren't too many
eyes on her.

In the days that passed over the weekend between the Dragon Importation Vote and the
Conditions of Employment (Lycanthropy) Act, Aurora tried to cram in as much schoolwork
and studying as possible. Potter, mercifully, had not come up with any more questions to
bother her with, and she managed to get through a productive session writing Charms and
Transfiguration essays with Blaise, Daphne and Theodore in the library. Draco could be
heard in the common room at night loudly discussing the forthcoming vote, and Aurora didn't
know how to break it to him that she intended to vote against Umbridge, and therefore the
likes of his grandfather Abraxas, and Lords Nott and Selwyn. She wasn't even entirely sure
that he was aware of her opinion. Had she not told him herself that she was going to be
attending the Assembly, she would have thought he had no idea. In the light of Professor



Lupin's reveal last year, werewolves were another hot topic, but Aurora was growing more
and more uncomfortable with the way her classmates discussed such things.

Perhaps participating in this vote was not such a good idea after all. But she had to show face
and she didn't feel she ought to compromise her own integrity. She was entitled to an opinion
and it was her duty to give it.

Because of the intensity of feeling over the bill, the speaking positions at the debate were
restricted. Aurora had put in to speak, but was almost relieved to discover that she was not,
after all, to be called upon. Harry Potter, however, was, and that gave her, if possible, even
more anxiety.

They arrived together, going through the Floo to the grand Ministry atrium and then
descending, to the hallway outside the Assembly chamber. Unlike a few days before, it was
crowded with people, from Assembly members, to members of the public eager to watch
proceedings — for some reason Aurora could not begin to understand, given that if she had
the spare time on a Friday afternoon, this would certainly not be her choice of entertainment
— to keen-eyed journalists clamouring for their story, their voices echoing and mingling in
the high-ceilinged stone corridor. Aurora moved away from Potter as soon as possible,
putting on an expression she felt was just correct to show they were not outright allies, but
still as civil as any of them had to be to each other. It was worth it when she caught Lord
Selwyn looking from by the gilded double doors, and she nodded slowly to him, holding his
gaze. He lifted his eyebrows, gaze flicking to Potter and then back to her. Aurora smiled
coldly and said to Potter under her breath, “You’ll want to speak to Aaron Nightingale. He’s
heading the campaign against the bill.”

“I know,” Potter said irritably, “you’ve told me twice and Hermione’s told me three times. I
only got here two seconds ago.”

She struggled to keep her smile pleasant as she said, “Just go. We’ll reconvene before we go
in. I’ve some people I want to see.”

“Like who?”

“None of your business, Potter,” she said, and gave a curt nod before walking away. She was
sure she saw him rolling his eyes, but she had timed it right. The press, who were standing
by, had just noticed Potter’s arrival outside the courtroom, and started to flood him, just as
Aurora made her escape.

Lady Gwyneth Caradas was not difficult to spot. Aurora had already memorised her face, and
knew the sort of group she would surround herself with — Malcolm Alpin of Fife, Jacob
Morwen of Caerfydden, and the Moderate Karl Griffiths of Devonshire. She found them
quickly, but found herself nervous to apparoach, seeing their easy conversation. They all
looked like they belonged, while she still felt out of place, like a child playing make-believe.
She cast a look back to Potter, though, and the swamp of people around him, and knew she
definitely was not going back there.

Her heart was pounding as she approached Lady Caracas’s group, feeling the least graceful
she ever had, and increasingly aware of her own movements.



To her relief, Lady Caradas spotted her before she would have to go through the ordeal of
making herself known. Caradas inclined her head towards Aurora, and she took the cue as the
other lords also turned, to walk towards them.

“Lady Caradas,” she greeted first with a small bob, “Lord Alpin, Morwen. Griffiths.”

“Lady Black.” They, like everyone else, appeared both wary and condescending. “Lovely to
see you.”

“We were just discussing the vote,” Caradas said, “myself and Lord Alpin both have been
invited to speak.”

She smiled, then didn’t know what to say other than, “Wonderful.”

Stilted silence fell. “I, er — I believe I read your interview for the Daily Prophet, Lady
Caradas?” The interview in question had been over her views, which were suspiciously well-
guarded and neutral, to the point that Aurora had questioned why she had even given an
interview in the first place. “It was... Enlightening.”

Still she felt that these were not her words. Even though she was speaking them, she felt
wrong, and it seemed the others could pick up on it, too.

“Yes,” Caradas said, “you know, I was so curious as to whether or not I would see you. I
heard Rita Skeeter wrote a rather intriguing piece in — what was it — Witch Weekly? My
niece is a fan,” she added by explanation, at the raised eyebrows and amused expressions of
the men around her.

“Well,” Aurora said, “I didn’t ask for... That. I don’t see it as relevant to me anything —
journalists will say what they want, and I didn’t say anything to Skeeter.”

“Well.” Caradas’s smile was intrigued but cold. “I do hope you have made your mind up on
today’s vote, Lady Black. I think there is a lot we might be able to agree on, you and I.”

“Of course,” put in Alpin, with a rather pompous huff, “we are very much against the bill.
Better to rehabilitate and protect werewolves than to remove them from society, no? That is
how monsters like Greyback were made.”

It was a relief to hear such words, to affirm her own thoughts. At least she wouldn’t be
scorned by everyone as she had feared.

“I quite agree,” she told Alpin in a rush, to a look of approval from the rest. “The precedent
this would set is concerning in and of itself, but you’re right. We can’t just push werewolves
away and block them from taking jobs, and expect everything’ll be fine.”

“Indeed.” Morwen frowned over at her. “You are a student at Hogwarts are you not, Lady
Black?” She nodded, and he hummed. “I heard one of your old teachers is a werewolf. How
was he?”

“Just as any other teacher,” she said crisply, “better, actually. I’m sure most of my class
would agree that he was the best Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher we ever had. And



that him being forced to leave because of his condition caused great disadvantage to us at the
end of our third year.”

“Yes,” said Griffiths slowly, “well, I heard Harry Potter is attending today, too. I daresay he’s
in that swarm of journalists. I must speak to him — a Gryffindor, isn’t he? Like myself —
name gives it away.”

It was much to Aurora’s annoyance that both Griffiths and Alpin left then, even if she did feel
somewhat relieved to have fewer people around her, only Lady Caradas and Lord Morwen.
They made only idle chatter after that, occasionally glancing to where the press were
hounding various assembly members for comment. Potter looked deeply uncomfortable, and
Aurora felt a twinge of sympathy, one which she was sure Caradas picked up on.

Just a few minutes before the assembly began, Potter managed to disentangle himself from
the crowd of Progressives that had formed around him, Abbott leading the pride, and came to
Aurora’s side, where she introduced him quickly to Caradas and Morwen, and the elected
members who had joined them — Carrick Bratt and the members for Kent and Sussex,
Arnold Cambion and Isabel Ettrin, respectively.

And then, as he whispered to her, “Are you as nervous as me?” the bell sounded to call them
to assembly and one by one, they filed in.

The debate was heated as ever. When Potter did eventually get up to speak, from his seat just
two down from Aurora. He spoke at length about all the people he knew who thought their
old professor should have been allowed to keep his job — something Aurora thought rather
unfair, as she did not know if Remus had given Potter permission to speak about him — and
dragged up some old arguments against already rejected legislation. His speech gained
unwarranted levels of applause from Progressives and Radicals, and sneers and smirks from
most everyone else, regardless of position. In truth, Aurora thought she only knew the good
points of his argument because he’d already told her them — he was evidently more used to
arguing than to properly debating.

She resisted the urge to glare at him across the aisle to stop him from completely putting his
foot in it. But at least, she thought, he was saying something.

It didn’t matter, in the end.

The vote passed by a wide margin— a ninety-four to forty-six. It was a solemn day, and
Aurora couldn't help but feel that her vote had not done enough. Dolores Umbridge looked
exceptionally pleased with herself when she left the Assembly, accompanied by Lords
Malfoy and Selwyn. Aurora had to stop Potter from mouthing off again when she passed.

"What's done is done," she murmured, placing a halting hand on his arm, seeing the fury lit in
his eyes, "don’t make a scene.”

"How can you be so calm?" he asked, wrenching his arm away from her. "Didn't you hear
them all? Jeering? They don't care — they don't care that they're going to ruin lives!"

"I know," she said quietly.



"And you didn't stand up—"

"I was not given the floor. Nor did I wish to make such a spectacle as you did."

His mouth was set in a firm, angry line. "You're a coward," he told her eventually, marching
through the hallway.

She hoped he did not repeat that to Lupin. She hoped she could write him first before the
news broke properly, to apologise. Because Potter was right, and this wasn't fair, and she
resented herself for not being able to control it, even if she had felt already that something
like this could be inevitable.

"Bigoted bastards," Ted said when they told him the outcome of the vote, waiting in the
Ministry Atrium. They were due back at Hogwarts at five o'clock, in time for dinner, and it
was now a quarter past four. Neither Aurora nor Potter looked at each other.

"It wasn't even close," Aurora said, feeling worse. She should have done more, could have
done more. But their minds were made up. Selwyn and Umbridge and the rest. It made
something angry growl inside of her which she pushed aside.

Potter scowled at the floor.

"The Aurors will be hearing all about it soon enough. You did what you could, though."

Aurora wondered with a twisting guilt if that was true, and felt that it wasn't. She hadn't
gotten what she wanted, after all — silence wasn't worth defeat. She was protected by her
position, but who was there to protect werewolves now? Who would be there to protect
people like her if society turned against muggleborns even more, and against their children?

Dumbledore already seemed to know the outcome when they reached his office. He did, after
all, seem to know everything.

"I'm sure the werewolf community appreciates your efforts nonetheless," he said, noticing
their dejection. A word rang in Aurora's head which sounded like coward. "This is not the
end, I am sure. It is a sad day for our country, and for our morals.” She felt her cheeks burn.
“I sense you are both most disheartened by our political system. Alas — it does not get
easier.” That was possibly the least reassuring thing he had ever said. “I fear history will not
remember today well. But you did your part. One day, your generation will be able to do
great things — if you remember who you are today.

“But!” He forced the change in his tone. “Today, you are still students, and students need
dinner! And I’m sure, too, that you have plenty of work to catch up on.”

Neither of them were in the mood to follow Dumbledore, who was aggressively cheerful at
the best of times. His humour today seemed underlaced with disappointment at the world,
and in truth Aurora wasn't sure that a few off-hand comments about lemon drops and knitting
patterns could really count as humour.



"How did it go?" Theodore asked, when she slipped into a seat between him and Millicent at
the Slytherin Table. Across the hall, Potter was debriefing a furious Granger and Weasley.

"The bill passed," Aurora told him tightly. Lord Nott had voted with Selwyn and Umbridge.
"There's a lot still to do." He tilted his head. "You thought Lupin was a good teacher, didn't
you?"

"Well, yes," he replied uncomfortably, "he was the best. But he was also a werewolf." She
gave her a pointed look and he pursed his lips. "I'm not saying he's a bad person, but it was
dangerous for him to be."

She pursed her lips and poured a glass of water, though she didn't feel like eating anything
just yet. "There's no denying the danger but I feel — people are uneducated on the subject.
And werewolves have been contributing to our society in meaningful ways for years. People
believe what they want to believe but..." She trailed off, keenly aware of the other eyes on
them at that moment, of the ears listening out. She constructed the next sentence carefully. "It
seems to be rooted more in prejudice and preconception than true evidence that there are
higher attack rates for businesses with werewolves in employ." Pansy seemed to consider this
for a brief second, across the table, before Draco and Blaise sneered and she copied them.
Daphne and Lucille pointedly pursues their own conversation, but Millie was listening in,
too. "I felt much safer in a classroom with Lupin than I do with Moody at any rate. Don't
you?"

She was in the correct company for that statement, at least. They all were, to some degree,
targets of Moody's constant suspicion and paranoia. It did not do enough. She felt she should
have done more, and should have done it earlier, when it mattered — but the older generation
had made their minds up already. Their own counterparts had made similar points, that they
needed harder evidence. Carrick Bratt had raised anonymous anecdotes from werewolves of
Cornwall and their colleagues who vouched for them. It didn't change the result.

One day, Aurora thought — with Remus in her mind, his kindness and his intelligence and
his way of teaching that drew in every single student — she would.

-*

The students from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang were due to arrive at Hogwarts on the
thirtieth of October, and the elder Slytherins swore up and down the place that they had better
not interfere with their plans for initiation like every other year had. Aurora pestered Cassius
for his 'top-secret' information about the plans, and she was fairly certain he was going to
break soon and tell her. He did make many remarks about how persuasive she was, and she
decided she would rather like to be known as persuasive.

His birthday passed on the sixteenth, which led to a highly amusing night of observing the
common room revelries. "No one was like this last year," Draco said, glaring at the knot of
tipsy sixth years, "were they?"

"I wouldn't know," Aurora said, breezily enough, but Draco still frowned at her. "But I think
everyone's mostly excited because he's going to apply for the tournament, and we might just



get a Slytherin champion." It was a lovely thought, even if she still would rather have liked to
have that opportunity herself. Maybe, though, this year could be a simpler year.

"And are you excited?" Pansy asked in her teasing voice from Aurora's other side.

"Why would I be excited, Pansy?"

Pansy giggled. "Because you keep talking to him. Like, every day."

A smile pulled at her but she pushed it away. "Because I want to know what they're planning
for initiation, Pansy. I'm hunting for information."

Theodore and Blaise gave identical snorts. "Yeah, right," Blaise said, "you're more likely to
threaten him."

"And what would you like me to threaten you with, Blaise?" She fixed him with a cold look
across the sofas. Gwen laughed, exchanging a wry smile with Robin. "Poison's always fun."

"Mhm, so I've heard — maybe you should exchange notes with my mother." She glared at
him, and he did not seem to realise. Daphne, however, seemed greatly amused, giggling to
Lucille.

Aurora rolled her eyes and sank down into the sofa, her knees knocking against Pansy's. "I'll
wait until he's had one more," she said to Pansy, "then he'll tell me what they're planning."

"And I'm on stand-by," Millicent put in, grinning, "to sneak attack Drina."

The two clasped hands, united in their mischief. There was a certain comfort in the
irrelevance of the matter — there was nothing at stake but personal satisfaction if she did not
manage to succeed in discovering what was planned for the first years' initiation. It made her
feel just that bit more carefree.

"I'll bet I can get it out of Cassius quicker than you can get it out of Drina."

"That isn't fair," Millicent sighed, drawing her hand back with a dramatic sigh, "she's the
most annoying sister ever. She'll purposefully not tell me anything just because it annoys
me."

Pansy snickered. "I'll bet on Aurora too," she said with a wink.

Sighing, Aurora turned to Draco, who was shaking his head at them. "Gambling," he said
with faux disapproval, "right in front of the third years."

"Oh, they're fine," Pansy scoffed, gesturing to Hestia and Flora Carrow who were chatting to
Daphne and Lucille about Twilfitt and Taffling's new Winter collection. Aurora caught the
smile, though, when she met Draco's eyes. Still, it was sad to see it droop — his own smile
was just visible from her perspective, but it too fell after a moment.

She turned to eye Cassius again, his blond hair lit by the amber lights behind him. He was
laughing merrily with Graham and some of the other boys in his year, and raised his



eyebrows when he spotted Aurora looking over at him. Heat rose to her cheeks and she gave
a small wave before turning around again, hearing laughs ripple around him and then Draco
and Pansy's snickers.

"Both of you, stop that right now," she scolded. Pansy just laughed more and rested her head
on Aurora's shoulder, grinning.

Fifteen minutes later, she had cornered Cassius and Millicent had cornered Drina. She could
catch snippets of the girls' conversation and Millicent's roundabout way of getting her sister
to ramble in annoyance more than anything else, but was also more preoccupied with
Cassius's account of Mad-Eye Moody's first Duelling lesson.

"He's totally nuts," he was saying, grinning as he leaned against the wall. "We were all trying
to have a normal class, but then those Weasley twins — look, normally they're not that bad
unless they're trying to whack me in the face with a Bludger — but they'd brought in these
fake wands. One of them had managed to swap Angelina Johnson's wand with that one, so
she tries to curse me, and it just—" He made a wide, annoyed gesture "—sprouts feathers!"
Aurora laughed. "I didn't know what to do, obviously, so I just stood there. She didn't know
what was going on either, but she did throw it at Fred Weasley's head.

"Moody was going off his head but I think he was trying not to find it funny. He kept going
on about how we needed to be vigilant and stop fooling about and take things seriously but
— I mean, everyone knows the Weasley twins."

She nodded, pursing her lips in a look of sympathy. "Did you get anything constructive
done?"

"Once they'd stopped laughing and realised Moody was gonna hex them if they didn't take it
seriously, yeah." Aurora smiled at that. "I did get a decent jinx in at Diggory. Drina was
devastated."

"Why?" A smile pulled at her and she had to remind herself of her mission. "What did you do
to him?"

"Made flowers bloom out his nostrils."

"That is disgusting."

Cassius laughed loudly, warmly. "Stop him casting though. He's got pollen allergies, kept
sneezing."

"How creative of you," Aurora laughed, "don't you know any better curses?"

Winking, he said, "I want to save my best moves for the tournament."

Aurora raised her eyebrows — here was her in. "Speaking of." She sidled slightly closer. "I
take it you're putting your name as soon as it opens."

"Absolutely." He grinned. "Flitwick hinted applications were opening on the thirtieth, and
we'd have twenty-four hours."



"Halloween, then?" She raised her eyebrows and he caught the insinuation. "I suppose we'll
have to prepare for an extra extravagant party."

"Good to know you have such faith in me, Aurora."

Aurora scoffed, rolled her eyes. "Well, it isn't going to be a Gryffindor, is it? They would all
be far too pleased with themselves. But I'm sure everyone will be completely run off their
feet, what with organising the initiation."

Cassius smirked down at her. "See now I know what this is about."

Playing coy, she pouted and asked, "What is this about, then?"

"You want to know what we're doing for initiation."

"Oh, but I would never dream of accosting you, Cassius." She grinned up at him, and moved
so that their shoulders were just touching, side by side against the wall. It was warm where
they touched, which came as a surprise even though it shouldn't, and Aurora pushed that
thought away, focusing. She had a mission, after all, and a bet to win. "I promise I won't tell,"
she teased, batting her eyelashes, and thought she saw pink tinge his cheeks as he grinned.
Perhaps that was wishful thinking, though she didn't want to dwell on what it might mean if it
was. "What's the worst that can happen if you tell me? I'm trustworthy, aren't I?"

Cassius snorted. "You know, I heard a rumour you set off Dungbombs outside Lupin's
classroom last term."

She hid her annoyance — which idiot had let that slip, was it a Weasley twin — in favour of
grinning at him, bumping his shoulder again. "I don't know where you hear such things, but
really the fact that it's only a rumour and not confirmed fact proves that I'm good at keeping
secrets." She raised her eyebrows, pouting slightly. "Come on, Cassius. We're teammates,
aren't we?"

"Technically, there is no team this year."

"Technically," she drawled, "you have no reason not to tell me."

"Other than tradition." He grinned, taking another long drink, and bumped her shoulder
again, sending slight shivers through her. "And the fact I know Millicent is over there
convincing Drina too. You're not all as sly as you think."

"Ah, But I haven't unveiled my master plan," Aurora said, and he frowned. A small laugh
escaped his chest.

"What's your master plan then, Black?"

"Like I'm going to tell you." She rolled her eyes and made like she was going to leave, but
Cassius put a hand upon hers and she froze. "Nothing nefarious, I assure you."

"I'll tell you," he said, hand tightening around hers in a way that was almost nice, if she
allowed herself to think that way. Heart thudding, Aurora turned, and stared at him, his wide



eyes, his knowing smirk. She drew closer, suddenly aware of his warm skin against hers and
the fact that his eyes did look rather nice, and that she was getting far too distracted right
now.

"Will you really?"

"If," he added, voice slightly lower now. Heat rose to her cheeks and Aurora was certain that,
if she were to look back at her friends right now, she would find Pansy smirking at her. "If,
you don't tell anyone else. And." He tugged her gently closer, still with that foolish grin on
his face. "If you help with smuggling the firewhisky."

Her mouth felt suddenly dry, but she managed to say, "And why — why would I engage in
such activity?"

Cassius smirked. "Bit of fun, isn't it? And clearly you're getting rather good at sneaking
about."

"And is that why you talk to me?" she asked, hoping she was retaining some control over the
conversation if not over the volume her stupid heart managed to beat at. "My sneaking
abilities?"

"They certainly don't go amiss." He smirked. "Do we have a deal? You tell me how you got
to sneak around last year, help us get to Hogsmeade, and I'll tell you what we've got
planned."

"Alright," she said, "but you have to extend the drinking rules to myself if I assist in
acquiring the firewhisky." Assist in acquiring... Merlin, why was she speaking like a fool?
"Otherwise it is completely unfair."

"You're fifteen anyway." He shrugged. "Just don't tell Miss Head Girl, or she'll have my
head."

"Promise," she said, and then Cassius drew her closer still so that he could whisper the plans.
She struggled to focus on his words rather than the proximity of their two bodies, and the
feeling of his breath against the side of her neck.

"First task is to take something from the Potions supply cupboard — the rarer the ingredients
are, the better Snape guards them, and the more respect the student's get.

"Second task, they have to locate a snake in a tapestry on the seventh floor, mark it on a map,
and receive a clue from the person in the tapestry. The tapestry's of Morgana," he added, "so
it should add up to them eventually. That clue tells them the third task, which is to work in
groups to create a communication device that works from one end of Slytherin territory to the
other."

He stepped back, and Aurora caught his eye. He looked rather pleased with himself, and the
smug look was somehow — well, she wasn't going to think about how he looked.
"Teamwork?" she tried to say, feeling flustered. Ridiculous, she scolded herself, only to feel
even more flustered when she inadvertently caught Pansy's eye across the common room.



Cassius shrugged. "We thought it fit with the theme of the year — the whole international
collaboration they're trying to push? Plus, we've observed that group and they're awful."

Aurora thought back to the constant jostling and arguing that took place among the crowds of
first years in the common room every night, vying for the best seats or else just for attention.
Even her group, though they still had their noticeable divisions, didn't argue as they did.
"Some teamwork could do them some good," she admitted. "Or it could cause them to tear
each other apart trying it."

"All the more entertaining for us then," Cassius said in a sing-song voice that fell slightly flat
at the end. "We're still split on whether to let them figure out the teams thing on their own or
to force them into little groups."

"If you leave them to do it themselves," she said, "they won't do it. Or they'll just stick to
their own clique." Her year had been much the same — still was, to an extent.

"That's what I think," Cassius agreed, "but it isn't really my decision, so." He shrugged, then
glanced over to Drina Bulstrode, who was glaring at Millicent. "Honestly, I think we should
all just be more worried about what's going to go wrong. Like, getting them to walk about the
castle is seriously wishful thinking. What if one of the Durmstrang kids unexpectedly turns
out to, I don't know... Sleep walk with a knife or something?"

"That would be a very specific form of sleep-walking," she said, putting some distance
between them and feeling slightly more at ease. "But also very unfortunate."

"Knowing our bloody luck," Cassius said, "something'll go on fire when they announce the
champions. Maybe a dragon'll crash into the Great Hall or something."

"At least there's very little chance of a dragon getting into the dungeons," she pointed out,
and Cassius grinned.

"Dunno, they let Snape down here and he's half-bat."

Aurora let out a very unladylike laugh, then bit it back. "I'd love to see you tell him that."

"Oh, I'd love to see a first year tell him that. Maybe I should add that to the plan — oi,
Graham—"

Graham Montague had materialised at precisely the wrong moment, leaning against Cassius's
shoulder and staring down at Aurora. "Black," he said, voice slurring, "nice of you to join the
celebrations."

"Nice of you to save the rest of us the trouble of getting drunk," she drawled back, and he
cracked a grin.

"Eh, this tournament's bloody stupid, isn't it?" She nodded. "I can't even bloody take part, not
of age 'til March — bollocks. Listen, Black." He took on the air of a child trying to play at
dictator. "I say bollocks to this. Illegal Quidditch, what do you say? They can't stop us using



the pitch, even if this bastard's too busy to join in—" Cassius kicked him in the shin and he
yelped. "—one of us is gonna be captain next year and we don't want a lazy team."

"Is this your way of inviting me to be Chaser?"

"Absolutely not." He pulled a face but it seemed half-hearted. "But — Quidditch. God's
blessing to wizardkind, bloody Dumbledore doesn't have the right to stop us. It's our right!"

She raised her eyebrows, trying not to laugh. It was clear Cassius was struggling to do the
same as Graham clapped him on the shoulder. When their eyes met, holding in laughter
became all the more difficult. "C'mon, Black — Aurora." He stumbled over her name and,
she thought, thoroughly ruined it. "We could go right now."

"I don't think playing Quidditch at this time of night is a great idea, mate," Cassius said,
while Aurora pressed her lips together to keep from laughing.

"Or with you in this state," she put in.

"What d'you mean?" He stood up straight, looking offended. "I'm bloody fantastic, Black!"

"Course you are," Cassius said, laughing and taking him firmly by the shoulders. "How's
about we get you some cake?"

"Can't have cake before flying, Warrington, are you bloody daft?"

"I heard it's the top tip now," Aurora said, grinning at Cassius, her sudden partner in
combating drunken pests. "Read it in Quidditch Quarterly."

"See?" Cassius said. "Aurora's right."

"Well," Montague muttered, rolling his eyes, "if Black says it's so..."

He shook his head and Cassius flushed, pulling an apologetic face as they moved off towards
the table where the chocolate cake had been set. Smiling to herself, and trying to avoid the
warm, fluttery feeling inside of her chest, Aurora flounced back over to her friends, avoided
Pansy's knowing look and said, "Blaise, you were wrong. I didn't have to threaten him even
once. And I got firewhisky out of it."

Blaise scowled, and Pansy and Draco both laughed loudly, arms nudging against hers.
Millicent trotted over a moment later, looking not nearly as happy as Aurora was. "Drina told
me to bugger off."

Aurora waved a hand, and dragged Millicent down to squash between herself and Pansy.
"Just as well Cassius told me everything then." She smirked as everyone leaned forward.
"But, tragically, I'm sworn to secrecy."

She told them anyway, only just enough to get away with hiding the full truth. It was better
than dwelling on Pansy's look when she asked why, exactly, Cassius Warrington had been
standing so close to her.



Chapter End Notes

Sorry this took a bit longer than usual! I’ve been swamped with various stuff recently,
and then got hit with a nasty cold (not covid, but still horrid) which wiped me out for a
week or so. But I’m feeling better now, and I hope you enjoy. This marks the end of this
mini-arc for Aurora’s character and the beginning of things to unfold in the future. But
the tournament is just around the corner... I’ve a feeling things are not going to go the
way y’all think but I’m very excited. ;)

And with that cryptic statement, see you next week (hopefully)!



Sneaking Around

The Beauxbatons and Durmstrang students arrived, as promised, on the afternoon of the
thirtieth of October. After their usual Double Potions class — cut half an hour short for the
occasion, something Aurora was very grateful for considering Snape had threatened to poison
them to test their antidotes — everyone rushed to their dormitories and back again.

"Remind me again how this all works," Gwen said anxiously to Aurora while they were
putting away their cloaks and books, "Beauxbatons is in France?"

"Yes, but its students can come from all over. Mainly Western Europe, but there are plenty of
students from the rest of Europe, Africa, and North America. And it isn't the only wizarding
school in the area, obviously, that would be a ludicrous idea — it's just the largest and oldest.
Same for Durmstrang — no one really knows where it is, but it's probably somewhere around
the Baltic, and most of its students are from Eastern or Central Europe."

"And that's the one with the Dark Arts?"

Aurora nodded. "Yes, but that doesn't mean everyone from there is bad. I mean, if we give
Durmstrang a reputation just because of Grindelwald, then Hogwarts would have the same
reputation for the Dark— for You-Know-Who. Just watch yourself."

Gwen nodded, still looking slightly anxious, and Aurora tried not to sigh too loudly. "They're
really not going to be awful, Gwen. But Snape will if we're late, so let's go and join the
others."

The dungeons were already abuzz with excitement when they left and found Theodore and
Robin amid the crowd, shortly joined by Draco and Blaise. Once they reached the Entrance
Hall, the volume of the students seemed to have also reached an all-time high, and the Heads
of Houses were trying to manoeuvre their students into respectable lines, without much
visible progress. The Gryffindors were a predictable mess, all running around excitedly, and
Aurora was sure she would have been hit in the face by an over-excited first year had it not
been for Theodore tugging her quickly out of the way and tucking her under his arm.

"Gryffindors," he muttered, and she grinned, spinning out slightly from his grasp.

"The very worst specimens Hogwarts has to offer," Aurora drawled, putting on an imitation
of Professor Snape, who looked highly put out by his role organising a bunch of first years
who all kept jostling one another to try and stand at the front.

Theodore laughed along with her as their group managed to find the other girls and Vincent
and Greg, somewhere in the middle of the more orderly section of Slytherins. "McGonagall
looks stressed," Lucille noted, while the Transfiguration professor snapped at Parvati Patil.

"Snape looks like he's got a lemon stuck in his mouth," said Millicent, which made Aurora
laugh.



"He does rather, doesn't he? Though I suppose he looks like that rather often."

"Slytherins," he said over their heads, and everyone moved quickly into position together,
keen to avoid his disapproving glare. "With me now, it is almost six o'clock. No running, no
shouting, and absolutely no heckling the guests."

Some third year whistled and received such a scathing glare that Aurora was surprised he
didn't disintegrate on the spot. "Quiet, Mr Vaisey. Quickly, now."

He whirled around and the students were all quick to follow him down the steps to the
grounds, where dusk was already beginning to settle, and a translucent moon hung above the
darkened trees.

"I don't suppose they'll have taken the train," Millicent said, looking around, "will they?"

Lucille stared at her. "Not from France, Millie."

"I know not from France," Millie said, scowling, "but Kings' Cross Station isn't exactly
difficult to get to, is it?"

"Beauxbatons students have a carriage which the school owns," Lucille explained, rolling her
eyes, "I expect they'll be using that."

"I hope we get to speak to the students," Aurora said, trying to peer over the heads of the
students in front of her. "Beauxbatons offers Alchemy courses right from the first year, you
know."

Pansy tutted and rolled her eyes fondly. "Alchemy is the natural priority, of course."

"Well, I'm curious. Nicholas Flamel studied at Beauxbatons, don't forget. And we are
supposed to be learning from the other students."

"I want to learn from Durmstrang," Draco told them all importantly, "you know, my father
wanted to send me there for a time."

"You've told us that twenty times," Theodore drawled, amused.

"Headmaster Karkaroff is a good friend of my father's. No doubt he'll be pleased to see me."

At the name Karkaroff, Lucille scowled and moved closer to Blaise and Daphne, abandoning
the conversation. "I've no doubt Karkaroff is a good friend of Malfoy's," Robin muttered, and
Aurora shot him a quelling glance. "Well, he is. We all know why."

"It is not our place to speculate," she said primly, but saying so made her uneasy. Gwen
glanced between the two of them with her usual air of confusion, but before they could try to
explain or else dance around her questions, someone let out an excited yell from among the
Gryffindor students, and everyone started to look upwards.

Aurora followed the collective gaze, to see a grand powder blue carriage soaring across the
sunset sky, pulled by giant winged horses at least twice the size of the school thestrals. She



watched as the carriage drew into the grounds, landing smoothly on the grass. Each of the
doors, Aurora noted, bore the Beauxbatons coat of arms — two crossed golden wands, the
tips of each surrounded by three sparks — and she smiled appreciatively at the sight before
the doors sprang open, and a short blond boy emerged in a powder blue silk uniform with a
tiny hat. He ran down the massive, wide steps of the carriage and held his hand out to be
taken by another giant one, glistening with rings.

A moment later, a woman stepped out, in fine black satin robes. She was tall, taller even than
Professor Hagrid, and Pansy had to nudge Vincent to stop him from gawping.

"That is a big woman," Blaise said, blinking, but his voice was drowned out by the applause
that went up among their students as Dumbledore greeted Madam Maxime.

"Don't be rude, Blaise," Daphne chided, but she too was staring. Draco and Robin's gazes,
however, appeared to have been drawn by the small cluster of students standing in their
headmistress's shadow, staring apprehensively up at the castle.

"They all look freezing," Gwen commented, nodding to the group, many of whom had
wrapped shawls and scarves around themselves.

"They all look like they're being dramatic," Millicent replied, shaking her head. "It isn't that
cold, it's only October."

"Yes," Theodore conceded, "but they are in silk."

Aurora nodded, watching a pretty blonde girl shake her head, annoyed, and mutter something
to her peers. "Do you think Durmstrang will have a carriage?"

Theodore shrugged. "Who knows anything about Durmstrang? Don't know how else they
could, though."

They watched as Madam Maxime and her students bundled into the school, shivering and
muttering about the cold. The great horses which had brought their carriage snorted and
clipped at the ground, and everyone watched, agitatedly, with a growing sense of impatience,
for the Durmstrang delegation to arrive.

"Were any of you considered for Durmstrang too?" Gwen asked curiously, to break the
silence. "Like Draco was?"

Lucille scowled and shook her head, muttering the word, "Swine," under her breath.

Aurora didn't dare look at her, nor, it seemed, did Theodore. "My mother thought about
Beauxbatons for me, actually," Blaise admitted, "but I convinced her that Hogwarts would be
more beneficial."

"I looked at both," Aurora said quietly, "but there wasn't really much question about it in the
end." Her gaze swept over to Dumbledore and McGonagall, who were conversing lowly,
heads bent. Mr Crouch was supposed to be arriving for the opening feast, Aurora knew,
though she saw no more sign of him than she did of the Durmstrang students.



Robin just shrugged, looking quite bewildered by all of them. "I don't know why you'd want
to go anywhere except Hogwarts. It's still the best."

Pansy made a derisive sound. "Apart from the alleged three-headed-dog in the third floor, and
the acromantulae and centaurs in the forest."

"And whatever happened to be in that chamber," Daphne said, gaze darting around before she
spoke. "And that hippogriff. And Professor Lupin."

"He didn't hurt anyone," Gwen protested.

"Yes, but he's still a werewolf. I don't think Beauxbatons or Durmstrang have werewolves."

"I'd rather have a werewolf than Snape the vampire bat," Aurora said with a sniff. Gwen
grinned at her.

"Oi," Greg said, turning back to them and pointing toward the lake, "look at that!"

Aurora glanced up, standing on her tiptoes, but she couldn't get a good look at the lake. "For
Merlin's sake, what is it?"

"It's like... All the water's being sucked out."

As he spoke, a low rumbling sound started to break through the chatter of the students around
them, and Aurora moved backwards onto one of the rocks on the hill to try and get a better
look across the slope that roll down towards the black surface of the lake, where waves
brushed against the shore and bubbles ripples upon the surface, circling the beginnings of a
whirlpool.

Then, slowly, something dark and pointed began to rise from the depths. Aurora tried
standing taller, then grasped Theodore's shoulder to steady herself. "There's something
moving," she said, "it's coming out of the water."

Theodore tried to join her on the shaky rock, though he was unfairly much taller than her and
likely didn't need it. They pressed close together, and his fingers brushed against hers slightly
as they watched a mast appear from the surface of the water, followed by pure white sails
which unfurled the higher the mast rose, with the deep red Durmstrang emblem stark against
the fabric. There was something almost skeletal about its appearance as it protruded from the
water, the porthole windows gleaming with yellowed light.

"And we have a train," Theodore muttered lowly in Aurora's ear. She held in a giggle,
pressing her lips together, as they watched the ship glide out of the water and towards the
bank of the lake.

"A very beautiful train," she whispered back. "With a lovely trolley witch."

They watched the students beginning to spill out of the Durmstrang ship, dressed in heavy
red cloaks with thick grey furs. At their rear was a tall, grey-haired man in silver fur
illuminated by the moonlight. The procession was about two dozen people in all, and wound
its way up through the grounds towards Professor Dumbledore.



Aurora was too far away to hear properly what was said, but she could see the Headmaster
clearly as he clasped Professor Dumbledore's hands with his, beaming. "That's Karkaroff,"
Theodore said, as if she didn't already know who he was. An alleged Death Eater, who only
escaped imprisonment by giving the names of his peers — among them, Gabriel Travers,
Lucille's uncle and the man responsible for the slaughter of the McKinnon family. She wasn't
sure if Theodore knew that significance, for she hadn't disclosed her mother's identity to
many people, but his eyes were fixated on the Headmaster.

And then, Aurora saw Karkaroff tug one of the students forward, clapping him on the back.
Murmurs went up from the front of the Hogwarts students, and once the boy came into the
light, Aurora understood why.

"Theodore," she said lowly, staring as she moved forward, "that's Viktor Krum."

His eyes snapped to the boy and widened. "No chance."

"It is," she said breathlessly, as the news spread around the Hogwarts students. "I know it is. I
knew he was young, but I didn't realise he was still in school."

The Durmstrang group started moving on up back towards the castle, with the professors
behind them, and Aurora tried to get a better look at Krum before the Slytherins all started
moving off too. "It's definitely him," she whispered to Theodore, who hopped off their rock
and gave her a hand down graciously. "Merlin — now I have to interrogate him as well as all
the Beauxbatons students."

Theodore laughed, but didn't have time to reply before Draco appeared at Aurora's shoulder,
and practically yelled, "Viktor bloody Krum!"

"Yes," she said, wincing at the volume, "we saw him too, Draco."

"D'you think he'll speak to us? Millicent wants to get his autograph, I'm sure Karkaroff can
arrange for us to speak to him — he knows my father after all."

At that, Aurora shrugged her cousin off as gently as she could. She didn't particularly like the
idea of an ex-Death Eater doing her any favours, especially not on the behalf of Lucius
Malfoy. "He'll probably be swamped by people this evening," she said, turning around with
Theodore and beckoning for Draco to follow with them back to the Entrance Hall. "And he
looked rather grumpy. At least hold off for some time, then we can catch him unawares
without a whole fan club about."

"I bet he'll be Durmstrang champion, don't you?"

"Not if the judge witnessed his performance at the World Cup," she said lightly, though the
comment earned her a scathing glare from an older Gryffindor girl.

In the Entrance Hall, she passed three separate groups of people scrambling for quills and
parchment to get him to sign, as if he was going to disappear in the next five minutes if they
failed to get an autograph. Even Ron Weasley seemed desperate for Krum's signature — not



that Draco was much better, trying to convince Daphne to lend him her eyeliner pencil so
Krum could sign his Potions textbook.

They breezed past the Durmstrang students who still stood clustered in the Entrance Hall,
uncertain of where to go, and claimed their usual grouping of seats at the Slytherin Table.
Draco looked anxiously towards the door every five seconds. "D'you think they'll sit with us?
The Beauxbatons lot are over at Ravenclaw, see? Oh, there's Krum. Budge up, Aurora, go
on."

"Excuse me?"

"I want Krum to sit next to me, they're coming this way."

Aurora sighed and shifted closer to Pansy, who rolled her eyes. Across the table, Theodore
watched on with amusement and she shook her head.

"He is rather fit," Pansy whispered, toying with a strand of hair, "don't you think?"

"Objectively, yes, but I'm not going to lose my head over — oh, Merlin, he is coming this
way."

And indeed, when Viktor Krum sat down between her and Draco, Aurora had no idea what to
think, and hurriedly combed through her hair. Draco took the opportunity immediately, before
Aurora could even say hello.

"I know you," he said breathlessly, "you're brilliant. Are you really going to be champion?"

Krum blinked. "Thank you. And I hope so — it is why we are all here, is it not?"

"Oh, absolutely. I'm certain you'll get it — I'm Malfoy, by the way. Draco Malfoy." He held
his hand out for a rather tentative looking Krum to shake. "I must say, we're all very excited
by this tournament business, aren't we?"

Aurora tried to hide her amused smile at Draco's eager tone. "Very," she agreed, grinning,
"though I'm not too happy they've cancelled our Quidditch Cup."

Krum's eyes widened. "They did what?"

"It's a travesty," Blaise drawled, and then winced when someone — probably Draco —
kicked him under the table.

"But it is! They cannot cancel Quidditch."

"That's what we said!" Draco and Aurora chorused, catching each other's eyes and trying not
to laugh.

Further along the table, Krum's fellow students were examining the golden plates and goblets
that were lined before them, and staring up at the enchanted ceiling. It was Draco who
engaged Krum best, while Aurora listened to Pansy and Daphne's conversation about the
Beauxbatons students sat over at the Ravenclaw table.



"They all look so gloomy," Pansy was saying, "but it really isn't that bad. I'm not one to
defend Dumbledore, but really!"

"Maybe it's just cold," Daphne said peaceably, "Beauxbatons is in the south of France, isn't
it?"

Pansy sniffed, but was swiftly interrupted by Lucille. "Charlotte isn't complaining," she said,
gesturing across the hall to a dark-haired girl who chatted quite happily to Padma Patil.
Something uncomfortable clenched in the pit of Aurora's stomach. "Unlike most of them."

The doors to the Great Hall opened then, and Aurora turned sharply to see the three
headteachers entering the hall. Over at Ravenclaw, the Beauxbatons students leapt to their
feet and, despite the giggles from the surrounding Hogwarts students, did not sit down until
Madam Maxime had also taken her place. Only Dumbledore remained standing. Aurora eyed
Igor Karkaroff warily, then the two empty chairs, before Headmaster Dumbledore spoke into
the silence that had descended over the hall.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, ghosts and ghouls and — most specifically — guests. I
take great pleasure in welcoming you all to Hogwarts. I hope and trust that your stay here
will be both pleasurable and enjoyable. The Tournament will be officially opened at the end
of the feast." He smiled around the hall, eyes alighting on various students before he lifted his
head slightly. "I now invite you all to eat, to drink, and to make yourselves at home!"

The tables filled with a variety of food such as Aurora had never seen — and considering the
standard at Hogwarts, that was truly saying something. Before them appeared to be some sort
of ghoulash, further along were various soups, pastries and pies mixed in with the more
traditional Hogwarts cuisine, such as roasted meat and Yorkshire puddings. Aurora took a bit
of everything new that looked like it may go together — a bowl of warm mushroom soup,
one of the meat-filled pastries, and fried pork, alongside a selection of boiled vegetables.
Draco followed the example of Krum, so that their plates were near identical in composition,
while Pansy eyed everything rather warily and opted for a regrettably bland soup and steak
pie combination.

As they ate and chatted, Aurora kept an eye on the top table for the imminent arrival of Barty
Crouch and Ludo Bagman — as they were the heads of the Department of International Co-
Operation and the Department of Magical Sports and Games, respectively, Aurora knew they
were both meant to be in attendance, though neither had yet arrived.

"You seem interested in the teachers?" Krum asked suddenly, making Aurora startle slightly.
His brow was furrowed when he glanced to Karkaroff, then back again. "You are looking at
Headmaster Karkaroff?"

"Not as such," Aurora said, facing him with a polite smile. "I believe there are supposed to be
two Ministry officials arriving, but they haven't yet, and I'm merely curious as to their
whereabouts." She noticed, when she glanced back, that Professor Moody also seemed
agitated by their current absence. His false eye darted furiously around the hall.

Krum huffed and then turned sullenly back to his meal, just as one of the Beauxbatons girls
stood at the other end of the hall, and crossed to where Potter was sat. This in itself was not



dreadfully exciting, but it seemed to have a ridiculous effect on the boys around the hall,
many of whom had also turned towards her, ogling the girl. Pansy shot Blaise a scathing look
when he did so, while Aurora raised her eyebrows at Draco, who had stood quite suddenly.

"Boys," she muttered, gesturing for her cousin to sit down before he embarrassed herself.
Across the hall, Weasley also looked incredibly flustered, as did Potter.

Aurora and Pansy exchanged an exasperated look, but a distraction soon arrived in the form
of Crouch and Bagman, who took seats either side of Dumbledore at the High Table. Though
she didn't have a very good view from the Slytherin Table, Aurora did note a certain air of
anxiety around Crouch, quite opposite to the jovial manner with which Bagman greeted his
peers at the table. Crouch's eyes roamed the hall, catching every so often on an unsuspecting
student. He seemed especially fascinated by the Slytherin Table, and though it was rather
obvious anyway, Aurora did feel a creeping sense of unease with the way his gaze lingered
around her friends, his expression almost excited.

Pudding was quick to arrive after that, and Aurora took delight in sampling the French
pastries and cakes that had been laid out on the table for them, even as she watched the High
Table. Crouch and Moody seemed to be having some sort of argument exchanged entirely in
eye movement and little twitches of the mouth and shoulders. It was odd to watch, especially
given the lack of context, but it seemed the air of paranoia had already begun to set in
between them. The only thing Aurora could see to unite them was the air of disgust with
which they both regarded Professor Karkaroff.

Once everyone had eaten their fill and the chatter in the hall rose in the absence of hunger,
the golden plates were wiped clean and Professor Dumbledore stood, hushing all
conversation and cutting off the exchanges at the High Table.

"The moment has come," he began as the students quietened. "The Triwizard Tournament is
about to be started. I would like to say a few words of explanation before we bring in the
casket, just to clarify the procedure which we will be following this year. But firstly, let me
introduce, for those who do not know them, Mister Bartemius Crouch, Head of the
Department of International Magical Co-Operation—" he paused for a smattering of applause
which Aurora did not deign to contribute to "and Mister Ludo Bagman, Head of the
Department of Magical Games and Sports." Whether because of his Quidditch fame or
because he looked that much nicer than Crouch, Aurora didn't know, but Bagman received a
considerably louder applause than his counterpart and waved jovially at them all. "Mister
Bagman and Mister Crouch have worked tirelessly over the last few months on the
arrangements for the Triwizard Tournament, and they will be joining myself, Madam
Maxime, and Headmaster Karkaroff on the panel which will judge the three champions'
efforts."

At that, the whole hall seemed to sit up straighter, waiting attentively for Dumbledore's next
words. Dumbledore smiled serenely at the sight and said, "The casket then, if you please,
Mister Filch."

Aurora glanced around, looking for the caretaker, who emerged from a shadowy corner of the
hall holding a large, ancient-looking wooden chest, all over encrusted with various glittering



jewels. The students started murmuring and whispering among themselves, some of the
younger years trying to stand up and get a better look.

"The instructions for the tasks the champions will face this year have already been examined
by Mister Crouch and Mister Bagman, and they have made the necessary arrangements for
each challenge." Nodding, Dumbledore shifted so that Filch could place the chest carefully
on the high table in front of him. "There will be three tasks, spaced throughout the school
year, and they will test the champions in many different ways. Their magical prowess, their
daring, their powers of deduction, and of course, their ability to cope with danger." The
students all waited in utter silence as the headmaster paused for effect, smiling. "As you
know, three champions compete in the Tournament, one from each of the competing schools.
They will be marked on how well they perform each of the tasks and the champion with the
highest points of the three will win the Triwizard Cup. The champions will be chosen by an
impartial selector... The goblet of fire."

Dumbledore took out his wand and the students watched in a still but anticipatory silence, as
he tapped the top of the wooden casket three times. The lid creaked open, and Aurora
straightened further to watch as he took from within the casket a large cup dancing with blue-
white flames, then placed it on top of the closed casket for all to see.

"I thought it'd be a bit more impressive," Pansy murmured so only Aurora could hear.

She pressed her lips together in a small smile as Dumbledore explained, "Anybody wishing
to submit themselves as champion must write their name and their school on a slip of
parchment and drop it into the goblet. Aspiring champions have twenty-four hours to put
their names forward. Tomorrow night, Halloween, the goblet will return the names of the
three it has chosen worthy to represent their schools." Along the table, Drina Bulstrode rolled
her eyes. "The goblet will be placed in the Entrance Hall tonight, where it will be easily
accessible to anybody wishing to compete.

"And to ensure that no underage student yields to temptation—" Dumbledore's eyes flickered
in an almost amused manner towards the Weasley twins at Gryffindor, and then swept over
the Slytherin Table "—I will be drawing an Age Line around the goblet of fire once it has
been placed in the Entrance Hall. Nobody under the age of seventeen will be able to cross
this line.

"Finally I must impress upon you all that entry into the Tournament is not to be taken lightly.
Once a champion has been chosen by the goblet of fire, they are obliged to see the
Tournament through until the very end. The placing of your name in the goblet constitutes a
binding magical contract. There can be no change of heart once you have become champion.
Please be very sure, therefore, that you are wholeheartedly willing to play before you drop
your name into the goblet. Now, I think it is time for bed." Aurora blinked at the sudden shift
in tone as Dumbledore smiled merrily. "Goodnight to you all."

There was a second of silence before the hall filled with the scraping back of benches and
chairs, as students got to their feet.

"Trust them to choose the names on Halloween," Pansy muttered as they got up — Draco had
been quick to pull Viktor Krum into conversation about the goblet. "It's as if this school



wants to ruin our traditions. First the troll breaks in, then Filch's cat gets Petrified and pinned
to a wall, then last year — I mean, we all know he's innocent now but it was still very
disruptive, even you have to admit — and now the goblet!" One of the Durmstrang girls
looked up with confused concern as they passed. "What are the chances it's going to blow up
in the middle of it and take out Dumbledore?"

Aurora laughed, then nodded her head to Drina as they passed. "I'm sure they'll find a way to
make it work. And I'm sure Salazar wouldn't care much about old Dumbledore anyway."
Pansy grinned. "At least they won't have to move the whole date like they did last year —
and think, if we get a Slytherin champion, then that's all the more cause for celebration."

"Especially if it's Cassius Warrington," Pansy said, raising her eyebrows teasingly.

Heat rose to Aurora's cheeks as she said stiffly, "I don't know quite what you mean by that
tone, but I agree that he would be a very good choice."

Her friend laughed, and they waited at the head of the table for Daphne, Millie and Lucille to
catch up. The rest of the students streamed past them towards the Entrance Hall, many
throwing curious glances towards Viktor Krum and the Durmstrang students, who were now
being led by Headmaster Karkaroff.

"He gives me the creeps," Daphne said, following Aurora's gaze.

Lucille made a sound of disgust. "You're telling me. Let's just go, and ignore him. Right,
Aurora?"

At being addressed by Lucille, Aurora felt something unpleasant twist in her stomach, but she
nodded sharply anyway. "Yes, let's. I want to get our good seats again, and it's freezing in
here still."

But Karkaroff's eyes still followed them as they left the hall, only drawn away by Harry
Potter, as Weasley stumbled over himself towards Krum. The others went on, but Aurora
fixed her gaze nervously on Potter, noting the shock that twisted Karkaroff's features.
Karkaroff surely would not pass comment on it, she thought, but the Durmstrang students had
clearly begun to catch on, and Aurora felt an uneasiness which urged her to stay, hand by her
wand, just in case things went awry.

Moody, though, appeared before Karkaroff could get another word in. "Karkaroff," he said in
a voice more like a growl.

The colour drained from the headmaster's face, and he seemed to choke on the next word,
"You!"

"Yeah, me." Moody's eye darted around the students then settled again on the gawping
Karkaroff. "And if you're wondering, yeah, this is Harry Potter, but I don't reckon you've
anything you need to say to him." Aurora took a few steps back, quietly pleased at the faint
look on Karkaroff's face, and as Moody went on in some approximation of a scolding, she
hurried after Pansy and the other girls towards the Slytherin common room, hardly daring to
look back.



Karkaroff had unsettled her, from the way he had looked at Potter to the way he treated his
students. And there was the fact Moody didn't seem to like him at all. If it was true that
Karkaroff had been a Death Eater, that would explain why. But the attitude towards Potter
was unnerving.

Even so, she had little time to dwell on it. Cassius Warrington met her by the door of the
common room, grinning.

"You still up for helping us get some firewhiskey?" he asked, grinning. "I promise you'll get
some too."

Aurora had forgotten about her deal with Cassius, but grinned at the reminder. "Right now?"
she asked him in a whisper, aware of the first years hanging about them.

"If that's alright," he said quickly, running his hand through his hair, which had grown longer
and brushed the tops of his shoulders. "We could do it tomorrow, if that'd be easier, but
basically we need into the kitchens and with everyone around for the tournament, that makes
it a lot harder. Drina and Kiersten want to do a run to Hogsmeade tomorrow, for extra, if you
know how to get out."

Aurora smiled faintly at that. "Give me a moment then," she said, glancing to where her
friends were assembled on their usual sofas. Theodore looked up and caught her eye with a
look of curiosity, and she shook her head before turning back to Cassius. Could she trust him
with the secret of the map, she wondered? It felt somehow like sacred knowledge, a relic of a
time gone by. But it was hers now, wasn't it? Her father probably wouldn't like another
Slytherin in on it but he didn't know anything about them. And sneaking around the school
while there were multiple Ministry members present definitely had to fall in some category of
mischief making. "But you can't tell anyone about what I'm about to show you."

His eyes lit up. "It'll be our secret," he promised, and Aurora felt a strange but not unpleasant
flutter in her chest as she tried to withhold her smile at him. "See you in a minute."

She hurried to her dorm room to fetch the map, feeling oddly giddy about the prospect of
sneaking about the school, even though she thought to herself that she really shouldn't be so
excited. This was only Cassius, and it wasn't like they were going far. But they'd be alone,
together, in the dark castle, trying to avoid detection, and there was something exciting about
that, as well as the fact that this was forbidden. After she unlocked the map and slipped it into
her pocket, she took a moment to check her appearance in the dark reflection of the dorm
room mirror. She looked alright, she thought, trying not to smile, though she did take a
second to straighten her high ponytail and arrange the loose strands of her hair to better frame
her face.

"Don't be silly about it," she scolded herself, and fiddled with the chain around her neck. The
pendant, Julius, hissed at her. "Yes, yes, I know. It's only a boy."

"A strange boy," Julius hissed. "Charming?" Her cheeks heated up. "Interesting," Julius
hissed, then twisted himself into position and went quiet.



There was no harm in taking some care in her appearance, Aurora thought to herself, trying
to hold in her excited smile/

When she got back to Cassius, he was grinning at her, and she felt those butterflies again.
"Ready to go?" he asked, extending an arm, and Aurora beamed at him, taking it.

"Yes, but keep your voice down. Careful footsteps. And please don't sneeze."

Cassius chuckled, and with a nod to Draco, who was looking wary about their proximity, she
slipped out of the common room with him. As the wall closed behind them, she said, "You
have got to promise you keep this secret. I mean it, Cassius. It's top-secret, confidential... And
it's important to me."

"I won't say anything," he promised her, and nervously, Aurora took the old, folded-up
parchment from her pocket and looked at it in the dim half-light.

"No one's around," she said, "we'll go up the second staircase across from the potions lab, the
tapestry of the Battle of Camlann has a passage behind it which runs through to the
Hufflepuff common room. Then we can slip down to the kitchen, and put in our request with
the elves for food. I'll show you the passage to Honeydukes, if we can get there, and then you
can sneak out to the shop."

She searched for the names that kept track of the teachers and staff. Most of them were in
Dumbledore's office, though Snape had already retreated to his own quarters and Professor
Trelawney was in North Tower alone, while Moody seemed to be stomping around on the
fourth floor. "What on earth is this?" Cassius asked, breathless.

"A map of the school. It comes in very useful, if you need warning of where people are. But
it's top secret," she reminded him.

"How did you get it?" Cassius asked, and she smirked, tossing him a wink before she spoke.

"Nicked it out of Professor Lupin's desk."

The admission was worth it for the impressed, if slightly surprised, look on Cassius's face. It
made that giddy smile come back again and a small, odd feeling of pride. "You never did."

"Mhm." She grinned. "I knew a lot of the passages before that, though. It was just very
useful. See, there's everyone in Dumbledore's office. Maxime and Karkaroff and all the
teachers. Crouch isn't, though."

"Yeah, but he's a boring bastard," Cassius pointed out, and Aurora resisted the urge to laugh.

"True, but keep your voice down."

They crept up the stairs, Cassius lighting the tip of his wand to lead the way through their
desired route. They headed across the castle in the dark, listening out for any stray footsteps.
Pressed closely together, trying not to take up too much space, Aurora could hear her own
heartbeat, and every few moments heard the soft sighing of Cassius's breath.



When they reached the passageway towards the kitchens, which was mercifully devoid of
any prowling professors or Filch's cat, Aurora went first, towards the still life painting of a
fruit bowl hanging upon the wall. "We have to tickle the pear," she told Cassius, repeating
what her father had already informed her of. He was going to be greatly excited to hear of her
nighttime wanderings, and taking on something vaguely adjacent to mischief-making and
rule-breaking.

"Tickle it?" Cassius asked with a dubious look.

"Yes, tickle it. I suppose whoever made the picture thought no one would think to tickle a
painted pear. I suppose it's not the thing people think to do. But anyway — would you like to
do the honours, or shall I? I've never actually been into the kitchens before."

"That's reassuring. You're sure it's the right place."

"Well, I don't think my dad would lead me to the wrong place."

Cassius frowned. "Your dad? You wrote to him to ask? I thought you were using that map."

"Well," she said, flustered suddenly, "yes, but he — he told me how to get in. Anyway — do
you want to tickle the pear, Warrington?"

"Alright, Black," he said playfully, rolling his eyes, "so much for ladies first."

Aurora tutted and, frustrated by the lack of progress, hurried forward and tickled the
underside of the yellowish pear on the painting. The wall slid open, revealing a large, wide
hall filled with chatter which died quickly upon their entrance.

There was a moment of silence before Cassius stepped forward and said easily, "Hello, are
we allowed to be here?"

A house elf giggled. Another pursed their lips, frowning. "Students are not supposed to be out
of bed at this time," one, rather irritated looking elf said.

"They must be hungry!" said another, hurrying forward. "What can Dizzy fetch ou?"

"Nothing jut now," Aurora said quickly, as a crowd began to form, "er, we just had a
question, about tomorrow night. It's a Slytherin house tradition, and Cassius here is in charge
of... Refreshments?"

"Ooh!" Dizzy the house elf clapped her hands, turning to Cassius. "We thought that would be
soon! What can we do for you, Mister Cassius?"

Cassius looked slightly abashed by the attention, but hurriedly explained the gist of what they
needed to the assembled elves, one of whom was taking notes. Aurora leaned back, uncertain
of where to fit in now Cassius seemed to have everything in hand, and she peered around the
cavernous hall wondering to herself just how frequently her father and his friends had visited
here in their school days. Then, she wondered — had her mother ever visited? Had her
mother and father snuck down here together, with the map, perhaps having nicked James



Potter's invisibility cloak, had they made a similar request for Gryffindor traditions, or merely
for a party? Had they spoken, had they had shared moments in the corridors?

She shook the thought from her head, largely because she did not want to think about those
sorts of shared moments, but also because the question had surprised her. Rarely had her
mother come up in her mind, but for some reason here, she had to wonder about her.

"Would Miss like anything?" an elf said, peering up at her with wide eyes. Then, he tilted his
head, as though intrigued.

"Oh, I'm quite alright," Aurora assured him hurriedly. "Thank you, though — sorry, what was
your name?"

The elf blinked as though surprised at having been asked. "Dobby, miss."

"Thank you, Dob—"

She stopped short, mind reeling as she realised quite what he'd said. That was Draco's
family's old house elf, the one Potter had infamously freed two years ago, royally pissing
Lucius off. "That's very kind," she finished, mind reeling, "I'll be sure to let you know if I
do."

"Dobby recognises you, Miss," Dobby said, which was rather forward for an elf. He seemed
to realise this, blinking as though surprised by himself. "Apologies, Miss—"

"That's alright," Aurora said quickly, taking in for the first time what exactly he looked like.
As opposed to the rest of the elves' rags and such, Dobby was covered in as many items of
clothing as possible, from a great woolly pink hat down to three pairs of unmatched socks.

Definitely a free elf. And one working for Dumbledore nonetheless. It was so baffling that
she almost smiled, if only because she imagined how utterly furious it would make Lucius. "I
recognise you, too. Aurora Black."

His eyes widened and he made a move as though to hasten away, before stopping himself.
She was glad — she didn't like that look in his eye, frightened in surprise. At least he
recovered from it quickly. "Pleas - pleasure to see Miss Black again," Dobby said hastily,
before hurrying away. Another elf made a scornful scoffing sound.

Aurora stared at his retreat. It was so strange to see Dobby, Draco's family's old elf, bedecked
in clothes and working for Hogwarts. Something about it felt uncomfortable, but so did the
fear in his eyes, and then, she was reminded harshly of the way Draco always spoke of him
and the other elves, of how his father might 'clamp down' on one's unruliness.

"Hey," Cassius said, breaking her sharply out of her thoughts, his eyes sparkling, "you ready
to go?"

She nodded silently, then forced a grin, as they bid the elves goodbye and hurried out of the
kitchens, back up the corridor into a passageway hidden by a tapestry of the Battle of
Camlann. It was dark behind the tapestry, dimly lit by the amber glow of torches, and with



the draught blowing in through the cracks in the stones, Aurora and Cassius pressed even
closer together. Her heart skipped a beat when their arms touched and she tried fiercely to
stop herself from grinning as giddily as she wanted to.

"So," she said, trying to fight through the quiet between them, "you're going to sneak out for
the firewhisky, right?"

She could just make out Cassius nodding through the gloom. "There's a liquor store just
down an alley, they don't ask questions."

"Sounds a little dodgy."

Cassius shrugged. "I mean, they make sure we're seventeen and that's about it. But if I can
sneak out the back entrance of Honeydukes from the cellar like you said, I'll be five, maybe
ten minutes, tops."

She nodded even though the concept made her nervous, fearful that she would be caught. It
didn't take them long to reach the passage that led them towards Honeydukes, and then into
the gloom of the cellar. Upstairs, she could hear faint footsteps, but the shop was surely
closed by then, and she supposed it must have been the noise of other tenants up above it.

"I'll be ten minutes," Cassius whispered in her ear once they reached the cellar, and he lit the
end of his wand. His breath sent a shiver over her skin, and then he winked. "Try not to get
caught."

Aurora huffed and rolled her eyes, still too aware of the smile threatening her lips. "Yeah,
you're definitely the one more likely to get caught. Try not to fall over your own feet on the
way to get the drink."

"I'll do my best," he said with a wink, and then cast a Disillusionment Charm before melding
into the shadows and hurrying away, towards the stairs which led outside to the back alley.

Aurora shivered in the cold of the cellar and retreated to behind the door, listening out for
every sound and hoping Cassius would be back soon. She checked her watch every minute,
feeling that the hand was ticking far too slowly. Ten minutes passed, then, fifteen and twenty
and then it was half an hour and her nerves were rising dangerously, stirring nausea up within
her throat. He was taking far, far too long, and in the cold and gloom of the cellar, it felt
certain that some sort of monster would jump out from the dark, that something had
inevitably to go wrong.

Rising to her feet, Aurora shook herself out, her legs tired and cramped from staying in the
same position. Her eyes flicked to the map in her hand, which showed everyone still more or
less in the right place in the castle, the Slytherin students still mostly gathered in the common
room and most of the teachers in Dumbledore's office, though she noted Snape had returned
to his quarters already.

Trying to steady her breathing, she walked across the cellar on her tiptoes, hoping she wasn't
making too much noise. The voices from above seemed to become louder the more she



thought, and they sent unexpected shivers down her spine. There was someone familiar, and
it chilled something in her soul. The map crinkled as she tightened her grasp.

On her tiptoes, Aurora crossed to the door that led up some stairs to the external corridor. The
voice became louder once she had opened the door, so that she could hear snatches of
conversation.

"All is according to plan," one familiar, stiff voice said, though with a deeper, sleazy tone
which confused her, distorted the voice so it was unrecognizable, "all is in place. I will have
your people delivered to you, I swear, I will find a way... I am tightening my control every
moment... Yes." The last word trailed off into a low hiss, then a sharp gasp. "He will be
yours!"

Something brushed past Aurora's side and she held in a shriek, jumping backwards which her
wand outstretched. Someone grabbed her hand and she struggled away, before realising
Cassius stood before her, tugging her back down the stairs and into the cellar.

"What's wrong?" he hissed, seeing her shock.

"Where were you?"

"I got caught up, the guy behind the counter recognised me, and then I thought I saw
someone - it was busy, I don't know, I'm sorry I kept you waiting. But we should probably go,
I'm sure I saw Barty Crouch and he will not like if he catches us skulking about Hogsmeade
tonight?"

"Crouch?" Aurora asked, surprised, hurrying along with Cassius to the secret door at the edge
of the cellar. "What's he doing sticking around? I thought he'd have gone home?"

"Beats me." Cassius shrugged, as they slipped into the passage, shutting the door behind
them. "I'm just glad he never saw me - but hey, I got the firewhisky!"

He held up a bag of bottles which clinked all too loudly in the quiet passage, and Aurora,
struck by the absurdity of the change, let out a shrill, surprised giggle and stilled his hand.
"You're making noise!" she hissed at him, clutching her map tightly. "Someone'll hear!"

"Then we'd better hurry back," Cassius said with a grin, bumping her shoulder. Warmth
spread through her at the glimmer in his eyes. "If you're scared."

"I'm not scared," Aurora scoffed, dismissively. "Don't be ridiculous. I would just rather not be
barred from initiation by Snape tomorrow night, nor do I want this passage uncovered."

"If you say so." Cassius winked. "In fairness, Snape's bloody terrifying anyway."

"Oh, so you're scared of Snape, then?" She cocked an eyebrow, amused. "Do you have a fear
of bats, vampires, or both?"

"Vampire bats," Cassius said, making her laugh as they walked briskly, half-dancing along
the passageway together, "definitely."



With a laugh, Aurora bumped into his side, trying to stall the bubbling giddiness and
excitement, as they were huddled together in the gloom together, obscured in private, so close
that she could brush her hand against his.

And, biting down her smile, she did. A second later, she was sure, he curled his pinky finger
ever so slightly around her.

The passageway didn't seem quite so gloomy anymore.



The Goblet’s Choice

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Though Winter was almost upon them and the grounds outside Hogwarts growing cold,
Aurora and her friends spent most of the day out there, finding a sheltered spot in a courtyard
to gossip and speculate on the potential Hogwarts champions while the older Slytherin
students had ordered them all out of the common room so that they could prepare for the
evening. Cassius had already entered his name, of course, but he had put it in the goblet very
early that morning, so as to avoid the audience which had gathered around breakfast time.
None of the other houses, it seemed, were at all keen on having a Slytherin as their champion.

“We all know it isn’t going to be a Hufflepuff,” Lucille had declared as the group of them sat
on a pair of benches, crowded, “And Gryffindors are too foolish.”

“But Dumbledore said the Tournament will test bravery, didn’t he?” Draco replied, frowning.
“So they might do. Not,” he was quick to add, looking around like he thought someone was
spying and going to report him for treason against Slytherin house, “that I want a Gryffindor
as champion. I think it would be awful.”

“I quite agree,” Aurora said, glancing up from the book she was reading — one of
Gwendolyn’s, Wuthering Heights. “They were insufferable enough after they won the
Quidditch Cup last year.”

Lucille pursed her lips, frowning at them both. “Well, I think the goblet will choose a
Slytherin, and if not, then a Ravenclaw. If the aim of the Tournament is to nurture
international relations then we’re obviously the best choice.”

Theodore sighed, “Except the Tournament itself isn’t about that — it’s about winning.
Slytherins are obviously competitive, but so are Gryffindors, like you said.”

Aurora had to concede that, though none of them were happy about it. “Plus,” Blaise said,
“we all know there will be far more Gryffindor applicants than from any of the other houses,
except maybe us. I’d honestly put my money on it being one of them.”

They all stared at him, until Vincent said loudly, “You bloody traitor, Zabini!”

He shrugged. “Just giving my opinion, Crabbe.”

“Well, I’ll bet on Slytherin,” Vincent said, still looking scandalised.

Aurora grinned as she watched the boys squabble over odds, and caught Theodore’s eye. He
was doing the same, but stopped when he saw her looking over to smile and lean over. “What
is it you’re reading?” he asked, tilting his head so he could read the cover before she even got
the chance to reply.



“Wuthering Heights,” she replied quietly, dropping her voice so as to limit the chance of any
of the others hearing. “It’s by a Muggle author.” Theodore raised his eyebrows, surprised. “I
know, I know, but Gwen lent it to me. Their literature is quite interesting. She says she’s
going to recommend me some modern stuff next, but I don’t know quite what that means.”

“Well, I’ve no idea,” Theodore admitted, “is it any good though?”

“I suppose.” She pursed her lips, gaze darting over to where Pansy and Daphne were arguing
over the suitability of the Ravenclaw Quidditch Captain, Roger Davies, for the role of
champion. “It’s hard to say though. It isn’t too dissimilar in style to a lot of our literature, but
the world is... Well, it’s Muggle, isn’t it? There are recognisable elements, but they all feel
weirdly disjointed without magic?” Theodore nodded along musingly. “I don’t know, I’m not
very far through yet, and I did quite like Jane Austen.”

Theodore frowned, then shrugged. “Tell me if you do like it. I’ve been up to my eyes in the
Ancient Runes texts, it has to be better reading than that.”

“I thought it was interesting!” Aurora protested but in truth, the seventh century text on the
installation of the Wizengamot had been rather dry after the first few paragraphs of rhetoric,
and the context reading hadn’t been much better. “Anyway, the Beowulf passages should be
much better next week.”

“Oi!” Blaise’s voice broke through their conversation and Aurora turned her glare on him,
sighing.

“Can’t you tell when two people are trying to have a conversation, Zabini?”

“Place your bets,” he said with a grin, fully ignoring her. “Which house will the champion be
from?”

Aurora rolled her eyes and exchanged exasperated glances with Theodore, who was watching
her with some amusement. “Obviously we both stand by Slytherin, right, Theo?”

“Absolutely.” He nodded seriously, though the corners of his lips flicked up in a small smile.
“Salazar forbid anything else.”

Blaise still just shrugged, and Millicent said, “Do you know, I think I’ll put my money on
Hufflepuff?”

Daphne stared at her, as did the rest. “This isn’t just because you think Cedric Diggory’s cute,
is it?”

“No,” Millicent said quickly, though her cheeks went pink. “I just think there’s a chance.
They’re always saying they’re better than everyone thinks, I just want to see if that’s right.”

“It is because she thinks Cedric Diggory’s cute,” Pansy whispered to Aurora, leaning over,
“which he is, but he’s also a Hufflepuff.”

Aurora nodded, grinning at her friend. “I suppose only tonight will tell. Personally, I want to
know why Crouch and Moody had so much tension between them last night.”



“Yes,” Pansy said, rolling her eyes, “but you’re obsessed with Crouch.”

“Wouldn’t you be?” Aurora asked pointedly, and Pansy shrugged.

“S’ppose.” Pansy hopped down from the edge of the bench, standing, as the clock tower
chimed four o’clock. “I’m going to see if we’re allowed back in the common room yet or if
the upper years have barricaded the doors. I need my lipgloss.”

Aurora chuckled, but made to stand with her. “Alright, but you can do the asking, I’m not
getting hexed by a seventh year.”

Grinning, Pansy linked her arm with Aurora’s and they waved goodbye to the others as they
made their way out of the courtyard, into the relative warmth of the castle corridors which
were still unfairly chilly.

“Do you really think it’s going to be a Slytherin champion?” Pansy asked.

“Well, I certainly hope so. And I see no reason why it shouldn’t be. Don’t you?”

“I don’t know.” Pansy shrugged. “It just feels like the sort of thing we don’t get given. I
doubt a single person from the other houses would be happy at one of ours representing the
school.”

Considering this, Aurora took a moment to reply. “Maybe that’s why we need a champion
from Slytherin. The other houses have their perception of us, and obviously we have ours of
them but... I don’t know, maybe we need someone to prove we’re not all awful people. And
that just because some of our... Past members might have been, doesn’t mean all of us have to
turn out the same.” Perhaps, she thought privately, as they slipped past the twin portraits of
Gornuk and Gormlaith, they needed to learn that themselves. That their parents views didn’t
have to be theirs, and that Slytherin was about more than blood purity.

Pansy frowned, thinking on this. “I suppose... Still, it might only leave them to hate us even
more than they do now. It depends who it is, doesn’t it?” Her gaze slid over to Aurora’s,
somewhat assessingly. “What exactly do you mean when you say those things?”

“Say what things?” she asked lightly, though she knew exactly what Pansy meant.

“Past members? Do you mean our families, or the Dark Lord, or both?”

She had not expected Pansy to ask such a thing quite so bluntly, but then, Pansy always had
been the more direct one between the two of them and Draco.

“I suppose,” she said carefully, “I don’t mean anyone in particular. But I do think... You’ve
heard Draco, and the others. My mother was a muggleborn, whether we like it or not. And
Gwen is a muggleborn, and Robin’s aunt is a muggleborn, and I suppose...” She didn’t know
why she was saying all of this to Pansy — she had heard her say such things too, or at least
go along with it when Draco insulted people, but then again, hadn’t Aurora often done the
same? “Well, we’re all Slytherins anyway. We’re all here anyway.”



Pansy looked away from her, eyes drawn carefully to the ground. “You know I don’t really...”
She sucked in a breath. “Isn’t it just easier to go along with it? My father’s unpopular enough
with his circle and he barely—” But whatever she was going to say she forced herself to stop,
lifting her eyes towards the staircase down to the dungeons. “Draco says it’s only a matter of
time before the Ministry turns in our favour again.”

Aurora wasn’t quite sure if the Ministry had ever definitively turned against the idea of them,
but she did not voice this, instead saying the common room password, “Serpentine,” and
letting the two of them in, to see the room already bustling with excited students which the
elders didn’t have a hope of containing any more.

“Just so you know,” Pansy added, as they slipped off towards their dorms, “your blood
doesn’t make a difference to you, not to me.”

Yet, Aurora thought, she was very much the exception to her friends’ rules — and was
growing only more aware of that unsavoury fact.

-*

No one at the Slytherin Table — and indeed, across the rest of the hall — seemed particularly
invested in the feast that evening. The champions’ names would be drawn from the goblet
only after the last courses were cleared away, and everyone seemed to be in great haste to
finish eating and find out. Down the far end of the table, Cassius looked anxious, as did
Charles Avery and Adelaide Fawley, two seventh years who had also entered their names. A
handful of similar expressions could be seen across the hall — Angelina Johnston of
Gryffindor seemed to have lost any and all appetite, Cedric Diggory was unfocused and
subdued, and the Ravenclaw Catherine Jordan kept drumming her hands against the table,
eyes flickering up to the goblet in front of the High Table.

Up there, Aurora could see the teachers and guests talking lowly, no doubt theorising on who
the champions might be. Snape looked distinctly unimpressed by the whole fanfare — though
Snape was never impressed by anything — but Barty Crouch, Aurora noticed, seemed to
have a certain air of anxiety about him, too, like he really wanted to have it all over and done
with so he could flee home. Bagman, on the other side of Dumbledore, was the perfect
picture of joviality, often catching students’ eyes and winking or waving. Every time he did
this, Professor Moody’s magical eye would follow the attentions of Bagman’s gaze, scraping
over students who wilted at the sight.

When the golden plates finally cleared, the noise in the whole swung up sharply. Anastasia
Nott squealed and grabbed Amélie Travers’s arm, whispering rapidly until Dumbledore
stepped up to his podium and the noise died down. Aurora looked quickly over to the
Ravenclaw Table where the cluster of Beauxbatons students sat clutching one another
nervously. Lucille’s cousin ran her hands through her hair, as though priming herself, and
Aurora had to look away.

“The goblet is nearly ready to make its decision,” Dumbledore declared smoothly, “I expect
that it requires one more minute. Now, when the champions’ names are called, I ask that they
come up here to the top of the hall, walk along by the High Table and into the chamber
behind us where they will receive further instructions.”



He took out his wand and swept it over the hall — at once, the candles in the room went out,
plunging the hall into a tense darkness, the only night coming from the faintly flickering
flames of the deliberating goblet. Watches all around the room ticked down by the second,
until at last, the flames of the goblet turned a bright red. One flame shot up in the air, bearing
with it a small slip of parchment, which Dumbledore plucked out expertly.

“The champion selected for Durmstrang school,” he said slowly and clearly, looking around
at them all as though expecting a drum roll, “is Viktor Krum!”

Krum, who was sat a few places down, got to his feet stoically. His face betrayed no emotion
but the faintest glimmer of relief, as his fellows clapped him on the back and the hall cheered
in applause. Chants of, “Krum, Krum, Krum!” went along the table as he made his way to the
High Table and then through the door behind it, disappearing from view. Crouch’s gaze
followed him with narrow-eyed curiosity.

Barely a second after the applause died down, the goblet lit again and everyone’s attentions
turned toward it as another piece of parchment floated from the flames. “The Beauxbatons
champion,” Dumbledore declared, louder this time, over the rumblings of the students, “is
Miss Fleur Delacour!”

A silvery-haired girl at the Ravenclaw Table leapt to her feet, beaming, but with a steady sort
of self-confidence. Aurora clapped loudly for her, pleased that at least one of the champions
chosen was a girl. Many of the boys, though they certainly cheered and made a fuss, were
staring at the girl as she passed down the hall, ogling her.

“Stop that,” Aurora muttered to Draco, catching him, “you look like your eyes are going to
fall out of your head.”

“Fleur Delacour,” he said, “I’ve never heard of her. She looks like a veela.”

With a sound of disgust, Aurora shoved his side. “She looks like a school champion. At least
applaud for her, don’t just sit with your jaw hanging open.”

He flushed, sinking down in his seat. “Everyone else is.”

“Everyone else is a pig. Your mother would not appreciate the way you’re looking at that
girl.”

“Don’t bring my mother into—”

“Oh, shush, both of you,” Pansy whispered from Draco’s other side. “Aurora’s right, I don’t
like you staring at Delacour, but Dumbledore’s about to announce our champion!”

At that, Aurora straightened, giving Draco a short apologetic smile, watching their
Headmaster pluck the final name from the goblet. “And the Hogwarts champion,” he said,
with a bright smile, “is Cedric Diggory!”

Aurora tried to mask her disappointment, clapping politely as the boy who was usually the
Hufflepuff Seeker stood from his table to the thunderous applause of his housemates. She



daren’t look down the end of the table where Cassius was sitting with Avery and Fawley,
knowing how disappointed they all would be.

The cheering of Hufflepuff Table — most of whom were standing up, cheering and stamping
their feet by this point — more than drowned out any comments from the other houses, so
that it was some time before Dumbledore could regain any control over the volume of the
Hall. At the High Table, Ludo Bagman cheered loudly, and Professor Sprout looked like she
was trying to stop herself from leaping to her feet in support of her student. As Diggory
passed, the Herbology professor smiled proudly at him, and Aurora saw him grin back. The
other teachers also beamed at the announcement, except Snape, who looked terribly bored
and clapped at a ridiculously slow pace, which Aurora thought was rather unnecessarily rude.
Crouch, now partly obscured by Dumbledore, looked still like he wanted desperately to get
out of there, but he had that same curious look about him now, as though he were sizing
Diggory up.

It took several minutes before the noise in the hall had died down enoug that Dumbledore
could make himself heard — something, Aurora noticed, which the Beauxbatons and
Durmstrang delegations did not appear pleased by.

“Excellent!” Dumbledore said, beaming. “Now at last, we have our three champions! I am
sure I can count upon all of you, including the remaining students from Beauxbatons and
Durmstrang, to give your champions every ounce of support you can muster. By cheering
your champion on, you will contribute in a very real way to their success and the co-operative
spirit of the tournament. Now, I am sure you all want to get to bed, and for those of you in
Hufflepuff House, I ask that you please restrain any celebrations.” An outbreak of giggling
from Hufflepuff House — they weren’t exactly known for exciting parties, but Aurora
supposed they had cause enough for celebration tonight. “And now it falls for my fellow
judges to speak with the three champions who I am sure will do make their schools very
proud enough.”

He clapped his hands, and Filch darted forward to take the goblet — which had by now faded
to cold — away. That was their cue for dismissal, and at once whispers of excitement sprung
up around the hall.

“Come on,” Pansy said, grinning despite the fact that the champion had turned out to be a
Hufflepuff, “looks like we’ll finally get a normal initiation.”

“Ours was normal,” Aurora pointed out, and she laughed.

“Yeah, if you don’t count everyone being dead scared of that troll and the fact we were all
way too exhausted to enjoy it.”

“I wasn’t scared of it,” Aurora said, flicking her hair as they stood up. She glanced to the
High Table, but most of the teachers had left now, and so had Crouch and Bagman.

Her friend just grinned. “Sure you weren’t, Aurora. You just went snooping after Potter.”

“I did not go snooping.”



“Stalking may be a more apt description,” Theodore put in — she hadn’t even noticed him
joining them, running a hand nervously through his hair — with a nervous-looking Anastasia
at his side.

“I did not stalk him,” Aurora muttered. “Anyway, I didn’t see anyone else in a hurry to get to
the dungeons that night. But that doesn’t matter right now.” She turned a sweet grin towards
Anastasia. “Are you excited?”

“Absolutely,” she said faintly. “It’s not like there is a millennial of tradition and pressure
riding on my ability to do well in this.”

“You’ll be fine, Ana,” Theodore told her, putting an arm around her shoulder which she
immediately shrugged off.

“That’s easy for you to say. Phillip’s being going on all day that he knows something, so he’s
going to do better than I am. Grandfather already thinks he’s better than me.”

At the mention of his grandfather, Theodore tensed, but just pushed his sister gently back in
the direction of the crowd of first years which she had come from, while Pansy broke away to
talk excitedly to Draco, Vince and Greg. “She’ll be fine,” Aurora told Theodore, though she
was sure he knew that anyway. “She takes after you, you swot.”

“Hark who’s talking,” Theodore said, with a small smile. “And I know she’ll be fine, and so
does she. But if she isn’t first... She won’t be upset at that, but she will be upset that our
grandfather will take it as her being... Not as good as Phillip, Will and I. Which is bollocks,
because Will was sixth or something, but he’s always harder on her. He’s always — well, he’s
just never thought she’s...” He made an awkward motion, the sort he always made when he
didn’t know how to explain his thoughts. Aurora was getting good at interpreting them.

“As good as a boy?” She raised her eyebrows and he nodded weakly.

“Yeah. And obviously, I think that’s all nonsense—”

“I know you do.”

“—but he's... Well, he’s my grandfather. He isn’t exactly pleasant. About anything.”

When he said that, his eyes turned down and Aurora wasn’t sure what to do, knowing what
he meant but struggling to fully understand how he was trying to express his feelings on the
subject. Nothing Theodore had ever told her about his grandfather had given her the
impression that he was a pleasant person at all, and he was one of the lords who had always
made her feel uneasy in the way he looked at her. Like she was inferior, yes, but also in that
unnerving manner that suggested he wasn’t really seeing her at all, and that he didn’t want to.

“No offence, Theodore,” she said at last, “but I really didn’t need you to tell me that.”

He cracked a small grin and met her eyes again. “Yeah, to be fair, it probably isn’t too
difficult to pick up on. He’s a bit of a — well, I can’t say it in school.”



Laughing, Aurora linked her arm through his, headed for the double doors, which were being
blocked by the slow traffic of gossiping students. “You can whisper it in the common room
later if you like,” she told him in a low voice, “I promise I won’t tell Snape on you.”

“As if you’d ever willingly talk to Snape,” he retorted, and she grinned, before they moved
on. Just a few paces away from them as they entered the Entrance Hall, Potter was talking to
a rather dejected Angelina Johnson, whom Aurora assumed had put her name in the goblet,
unsuccessfully. “I can’t believe Millie was right.”

“It’s almost as shocking as Zabini betting on Gryffindor.”

“What’s this?” Potter had heard her — Aurora stifled a groan at the bright, amused glint in
his eye.

“None of your business.”

“One of your mates bet on Gryffindor in what?”

“A competition of which house is the most annoying,” she snapped back, and Theodore
laughed. Potter, much to her frustration, laughed, too.

He opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off by a low, cold voice, “Mr Potter.” Aurora
turned sharply, seeing Mr Crouch watching them from close by. “Lady Black.”

“Mr Crouch,” she said, trying to hide her personal disdain for the man as she looked at him.
She glanced behind him, but neither Dumbledore, Moody, or any other adults were nearby.
“Good evening. You’re looking well.”

Better than expected considering he had apparently been too stressed to acknowledge her
father’s innocence.

He didn’t seem interested in her though — his eyes watched Potter in a rather disturbing
manner, the same critical gaze he had turned upon each of the champions, like he was looking
for something. Then his gaze crawled over her, making her feel suddenly nauseous, and then
onto Theodore. His lips twitched into a smirk.

“Lord Nott’s grandson?” he asked, and Theodore’s shoulders hunched on instinct. Aurora
brushes against his arm slightly, to get him to relax — Crouch had noticed the reaction and
seemed coldly amused by it. “I’m sure you’re all most excited by tonight’s events.”

“Quite,” Aurora said shortly, eyes flicking to Potter. Granger and Weasley had joined them
now — just what she needed — and were staring at Crouch in that typical Gryffindor manner.
“I would have thought you were with the champions.”

“Ah, we did not have quite so much to discuss.” He was looking directly at Potter now, eyes
fixed on the scar on his forehead. “No doubt I will have many opportunities to return to the
school this year.”

“Right.” Potter was looking at him with that hard glare in his eyes. “Well, nice seeing you.”



All five of them made to move off, but Crouch said, “It intrigues me, Mister Potter, that you
surrounded yourself with such... Company. And you, Miss Black.”

She bit back a comment about how it was not by choice, and instead settled for a grimace.
“Well, we do happen to come across one another in a school, sir.”

Crouch’s eyes, though, were focused beadily on Potter, who shifted uncomfortably beneath
his gaze. Potter shrugged, though his shoulders remained tense. “We’re just trying to get back
to our common rooms.”

Crouch pursed his lips, but nodded slowly. “Very well. Good to meet you, Potter.”

Potter’s smile wavered. “Right,” he said as Crouch nodded briskly, glared at Theo, and then
swept away, his heels clicking on the stone floor.

She wasted no time in leaving, close by Theodore, though the three Gryffindors followed.

“Did you think he was creepy?” Potter asked once they were out of earshot.

“Very,” Aurora and Theodore said at the same time. Weasley, she noticed, was glaring at
Theodore as if Crouch’s appearance was his fault, and she instinctively moved closer to him,
slightly in front, glaring at Weasley.

“He’s one of the Ministry’s top people. People say he’s a good person, just not very
pleasant.” She and Theodore exchanged wry glances — people said that about a lot of people
who were anything but. “I’m sure my father has mentioned him.”

“Yeah.” Potter frowned. “He had. And I met him at the Quidditch World Cup, too.”

“Right.” They looked at each, all five of them, uncertain and appraising, before Weasley
seemed to jolt himself out of the one-sided staring match he had gotten into with Theodore.
“We must get back to our common room.” Aurora nodded, still very aware of Theodore
standing right next to her. “Goodnight.”

They turned together, hurrying away, and she heard the others go too. She and Theodore
didn’t speak on the way down the stairs, but she could still feel that crawling unease. Soon
she would catch Mr Crouch, but she didn’t really know what she planned to do. She was
angry, yes, but there was something cold in him that she hadn’t fully anticipated before. What
could a man like that really be persuaded to do?

“He knows my grandfather,” Theodore said quietly just before they went into the common
room, already able to hear faint but excited conversation next door. “They don’t like each
other — obviously.” His jaw tensed at the admission which they both knew carried more
weight than simple dislike. “I did not like the way he was looking at us. There was something
strange about it.”

“Nor did I,” she told him, as if it needed to be said. “But Barty Crouch doesn’t strike me as a
particularly nice character himself. Certainly not as pleasant as you. Serpentine,” she said,
and the wall moved aside for them, where they were hit by the onslaught of noise and the



excited first years all gushing about the goblet and their initiation. It felt sudden and harsh,
but Aurora tried to adjust quickly, trying to put thoughts of Barty Crouch and his strange
behaviour out of her mind.

“They’re never going to sleep before midnight,” Theodore said, smiling slightly as he caught
sight of his brother and sister among their crowd of giddy friends.

“To be fair, I don’t think most of us did either,” Aurora pointed out.

“Aurora! Theo!” Daphne called from their spot on the sofas, waving them over. “Where did
you two get to?”

They exchanged a quick, nervous look before Theodore said breezily, “Just got stuck in the
crowd coming out.”

“Bloody Hufflepuffs wouldn’t stop talking,” Aurora embellished, to grins, as the pair of them
sat down together. Aurora checked the time on her watch — half past nine now — and
sighed, leaning her head against the arm of the sofa. “At least we get a party tonight too
though, right?”

At that, Millie’s eyes lit up and she held her hand out before anyone could get excited. “And I
get a galleon from each of you, don’t forget!” They all groaned, and Aurora flicked hers over
to her with a wink.

Technically, the fourth years weren’t really supposed to be a part of the alcohol part of the
evening, but in seemed that, in everyone’s excitement about finally having a proper initiation
celebration for the first time in three years, this little fact was overlooked. Once the first years
had been sent off to their dormitories for the next couple of hours, the two seventh year
prefects — Charles Avery, looking sour, and Kiersten Davidson — brought out bottles of
firewhiskey to line the tables nearest the lake windows, and various cakes, pastries and
snacks appeared.

“Just in case anyone is still hungry after that feast,” Davidson said, with a laugh, “the house
elves are very helpful for school traditions — when you ask them nicely.”

At this, Avery pulled a face and slunk away, muttering to Peregrine Derrick and Lucian Bole,
who were already helping themselves to drinks and had apparently drawn Draco in to the
ordeal, too.

“I hope he at least lasts until midnight,” Aurora said to Pansy, who was watching Draco with
a curious expression on her face.

“Didn’t Flint have to confiscate his drink last time?” Pansy asked. “At that Quidditch after-
party?”

“Yes.” Aurora pursed her lips, trying not to smile at the memory. “But I imagine he’s learned
from that.”



“Hm.” Pansy frowned, lost in thought. Just as Aurora was about to get up and offer to fetch
one of the strawberry tarts for her, she said, “My mother wrote to me this morning.”

This was nothing out of the ordinary, but there was a catch of nerves in Pansy’s voice which
made Aurora uneasy. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Not really, I mean — she says my father’s looking into potential... Candidates. For
marriage.” Her cheeks were flushed and her lips wobbled. “She says that unless there is
someone specific I have my heart set on, then they’ll find someone for me and I... Well, I
really don’t think I want to.”

Aurora frowned. She knew Pansy was a romantic at heart, much moreso than either herself or
Daphne. She had never appeared opposed to the idea of marriage itself, but then, when they
were younger, she had always seemed assured that it would work in her favour.

“Of course,” Pansy went on, slightly breathless, like she was trying to hold her breath and
push the words out, as if that might then help her forget that she had said them, “Father wants
the very best for me. Likely it would be someone older than us, if it isn’t Draco. Which I
don’t think it will be, unless he wants me, but I — I’m not sure that he does. And Theodore’s
alright, just quiet, but his family doesn’t have quite as good a reputation anymore, and they
say his grandfather’s starting to lose it. And it isn’t as if his family is on better terms with
mine than Draco’s at the moment.” Aurora frowned at this. Theodore was sitting well in
earshot, and from the furrow of his brow and the way he looked intently upon Gwen, Robin
and Leah’s conversation, she could tell he was only pretending not to overhear. “Then there’s
Crabbe and Goyle — respectable families, but neither particularly attractive. Blaise is alright
of course but — and I’m sure he wouldn’t really mind me saying this — the Zabini name
doesn’t mean quite as much, and everyone knows how his mother gets around.”

“Pansy,” Aurora hissed, glancing over to where Blaise, Lucille, Daphne and Millie were
playing cards. “That’s not really polite conversation.”

Pansy tutted. “Well, no, but it’s true, Aurora. Anyway, Lucille has her older brother, that
would be advantageous, even a Flint.” Aurora tried to picture her friend with their old
Quidditch captain. He was only four years older than them — she knew many had larger age
gaps — but he was certainly not the type of man she could imagine Pansy having fun with,
even if that wasn’t really the point of arranged marriages. “And I suppose that must be
alright, mustn’t it? My parents were an arranged marriage and they — they don’t hate each
other. Not all the time, anyway. They manage.”

“But you don’t want to just manage, do you?” Aurora said softly. “I know that isn’t what you
want.”

“No, but... Well, it’s better than having an awful marriage. That’s what Mother said, anyway.
Don’t you think so?”

Aurora bit her lip. She had always known it would be expected of her to marry, and a good
deal of pureblood marriages were arranged at around the age of sixteen or seventeen between
fathers. For obvious reasons, Aurora’s own father was getting no say in the matter. In a nicer
world, Aurora would have had Arcturus or at least Lucretia to help guide her and manage an



alliance, but as things stood, she was on her own, apart from the gentle, tentative guidance of
Andromeda and the firmer meddling of Narcissa. It wasn’t as if she didn’t expect any offers,
especially given her experience at events this past summer, but there was another worry that
egged at her. The vast, vast majority of women took on their husbands’ names at marriage,
effectively becoming a part of their family and leaving their old one behind. If she were to
marry, as was expected — and presuming her father did not sire any potential male heirs,
which she would be furious about anyway — then the Black name would die out. Her family
would be consigned to the pages of history.

So she said to Pansy, “I think it must be a complicated matter,” though that didn’t explain the
half of it.

Pansy sighed and tilted her head back, face drawn nervously. “It’s always a complicated
matter, Aurora. My father says there was an awful lot of negotiation and contract drafting
when he and my mother were betrothed. You know there was a squib, on her maternal line?”
Aurora blinked in surprise. Pansy had never divulged such information — not that she would
have really expected her to. Squibs were kept hidden. “It was distant, and really had no
bearing on us, obviously, but they had to work awfully hard to convince my grandfather to
take the risk.”

Suddenly self-conscious, Aurora folded her arms over herself and pursed her lips. She may
have been a Black, and raised like one, but the question of blood, trained blood, was
inescapable. Another complication: her mother’s Muggle blood. To many it would make her
less desirable, and with her family’s name and power waning... She was struck with the
sudden and terrifying thought that she would not be wanted. A risk, because of her mother’s
blood. Lesser, because of her mother’s blood — never mind her own wit, and school grades,
and power, and the fact that she had been raised as heiress of the Black family, and carried
the weight of al that entailed on her shoulders.

As though realising the direction of her thoughts, Pansy winced and said, “But I’m sure it
isn’t really such a big deal as some people think. It mustn’t be, right? Everyone has a squib
somewhere, don’t they?”

“It worked out fine for your mother,” Aurora reminded her gently.

“I guess. But she doesn’t love — I mean, it isn’t like what I want. But I don’t think that
matters to them. They’d say it does, but...” She shrugged. “Daphne seems resigned to it, and
Lucille seems convinced she can get whoever she wants, and Millie says her father’s giving
her the authority herself.”

Pansy shook her head, and Aurora put an arm around her shoulders. She recognised the look
on her friend’s face, of her struggling not to shed a tear.

“I’m sure you’ll have no problems. You can have a dowry any size you want, and it isn’t like
we really have to think about it now, my parents are more keen than I am in honesty. But I
just — well, you know I’d like a love match.” Her eyes darted, without any subtlety, to
Draco. “But I know that I can’t get my hopes up.”



Aurora thought of all the times she had teased her friend for her crush on Draco, not realising
all the complications it came with for Pansy. “If it helps,” Aurora said quietly, “I’ll speak to
Draco. I’ll find out his opinion, and I’ll help you, I’m sure that I can find some way to
interfere. His mother is a Black, after all.”

Pansy grinned, even though both of them knew Aurora could realistically do no such thing.
Maternal lines meant little, even if said maternal line was of the Black family. “We have time
yet,” Pansy said, frowning. “But I did hear Daphne say her parents were interested.”

“In Draco?”

Pansy nodded, and glared at the sofa. “It’s entirely ridiculous. The Greengrasses are far too
liberal for Lucius to approve of.”

Aurora pursed her lips. She supposed, with an uneasy feeling, that Pansy was right. The
Greengrasses walked the fine line between pureblood and blood traitor, the line of political
neutrality which often said more than it didn’t. She knew her grandmother would have
wanted someone with the views of the Malfoys — Arcturus was slightly more liberal in his
views, as was Lucretia, but purebloods were always preferable over anybody else.

Still. Marriage to anyone was an unsettling thought. She didn’t particularly want to hand over
any dowry, any possessions of her family.

“What are you two looking so bothered about?” Gwen asked suddenly, appearing behind
them, and Aurora jumped.

Pansy rolled her eyes and said, “You wouldn’t understand it, Tearston.”

She could see the edge of Gwen’s frown as she came to sit down — Aurora budged up to
make room. “Why won’t I?”

“It’s... Family stuff.” When Gwen frowned, Aurora elaborated, “Marriage arrangements.”

It was almost comical, the way Gwen’s jaw dropped. Pansy snickered. “Don’t look so
surprised, Tearston.”

“I — you lot actually do that?” She whirled on Aurora. “Who the hell are you arranging to
get married to?”

“No one,” Aurora said shortly. “Certainly not now. We were merely discussing the
inevitability of betrothal.”

“Betrothal.” Gwen looked vaguely nauseated by the word and Aurora couldn’t blame her. It
didn’t roll off the tongue quite right, and there was something rather upsetting in the
implication, that of a lifelong commitment one could not get out of. She didn’t want to be tied
to anyone, even if it was of her own choosing. In that respect at least, she considered herself
somewhat luckier than Pansy. Even if her friend did wind up in a romantic relationship with
Draco, that did not mean that she would get to choose to marry him.



“Yes,” Pansy said in a clipped voice. “And it is rather confidential, actually, so I suggest we
three join the card came going on down there, before Blaise sets something on fire.”

Gwen frowned, as though just realising she had intruded upon something more serious than
she had intended to, and Aurora said quickly, “How about I fetch us some snacks to tide us
over? We still have over an hour until the first years appear, and I need sugar. Strawberry tart,
Pans?”

Her friend nodded numbly as she and Gwen slipped off the sofas towards their other friends.
As Aurora made her way to the long tables, she couldn’t help but look back over to her
assembled friends, hoping fruitlessly that the issues she and Pansy had spoken of would
simply resolve themselves, or otherwise wishing that they never existed in the first place.

They whiled away the hours until midnight with games of exploding which echoed around
the room, trying not to make too much noise so as to avoid disrupting the first years,
something which everyone failed at. Someone put on a Weird Sisters song, and Cassius and
Graham could be seen dancing around the edge of the room, singing loudly, much to Drina
Bulstrode’s consternation.

When the first years did finally arrive — around forty in number, quite a considerable size
bigger than their own year — they were bleary eyed, pale and yawning. Anastasia Nott was
the first girl into the common room, much to Theodore’s delight, but the first boy was an
unknown, Jack Benton.

“Intriguing,” Gwen murmured, imitating one of the older girls, as the other young students
filtered in, in varying states of disarray. “She looks exhausted,” she said, pointing to Amélie
Travers.

“So were you,” Aurora retorted, “you were fast asleep and snoring.”

“Yes, and if I recall you barely made an effort to wake me.”

“Well, perhaps I would have if you weren’t such an awful snorer.” Aurora grinned, and Gwen
grinned back. Both had changed an awful lot since their first year, and she liked to think it
was for the better. “And I did wake you, I just left quickly. Had to be first.”

Gwen rolled her eyes fondly, as the final stragglers made their way in, including Theodore’s
brother Philip. “You always have to be first, Aurora.”

“Precisely.” Her eyes darted to Theodore, who had clearly caught some of their conversation
and was smiling faintly. “Unless someone decides to beat me.”

“I didn’t make the decision,” Theodore said, holding his hands up with a smirk. “It’s not my
fault I got extra points for the value of fraternity.”

“One extra point,” Aurora grumbled, but she smiled over at him as Kiersten Davidson
gestured to get everyone’s attention. The noise in the common room died down to a low hush,
broken by the crackling of flames in the hearth and the gentle snores of a second year in the
corner, whose friends seemed to have been trying to stack Exploding Snap cards on his face.



Davidson explained to the group of tired first years, and the rather bored upper years, the
tasks that they would be asking of them this evening — the first task, to steal an ingredient of
choice from Snape’s Potions cupboard, the second, to locate a white snake in a seventh floor
tapestry, mark their findings, and receive their clues about the third task. Aurora already
knew what this final task was to be of course, as Cassius had told her that the first years were
to work together to create some form of communication device to communicate across the
common room, but the first years looked perplexed by the vague instructions.

Nevertheless, no one was going to argue with the prefects, and they all dispersed quickly.

“Ana looks terrified,” Theodore noted.

“So do all of them,” Daphne said, shrugging. “Tristan and Phillip seem to have paired off
together already though. Quit worrying,” she told him, for Theodore did look nervous for his
siblings — mostly Anastasia, Aurora thought. “They’ll be fine. We were fine, and we had a
troll to contend with.”

“The troll was gone by that point,” Gwen pointed out, “to be fair.”

Theodore shook his head, leaning against the back of his armchair. “Yeah, well, I just hope
they’re okay.” He pursed his lips, looking around nervously. “I just have a bad feeling.”

Daphne tilted her head and Aurora frowned, as Robin joined their now-hushed conversation.
“What sort of bad feeling?” he asked.

“I don’t know. It’s like nerves, but I feel this sort of dread, too? Ever since the end of the
feast.”

“You’re probably just put off by Crouch,” Aurora suggested quietly, so that none of the others
outside their circle overheard.

Daphne didn’t look convinced. “You don’t think it’s because of what you saw in the crystal
ball the other day, do you?”

Robin made a derisive sound before Theodore could even reply. “You’re not putting this
down to Divination, are you?”

“No,” Theodore said defensively. “Even if I was, what if it isn’t nonsense like you think? I’ve
got a bad feeling.”

“You know what you need?” Robin said. “Firewhiskey. Why not try firewhiskey?”

Aurora wrinkled her nose. “Robin, I hardly think firewhiskey is the solution to any problem.”

“And Phillip and Anastasia will probably not appreciate their brother being drunk when they
get back.”

“What’s this about Theodore getting drunk?” Blaise asked suddenly, appearing behind
Aurora on the sofa, causing her to jump.



“I’m not getting drunk,” Theodore said sharply, “I’m not drinking, I’m certainly not getting
like Draco.”

At that, Aurora swung around, seeing Draco standing in what appeared to be a very
enthusiastic conversation with Flora Carrow. “Merlin,” she muttered, before her gaze darted
guiltily to Pansy, who was talking quietly to Lucille and Millicent.

But she realised when she turned around that Theodore had already disappeared, and Robin
was sulking. “Go talk to Draco,” he said, noticing her confusion. “Nott’ll come back in a
minute.”

Uncertain, Aurora stood and make her way to her cousin, who smiled brightly and was quick
to regale her with the story he had apparently just been telling to Flora Carrow, which
involved a dragon, a sword, and some highly improbable duelling stunts on his part. At least,
though, Aurora managed to drag her cousin away before he could say anything more
obviously untrue and foolish, and managed to keep him sat down and being sensible with
Pansy and the girls, while they played at Exploding Snap and gossiped about the first years’
progress, or lack thereof.

It was some time before she caught sight of Gwen again, her roommate locked in an
incredibly disturbing embrace with Robin Oliphant, and only once she had looked away from
them did she catch sight of Theodore and Daphne. The former was pensive, staring at the
door, while Daphne held an air of impatientness around her, gaze flicking between the
common room entrance and the spot across the room where Gwen and Robin were sat
together.

“Evening,” she said quietly when she went to sit by them, stirring Theodore from his
thoughts. Daphne smiled tightly. “You’ve been quiet.”

Theodore gave a non-committal hum in reply and twisted around the signet ring on his left
hand, eyes faraway. “Sorry,” he said, “I’m just not in a good mood.”

“That’s alright.” Aurora nudged his knee with her own. “You’re worried about your brother
and sister, aren’t you?”

Daphne huffed loudly. “Tristan hasn’t come back either,” she told them, “like none of them
have. They’re going to be fine.”

“I know that,” Theodore said, “I’m just waiting. I don’t want to miss them coming back,
especially Ana.”

Daphne rolled her eyes. “Well, I’m going to speak to Blaise. He’s probably thinking about his
stepsister too—” considering how little Blaise had thus far appeared to care about his
stepsister, Aurora found this unlikely “—but at least he’s having more fun.”

She danced off in a wave of perfume and Aurora blinked, surprised, before turning to
Theodore, who appeared rather flummoxed by his friend’s sudden exit. He turned to her with
a frown. “Have I done something?”



Aurora laughed, shaking her head. “I mean, you could stand to... Relax, a little. Not saying I
wouldn’t be the same, but, Daphne’s right, they’ll be fine, and you have to let them do their
thing. Plus, it’s been an hour.”

Theodore sighed. “I know. I know you’re right, but I can’t help it. Plus, parties like this...
Aren’t really my thing.”

At that she did let out a small laugh and bumped his shoulder. “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised
to hear you say that, Theo.” She looked to the door again; it was nearing one o’clock, and
already students were starting to flag. She thought Theodore would likely have already
retired for the night, had he not been up and waiting for his siblings. When he was not
forthcoming about any more of his worries, she said, “Do you want to see something?”

His eyes flickered with curiosity. “Depends what it is?”

“Something rather amazing,” she said loftily. “And which may help ease your nerves about
Phillip and Anastasia.”

Theodore frowned, but nodded, and she withdrew the Marauder’s Map from the pocket she
always carried it in. She was highly aware of the fact that she had revealed this to two people
in as many nights, but this seemed as noble a purpose as any, and in this corner of the
common room they were relatively secluded, most of their peers preoccupied with
socialising. Quietly, feeling Theodore’s gaze weighing upon her, she whispered, “I solemnly
swear that I am up to no good.”

Theodore raised his eyebrows. “Well, that’s a bit of a mouthful.”

She shook her head, letting the ink bloom over the parchment, and smiled at the way his
features were overtaken by curiosity. “How did you do this?”

“I didn’t,” she told him, then added in a rush, uncertain of how to say it but feeling like she
could divulge the secret to Theodore, “my father did, when he was our age. It’s a map of
Hogwarts, see, and it shows everyone. You’ll be able to see Anastasia and Phillip, and know
that they haven’t fallen in the lake or anything.”

It was peculiar to see the expression of disbelief on Theodore Nott’s face, though she was
uncertain which part he was struggling with. She nudged the map towards him, shifting on
the sofa so that they could share it. Most people were in their dormitories, so the small knots
of Slytherin students were not difficult to locate; one on the seventh floor, another on the
third, a whole host of other scattered duos and trios, and then a cluster of familiar names
passing by the Great Hall. Anastasia Nott, Phillip Nott, Amélie Travers, Tristan Greengrass,
Edward Bulstrode, and another, Hadrian Talbot.

“They’re sticking together at least,” Theodore said drily, eyes flicking between Aurora and
the map. “And this — this traces everyone?”

She nodded, smoothing a crease out of the parchment. “I do believe so. It hasn’t been wrong
yet. It’s how I discovered Peter Pettigrew.”



“That’s really amazing spellwork,” Theodore said, and she tried not to smile.

“I’ll be sure to pass your compliments on.”

His gaze traced the names as they made their way up the grand staircase, splintering into two
groups either side of the portrait gallery. Aurora’s gaze, however, was drawn to Dumbledore’s
office, where a group of dots were once again situated. Dumbledore, McGonagall, Bagman...
She watched, intrigued, as Bartemius Crouch paced the office, then left, his dot slipping
down the illustrated spiral staircase. Aurora watched his dot head up towards the seventh
floor corridor, and then her gaze darted back to the Great Hall, where Theodore’s siblings and
their group were moving along.

“Thank you,” Theodore said after they’d sat for a moment, watching the cluster of students
making their way nearer to the dungeons.

She shrugged. “You seemed nervous, moreso than usual.” It did not escape her, how he
avoided meeting her eyes, but there was little point, she thought, in pressing the matter now.

“Am I usually nervous?” he asked, seemingly oblivious, and Aurora had to laugh.

“Often,” she told him, smiling, “but not always. I think it’s sweet of you.”

His cheeks flushed pink and Aurora tried not to laugh for his sake, as the common room door
swung open behind them and she followed the map to see his siblings both re-entering the
dungeons.

“Looks like they’re ahead of schedule, too,” she pointed out, to spare his blushing. Her gaze
turned back to the seventh floor corridor, but Barty Crouch was no longer anywhere in sight.
She frowned, but supposed he must have found somewhere to catch the Floo from, or else
left by another route she had lost track of.

Theodore nodded, straightening up and watching the group of first years disappear into the
boys’ dormitories. “Shouldn’t have worried, really,” he said, “they’re fine, aren’t they? I’m
just being all... Paranoid.” He swallowed, eyes darting towards the windows that look out
onto the lake. “I suppose this year just feels less certain. Which likely does not make sense.
But my mother — she wants me to keep an eye on them, as the eldest.” He took in a deep
breath and then paused, like he was about to say something more but stopped himself, and
smiled weakly — falsely — instead. “I suppose I knew they’d be fine.”

“Well, of course they are,” she said, “and they’ve had a safer Halloween than anyone has for
the last three years.”

She folded the map up and stowed it away in her deep pockets. Across the room, Cassius
Warrington caught her eye, and her heart thudded in her chest again. He looked good, even if
she didn’t want to admit it.

“I’ll go break up Robin and Gwen,” Theodore said suddenly, surprising her, though she
supposed he was more relieved now his siblings were back and he could find them, “they
look like they’re going to start... Well, nothing appropriate for first year initiation.”



Glancing over, Aurora could see the pair in question leaning even closer to one another than
they had been ten minutes ago. “Perhaps not.” She almost wanted to put a hand on his
shoulder, offer some sort of reassurance, but then felt that was foolish of her. So she merely
shook her head, and said, “You’ll be alright?”

Theodore nodded. “I’m being silly, to be honest. I’m just not in the mood. But thanks for
trying to help.”

He strode off, but Aurora moved slowly. Trying to help, he had said. As if she hadn’t
succeeded, as if she didn’t know what to do to succeed. She watched him go in confusion,
before shaking herself out of it and tapping the map to close it before making her way to
Cassius, who grinned at her and made her heart thud in her chest again, making all other
worries fly out of her head.

Chapter End Notes

Well, it’s finally here. I’ve been so apprehensive about this chapter because I know
everyone has differing expectations, but there was no way to please everyone, and this, I
felt, was the best way. Simply retreading the canon path felt pointless and I wanted to
embrace the new territories brought with the canon divergence at the end of third year. It
opens a lot of exciting opportunities to explore different aspects of the world and magic,
and new plotlines. I know this isn’t necessarily what most of you were expecting, but I
hope you’ll bear with me.



Collision Course

As usual, the first years were to return to the common room at three o'clock to complete
initiation. The preceding ten minutes involved an awful lot of running around on their part,
some screaming at each other trying to connect the enchantments and talismans they had
been working on, and, at one point, Aurora and Cassius had to duck out of the way of a flying
metal tin on the end of a broken piece of string. It soared past them and hit off the wall with a
resounding clang, causing them to grab ahold of one another in surprise, and then burst into
nervous laughter when they realised how close they were and the fact they were so pressed
together.

Aurora was sure her red cheeks hadn't cooled at all by the time three o'clock actually arrived
and the first years were called to explain how they had carried out the tasks, and demonstrate
their final project. She sat curled up on a couch, blushingly close to Cassius, watching as
some of them stumbled over their words, as one Malcolm Baddock dropped another one of
those tin cans on his unimpressed teammate's foot.

All was warm, content, as the older students struggled not to doze off, waiting for the
moment when they would be called to judge the students. Tristan Greengrass was telling
them about his team's innovative idea to send flares to targeted areas and mirror shards as an
alert system, while Aurora forced herself to keep her eyes open.

"...so, we all figured that mirrors are pretty good at reflecting stuff, and we could use that to
make the charms work better instead of just relying on them to do their own thing, and then
we figured it might work better if it was from mirrors that were linked, so we made Emilia
break a mirror—" Emilia glowered at her teammates, and Aurora winced, hoping the seven
years' bad luck would at least be distributed among the group "—and then we enchanted it
and then it didn't work, so then we enhanced another mirror and broke it after and then—"

A bang shook the common room suddenly, and Aurora startled, feeling the commotion shake
the very walls and floor. One dozing third year fell off the sofa, to rather nervous giggles, and
Tristan stopped abruptly, staring. Silence fell, dampening the mood, and he started again,
voice shaking, "Well, we broke the mirror and then we gave a piece out each and moved
about the school, and it seemed to work, so now if Phillip takes his to one corner, Anastasia
to another, and Emilia to another, then we can show you—"

Another bang went off, and everyone started turning around, Drina Bulstrode storming to her
feet. "Who is doing—"

Again, the walls shook, and this time, sense had sunk in enough that people started to panic.

"What is going on?" one of the portraits yelled. "Some of us are trying to sleep!"

One of the mirror shards Anastasia Nott was holding broke in her hand and she screamed, as
red light flared up and bounced off the ceiling. Theo leapt to his feet immediately, and Drina
yelled for him to sit down.



"It's fine!" she shouted. "Use another shard, so long as you're not hurt!"

At that moment, the lights above them flickered slightly. Something seemed to leap from the
fireplace, and Aurora, heart pounding, leaned back against the couch. A rather stunned quiet
took hold, eerie and seeping through the room. Seventh year Alana Carl stood, gesturing for
Tristan to go on. He nodded wordlessly, while Anastasia hurried to have her place taken by
her teammate, Hadrian Talbot. He had barely gotten to the corner by the window when a
giant tentacle rattled against the glass.

Hadrian let out a yelp and darted away, clutching himself. "Oh my God, the squid just
attacked me!"

"It did not attack—"

But Hadrian was already bolting across the room, terrified, towards a very annoyed-looking
Phillip Nott. "It attacked—"

The common room door flew open with a bang and Aurora's heart leapt into her throat. In the
dim light stood a foreboding figure in black, face cast in deep, gloomy shadows.

"What," Snape demanded in a low, furious voice, "are you doing?"

"Sir, sir," Talbot started, "the squid attacked—"

The chandelier on the ceiling above them rattled. Snape stepped into the room, turning his
face and gaze upwards, rather pale. "Do not speak to me, Talbot," he said, and Talbot's face
fell.

"But the squid-"

"Do not speak."

Silence fell, and Aurora pressed her lips together, staring at Snape's grumpy demeanor. His
gaze swept the room, landing on each of them. His eyes narrowed when he saw her, but he
curled his lips in distaste at the clusters of first years, and then the Head Girl, Alana, was the
victim of his glare. "Are there any children still running about the school?"

"No, we've counted them all. Everybody's back, sir."

He didn't look like he believed her, eyes twitching. "And the older students? No one has
slipped out?" His gaze swept to another group of first years. "No one is attempting to destroy
the school?"

“Well.” Alana blinked. “They shouldn’t be.”

Cassius let loose an ill-timed snort. Snape turned his icy glare on him, lip curling. “I
understand there is some level of secrecy around initiation each year,” he said, “but for God’s
sake, the whole school must have been woken, and if I find out that one of my Slytherins has
disturbed or destroyed something, and is responsible for interrupting my sleep at three
o’clock in the morning, rest assured that they will not—”



“Severus.”

Everyone blinked in surprise to hear the voice of Professor Dumbledore coming from the
doorway. Aurora sighed in relief to have Snape’s gaze drawn far away from her, but she
could feel Cassius tense beside her, as did most of the rest of the students. The Headmaster
raised his eyebrows, peering around at all of them.

“Ah, good of you all to have assembled so quickly,” he said, spreading his arms wide with a
knowing smile, “though I assure you, kind as it is, I do not require refreshments.”

Cassius sank lower in his seat, but Aurora saw the knowing smile Dumbledore wore and the
amused twinkle of his eyes. “Severus,” he said again, addressing Snape, and this time his
voice turned graver, just a small switch, and he kept his expression light. “I assume you have
noticed the disruption to the castle?” Snape grumbled something unintelligible under his
breath. “It appears the source of the disruption came from far higher up than the dungeons.
Kindly stay inside, children, while we investigate — and rest assured, you are quite safe in
here. Although.” His gaze scoured the room. “I would suggest wrapping up any... Other
potential disturbances, hm?”

It was a wonder Professor Dumbledore didn’t seem at all disturbed by the multitude of glared
he was receiving from across the room — including, Aurora was amused to note, from
Snape, who looked only more annoyed that he didn’t have longer to shout at people for
supposedly disturbing his sleep. Instead, he merely clapped his hands and turned briskly to
Snape, to say, “Shall we proceed? The other teachers and heads of houses are attending to
their students, but I daresay we’ll have to find the source of this. Likely someone playing a
prank or celebrating Mister Diggory’s announcement as champion—” Cassius glowered and
glared at the floor “—but nevertheless! Nothing to fear, children.”

He was met with blank looks, and appeared only slightly unnerved by the stony reception
before he turned to Snape and swept from the room. The Head of Slytherin gave one last
glare to the room at large, and followed. Immediately once the door had closed behind them,
the room broke into chatter.

“Do you think he knows?”

“He wasn’t a Slytherin, Of course he doesn’t know about initiation.”

“But he is Headmaster—”

“Well, he definitely knew something was up—”

“If he knew then he had even less right to interrupt, especially with Snape here—”

“I’m surprised Snape looked so grumpy,” Cassius whispered in Autora’s ear, breaking
through the babble, and she blushed at the feeling of his whisper against her skin. Still, she
managed a curious frown at him.

“How so?”



“Because,” he said with a smirk, “vampires don’t sleep, so there was nothing to interrupt.”

Against her own expectation, Aurora laughed, a sound quickly quelled when she noticed the
somber mood of her surroundings. “That is true,” she whispered, keeping one eye on Draco,
who was staring across the room at them, “but he does have to keep up the act, remember?
And besides, he’ll take any opportunity to be annoyed at us. Irritation is his best emotion.”

“Actually, I think it’s his only emotion.”

“No, anger is there too. It’s a broad category.”

“Quiet!” The shout of the seventh-year Aidan Farlin silenced the room. It seemed, from
Alana and Drina’s annoyed looks, that they had been trying to shut them up over the babble
for quite some time and Aurora sank bashfully into her seat, though not too bashfully as to
prevent her from feeling a tingle down her arm when it brushed against Cassius’s. She turned
her head to hide her stupid smile. “Merlin, you lot are a nuisance. Where were we? Talbot,
stop looking like a lost leaf and get back to your corner.” Talbot scowled, and sulked his way
back, as he and his teammates restarted their shaky presentation.

Aurora’s hand itched for the map folded up in her pocket. If only she could get a moment
alone, or a moment of quiet, then she could open it, but there were far too many people
around, and she felt she had let quite enough people in on the secret for the time being. She
didn’t think her father would have appreciated having it revealed to the entire common room,
and she also didn’t want to make herself a target if someone found out and wanted to get it
for themself.

After that, she could hardly pay attention to the first years. She was far from the only one —
Astoria Greengrass, who had been determined to stay up and support her cousin, was
slouched over and falling asleep on the sofa nearest the main fire — but it wasn’t only
exhaustion but confusion which played on her nerves.

Professor Dumbledore, behind his usual frustrating veneer, had seemed somewhat agitated by
the disturbance, especially on this night. She thought back to the strange tensions that had
lingered between Moody and Karkaroff and Crouch earlier, the unspoken differences and
dislikes evident to anyone paying attention.

And she wondered, briefly, if there wasn’t a very concerning link between Karkaroff’s
appearance and the sudden unease that had filled her surroundings.

-*

The announcement of the champions was predictably overshadowed the next day by the
speculation from all houses about what had happened in the early hours of the morning. At
breakfast, Aurora overheard the Ravenclaw Cho Chang talking about how annoyed she had
been to have been woken up by it, and by Flitwick’s questioning of his students the next
morning. There was little to be drawn out of the Hufflepuffs, many of whom looked terribly
hungover, and the rest of whom were crowded around Cedric Diggory like he was a prize
pony. Still, it was the Gryffindors who seemed to be most excited to speculate.



“I heard the Hufflepuffs were all messing around with some plants,” she had heard the third
year, Colin Creevey, say, on her way out of the Great Hall “and one of them attacked Diggory
and he blew it up and that’s why he’s going to be a rubbish champion.”

The way he had then looked to Harry Potter had made Aurora burst out laughing, much to the
annoyance of the passing Gryffindors.

Potter, though, had predictably found a way to try and get himself involved.

“Did you see anything weird last night?” he asked by way of greeting when he cornered her
near the library after lunch. Hermione Granger, stood behind him, gave a heavy sigh.

“Good afternoon to you too, Potter,” she said drily, “and if by weird you mean Snape in his
nightclothes, then I’d really rather not relive it.”

With a glare, he lowered his voice and said, “On the map, I mean.”

She rolled her eyes. “No, Potter, I did not, and if I had, I would not be telling you.”

“Why not?”

“Because you would either find a way to trace it back to me, or go sticking your nose into
some great mystery which has nothing to do with you, and likely drag me down with you.”

“I don’t stick my nose in places!”

She grimaced and looked him up and down. “Well, that’s just a straight-up lie.”

Potter scowled. Granger and Weasley looked like they were trying not to agree, though the
latter said in an indignant voice, “Are you going to be useful, or not?”

To her surprise, Potter sighed at this, only just discernible, but it was Aurora who said, “I’m
not here to be useful, Weasley. Least of all to you if you take that tone with me. Potter, if I
really saw something amiss, I would have said something. All I saw was the teachers and
Ministry representatives moving about the school around midnight. Nothing weird.” She
huffed. “Look, I’m sure it’s nothing. Dumbledore hasn’t said anything concerning, has he?
Probably someone rigged a few fireworks and it maybe went a bit wrong.” Though she could
still feel that unease in her bones, the foreboding when the lights dimmed and the window
slammed. “Can I go read now?”

Pursing his lips, Potter said, “I didn’t mean to offend you. Or accuse you or anything, if that’s
what — what it sounded like. Just cause, well, you keep the map most of the time, which I
know we agreed cause I have the cloak, but I wanted to know what was going on.”

“You wanted to snoop about,” Aurora corrected him, amused. “But I was curious too,” she
admitted, “so I guess I can’t blame you.” She didn’t like the almost-pleased look on his face.
“Granger, are you headed to the Arithmancy section too?”

Granger looked pleasantly surprised by the change in subject, and was quick to leave the two
boys behind — they both disappeared remarkably quickly now that their friend wasn’t



relying on them to keep her company, which Aurora still thought was a bit rude of them. “I
wanted to find the book Professor Vector recommended on Arithmancy’s relation to Potions
formulae,” Granger explained, and Aurora held back a grin as she told her that was exactly
what she had been looking for, too. Reading it together, she supposed, wasn’t so bad an idea.
Granger was intelligent, as proven by the way they had worked together on projects last year,
and when the girl didn’t actively think she was plotting to hurt Potter, she was also
surprisingly friendly.

It was a strange realisation to have, especially about a Gryffindor, and especially about
Granger, but she supposed, it wasn’t the worst way to spend a Sunday afternoon, after all,
though she did make sure to leave once she saw Potter and Weasley returning. One thing at a
time, after all.

-*

By Monday morning, the buzz of the tournament was back with a vengeance, though the
Slytherins, unsurprisingly, seemed least interested in the whole thing, closely followed by the
Gryffindors, many of whom seemed bemused by the prospect of another house getting the
attention for once. Diggory at least had the courtesy to act embarrassed by the spotlight,
though he took it all politely with a grace which Aurora had to admire.

Cassius, however, was less impressed.

"He'd be better off practicing for whatever task the champions have to do than posing for his
fan club," he commented to her on Monday morning, glaring over at his crowd of admirers.
“Don't you think?"

She had merely nodded in response. Cassius had been in a rather bad mood over the whole
affair, which was also unsurprising. But though Aurora knew she would have grumped over it
too, he had mentioned it at least ten times more than was necessary, and she was desperate for
a change in topic.

"Still," she said eventually, “it isn't as if it's the be all and end all."

"S'pose," he said, before turning to his breakfast plate with a vengeance. Aurora cast a look
down towards her other friends, who were all rapidly discussing the tournament business.
"Guess it'll give me more chance to work on Quidditch and classes and whatever."

"Precisely." Aurora straightened up and took a sip of pumpkin juice. "I saw Moody’s notice
on the board in the common room about opening up Duelling Club to all students.” The
timing had not gone unnoticed, of course. Aurora thought either he wanted to help Diggory
and prepare him for duelling without being too obvious, or he was unnerved by Saturday
night, and paranoid about Karkaroff’s presence more generally. “We could attend."

Cassius shrugged. "S'pose. Probably get shown up by Diggory, but what's new?"

She rolled her eyes and told him, trying not to sound too impatient, "The goblet made a
decision based on factors literally no one knows, and not only on duelling or anything else. I



don't care if the goblet chose Cedric Diggory and I doubt it's going to impact your Duelling
abilities."

At that, Cassius smiled faintly and shrugged. "I guess. Just feels a bit crap."

"I know what'll make you feel better," came a voice from above them, just before Graham
Montague slipped into a seat on the bench between Aurora and Cassius. "Snape says there's
nothing to stop us using the Quidditch Pitch to fly and practice if we want to. He said we
should keep it on the down low, just so we can have an advantage over the other houses next
year, if they end up being out of practice. Dunno what we'll do about a keeper, maybe we can
draft Malfoy in, and there's no point Derrick and Bole doing anything, since they'll be gone
by the time Quidditch starts again, but what d'you say? Not regular practices or anything, but
whenever we want to, we can give it a go."

Aurora grinned at him, and tugged her breakfast plate back towards herself before he could
try and take any of the toast. "Is this invitation extended to me?"

"Obviously." Graham stared at her, and she smirked, pleased. "I'm not training anyone else
up, Black."

"You seem to have just decided you're going to be captain," Cassius pointed out, but he was
grinning. "Not that I'd ever dream of cutting you out the team, Aurora."

"Cheers, Warrington," Aurora said drily, though couldn't help the smile that threatened at her
lips.

Then, they both turned back to Graham. "Name the time and place," Cassius said, "and we're
there. Not like I've anything else to do, anyway."

She could have sworn Graham rolled his eyes. "I'll let you both know." He stood, and ruffled
Cassius's hair, much to Aurora's amusement. "And stop moping, Warrington, makes your
mug even uglier than it is already."

Cassius glowered and shoved Graham playfully. "Least I'm not stuck with your face, mate."

"I'm so hurt," Graham mocked. "Do us all a favour and get that look off your face before
Moody's class though, won't you? Don't need any of the rest of them knowing you're
bothered."

As he strode away, Aurora couldn't help but feel that Graham was right — though she would
not say such a thing to Cassius. Finishing off her toast, she waited for him to say something.
When he didn't, she sighed and said, "He is right, you know. At least we've got Quidditch."

"Yeah." Cassius made a determined effort to take the scowl from his face.

The rest of breakfast went on the same, to the point that Aurora really did commend herself
on her ability to refrain from snapping at Cassius. Even though she understood why he felt
disappointed, the self-pitying felt rather excessive at the moment, and she was relieved when
breakfast ended and the others joined up with her, headed to their History class.



True to his word, Professor Moody organised a Duelling Club to begin that Friday night,
which Aurora hoped would be more successful than the one hosted in their second year —
though that really was an incredibly low bar, which Moody could easily surpass by
possessing even the smallest grain of competence. Half an hour after dinner ended, Aurora
and her fellow students traipsed back up the the Great Hall from the dungeons, eager to
finally learn something more useful than a Disarming jinx. While their classes with Moody
were certainly more informative than with Quirrel or Lockhart, they sought to familiarise
them with the threat of dark magic rather than fully equip them to duel dark wizards. The
Duelling Club, unlike the last one, was open only to students fourth year and up, and
organised into three groups — fourth years, fifth years, and N.E.W.T. students, many of
whom had already experienced the earlier, invitation-only Duelling Club — which they all
had to shuffle into.

Moody was already at the front of the hall, talking to Professor Flitwick, whose chirpy
demeanour was quite at odds with Moody's own perpetual glower. That false eye of his never
stopped moving, and Aurora shivered when she felt it land on her friends as they entered.

Most of the Slytherins and Gryffindors of their year had turned out — though Pansy and
Daphne had both decided not to, as had Jones, Stebbins, Perks, and Drought — along with a
healthy number of Ravenclaws and around half a dozen Hufflepuffs. Still, the Slytherin group
kept to themselves, eyeing the three other mingling house groups warily. Leah MacMillan
had no apparent reservations talking to her brother, but everyone else was quite determinedly
insular, and Aurora could return Hermione Granger's tentative smile with only a sharp, cold
nod of the head. Slytherins and Gryffindors still hated each other on principle after all, and
certainly did when surrounded by their housemates.

"Right, you lot," Moody shouted over the hall, once a healthy number of students had
congregated. The large oak doors swung shut, sealing out any other intruders, or younger
students who might try to sneak a peek at the proceedings. "I don't know how many of these
club meetings we'll be running this year, but I see a decent number have turned out, which is
good. God knows you all need better training in practical spell application." Flitwick pursed
his lips, looking rather offended by this proclamation — but Moody didn't care, nor would
Aurora have expected him to. He rattled on, "You're sorted into three groups for your own
good, at least 'til we get a sense of individual abilities. This first session will go over Duelling
basics, how to disarm, shield, cast, and rebound. N.E.W.T. students will then come with me
for some work on jinxes, hexes and curses, while the rest of you'll stick with Flitwick until
we can be assured you won't take each others' ears off or anything like that.

"Most of you won't have the stomach for a proper Duelling Club, but that's alright. We'll sort
the good from the bad and see if there isn't something we can do. You'll be sorted into groups
based on skill level soon enough, and then we might see about a Duelling tournament of
sorts, depending on numbers. Now, some of you may think this is some fun, extra-curricular
activity." Here, his voice turned even more serious than it had been already. "But Duelling
can be a nasty business and I won't have any of you mucking about trying to have a laugh
with your friends. Anyone behaving irresponsibly will be kicked out, alright?" A few people
muttered under their breath, but none dared speak loud enough to be heard by Mad-Eye
Moody. "If that's all clear, then. I expect most of you to know the basic incantations already
— expelliarmus to disarm, protego to shield, repercutio to deflect." Aurora murmured the



third incantation under her breath, unfamiliar with it. "If you don't, Professor Flitwick and I'll
demonstrate."

Both men turned to each other, and Aurora noted their postures, the tension in their shoulders
waiting to be released once they would spring into action. They bowed, and before anyone
had the chance to count down in anticipation, Moody had yelled, "Expelliarmus!"

Red light shot towards Flitwick, who responded neatly with a sharp cry of, "Protego!" Blue
light shimmered before him, roaring up like a high wave, and the red fizzled out. Moody
pressed him again, but this time Flitwick called, "Repercutio!" with a sharp turn of his wrist,
and the spell glanced off, hitting Moody instead and causing his wand to soar into the air and
clatter to the ground.

Flitwick beamed at them, and bowed with a flourish of his cape, as Moody led the applause.

"Course," The Defense Professor had to add, "a dark wizard would probably have a knife to
throw at you anyway, but we're hoping none of them'll come running into the hall while
you're all practicing." Nervous laughter went around the hall but died out quickly. "Now, if
you want a proper demonstration—"

He was cut off sharply by Flitwick, who had whirled around and spoken so quickly that
Aurora had barely managed to pick up on what he was saying, only that white light had
shattered against Moody's hastily erected shield. Curses flew between them rapidly,
sometimes wordlessly, lighting up the hall with bursts of light and with sparking flames —
one that picked Flitwick up by the ankles, another that sent Moody crashing into a wall, but
most fizzled out or rebounded quickly. It was only once Moody managed to sneak a Leg-
Locker-Curse through Flitwick's shield that the Charms Professor, sweating but still cheerful,
conceded and the Great Hall burst into raucous applause.

"Miles better than Lockhart," Gwen said, as if that were ever in question.

Aurora held back her smile as she clapped politely, watching the two professors shake hands.
Some of her friends, Draco and Lucille and Vincent and Greg, appeared deeply reluctant to
praise Moody, but his skill was undeniable. "What's the betting some Gryffindor's going to
try out that upside down thing and drop someone else on their head?" Robin murmured, to
which Gwen and Aurora both laughed.

"No gambling in Duelling Club," Aurora chastised teasingly, "but also, that is absolutely
going to happen and I wouldn't be surprised if it's already happened in their common room."

"Pair up!" Moody shouted to them, once the applause died down. "Stick to those three spells
for now, I don't want to be taking anyone to the hospital wing."

Chatter broke out across the hall as the students organised themselves, Aurora winding up
with Blaise once Gwen and Robin had paired up — Draco had gone up against Theodore,
Millicent against Lucille, and Vincent against Greg.

Blaise grinned across the few metres between them, holding his wand tightly in front of him.
"Two sickles to the winner?" he asked, and she rolled her eyes.



"Prepare to lose, Zabini," Aurora told him, setting herself up — wand held in one hand, body
turned slightly so her left side was facing Blaise, her shoulders back and her knees slightly
bent. "Make it three sickles and I'll try not to gloat too much."

"You're on," Blaise smirked, twirling his wand between his fingers.

"On the count of three," Moody said gruffly, while Flitwick sidled closer to the fourth years,
looking anxious. "Any spells outside those three will lose you house points. Fourth years, you
lot go first."

The hall turned to them, and though they were a relatively large grouping, Aurora couldn't
help but feel slightly nervous. Still, she focused on Blaise as Moody counted down, and then
when he waved his own wand to signal them to begin, she twisted quickly and flung,
"Expelliarmus!" at Blaise.

He was quick to put a shield up, and the spell glanced off the shimmering blue, but shattered
before it could reach her. Blaise flung the same spell back at her as quickly as she had said it,
and Aurora said sharply, "Repercutio."

There was the faintest shine of silver before the spell hit the air before her, then twisted and
rushed back at Blaise, whose own shield broke it down again. Aurora darted forward, and this
time two disarming spells met in mid-air with a small bang, sparks flying from the space
where they met. As Blaise's gaze was distracted by the collision, Aurora took the opportunity
to speak before he got another shield up, and in a moment his wand had flown out of his
hand. She caught it neatly, and grinned as he turned to her with a glare.

"Three sickles," she sang as she handed his wand back, and bowed mockingly. "Good fight
though."

Blaise bowed curtly. "Bit obnoxious about it."

"As if you wouldn't be." Aurora shrugged, looking around. Most of their fellow students had
finished their duels, but Potter and Granger were still going, as were the MacMillan twins.

Aurora watched Potter and Granger closely. Potter moved far more naturally than his friend,
but she seemed to cast with more precision, making it difficult for him to block. Neither was
particularly elegant about their duelling — though Aurora was not sure she had been either
— but Potter managed to land the spell first, causing Granger's wand to fly from her hand, at
almost the same time as Leah disarmed her brother, smiling triumphantly.

"Good!" Moody's voice shouted. "That was good. Some got it better than others—" he looked
over to Seamus Finnigan and Dean Thomas, who had between them managed to create some
sort of red stain on the stone floor "— and if that's how you behave in the field most of you
will die, but it's a decent effort for fourth years."

"Lovely man, isn't he?" Theodore whispered from next to Aurora and Blaise. "Really
inspiring."



She held back a smile, listening in to Moody's next words as he instructed the fifth years to
start on each other. Flitwick hurried over to the fourth years, looking rather flustered and
sending Moody a dirty look, likely because of the insinuation about death which, in fairness,
Aurora didn't think was entirely appropriate for a crowd of teenaged school students.

"Nice work, everybody," Flitwick said cheerfully as he came over, smiling. "Right, all the
winners of the duels, over to one side and the rest of you the other, we'll see if we can figure
out an arrangement to match you all more evenly."

"Tough luck, Zabini," Aurora teased as she linked arms with Theodore and went to the
winners' side, grinning.

The fifth years seemed to be better at holding one another off than the fourth years had been,
as did the N.E.W.T. students, though that was hardly unexpected. Even so, Moody had plenty
criticisms when they gathered around after their next round of duels, in which Aurora won
narrowly to Michael Corner.

Between the hundred or so students gathered, their Duelling work held a multitude of sins
which Moody was all to happy to point out. "Not enough willpower," he said to a bunch of
dejected-looking sixty years. "No grit," he added to half of the fourth years, much to
everyone's consternation. "You need power to duel, and none of you are putting the right
power in. You need to pack a punch! Make sure your enemy is on the back foot from the
start. You won't get anywhere by dallying about making a game out of spellwork."

"Quite," Flitwick interrupted, his high voice cuffing through Moody's gruff growl. "Lots of
Duelling is very applicable to charms! Precise movements with strong intent, that's what'll
best serve you all! Now, it's getting a little late and I see some of you are toiling already. The
date of the next session will be put up in your common rooms, and we'd appreciate if you'd
let us know if you're coming ahead of time so we can organise groups and matches!" He
beamed, bouncing on his tiptoes. "Well, if Professor Moody has nothing to add?"

Moody shook his head. "Said my piece," he told them. "Keep vigilant, everyone. And no
hexing each other in the corridors, it's too much paperwork."

Flitwick looked like he was trying to suppress a smile. "There we go then. With those parting
words — goodnight, everybody!"

Muttering broke out amongst the students as people started to find their friends and then
disperse. Aurora tugged Theodore towards Draco, Millie and Lucille, who were all looking
rather unimpressed.

"Bit anticlimactic," Draco said once they'd reached them, joined by Blaise, Vincent and Greg.

"To be fair, they probably couldn't do much more than that with such a big group," Theodore
reasoned.

"I'm not going to bother next time," Lucille said, wrinkling her nose. "Moody's too rough and
it was rubbish anyways. Daphne thought it would be."



Millie shrugged. "I don't know, could be alright, but we'll see." She glared at the ground. "I
still really do not like Mad-Eye Moody. He gives me the creeps."

She gave a melodramatic shudder as they all made their way towards the Great Hall doors,
which had been opened again, allowing all the students to flood out, back to their respective
common rooms.

On the way out, Aurora couldn't help but glance back over her shoulder towards where
Moody and Flitwick were talking, looking rather serious. Curiosity took hold for a moment,
before Moody's head tilted just ever so slightly and she got the still disconcerting feeling that
his false eye was looking right at her and her friends. None of them seemed to have noticed,
caught up in bickering about who really should have won the duel between Vincent and Greg
— the latter having sneezed at a highly inopportune moment — and whether Moody was
actually as good as everyone thought. Aurora didn't have quite the same level of disdain for
him as the rest of her friends, but even she could pick up on his wariness about them. It was
unearned, she felt, even from a paranoid ex-Aurora, and with his eye following them, and
cold creeping up her spine, she was sure that something was amiss.

Not that she would admit it.



Black Sheep

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

The year's first Hogsmeade trip came that next weekend, a brisk November morning two
days before the first task of the Triwizard Tournament. An article had appeared in the Daily
Prophet a day prior, an exclusive feature on the three Triwizard Champions, with
considerable emphasis on Viktor Krum and not nearly enough — in Aurora's opinion — on
Cedric Diggory, who by rights should have had the biggest feature as the Hogwarts
representative. Still, the article was written by Rita Skeeter, whom Aurora had held a
considerable dislike for ever since she ran a story about her last year.

It was odd to consider, as she walked down towards the village with her friends, just how
much everything had changed since then. For one thing, she felt far freer now. She could
smile and talk freely, and while the world still was changing around her, it didn't always feel
quite so overwhelming, and she didn't always feel quite so helpless. Because she wasn't and
she knew that now — and she knew, perhaps most importantly, that she wasn't entirely alone.
It was a most wonderful feeling, one which she tried to carry with her into Hogsmeade
village.

Her father had written a week earlier to try and organise for them to meet up in the village,
unfortunately with Potter included. But Aurora had made plans too, and it seemed her father
wanted to be able to see them both together, so for now they were holding off. In some ways
that was a relief, that she didn't have to worry about how to act between them both, but there
was a part of her that just wanted to be able to see him, anytime she wanted, a part that felt
she deserved that after all this time. And she wished that she could just see him herself,
without Potter involved. She knew it was selfish, but she didn't care. Twelve years without
her father, she felt, had given her a right to be selfish.

But that day she had a very different group of family members to meet with. She was due to
meet Callidora Longbottom at half past twelve in the Three Broomsticks, along with Marius
Black and Cedrella Weasley. All three either disowned or distanced, all three far older than
her and practically strangers. They would have been perhaps a decade younger than her great-
grandfather Arcturus, but barring one Christmas many years ago which she and Draco had
managed to vaguely recall Callidora attending, she had never met any them. Family didn't
quite seem an apt descriptor, and she was nervous to even think of them, uncertain of what
they expected from her.

Aurora took her time with her friends, looking in the dress and jewellery shops — Pansy
wanted a new pair of winter boots, and took the better part of an hour to decide on the grey
suede pair Aurora had recommended — but by twenty past, she could no longer delay the
inevitable. Draco, Pansy, Vincent, and Greg went to the Three Broomsticks with her,
promising to make a 'completely unplanned' intervention if she gave them a signal, but it
didn't manage to ease her nerves too much.



"You're sure you don't want me to sit with you?" Draco asked as they entered, looking around
the too-crowded pub for anyone who looked like they might resemble a member of their
family. "It would still make sense for me to be there."

"I'm sure," she said, ignoring the knot of nerves as she peered around. "I need to figure out
what they want first before I bring you into the picture."

"You know I wouldn't mind—"

"I know," Aurora told him mildly, "but I'm sure I will be fine, Draco. And if not, you'll
know."

Her cousin still looked uneasy, but he seemed to realise that she wasn't going to budge on
this, and resolved to help her and Pansy look for someone that might be them. "There's three
people in that booth over there," Pansy said eventually, pointing to a space near the centre of
the wall, which was occupied by two elderly witches and a man with grey hair who stared
around the place like he had never seen it before. Perhaps he hadn't, Aurora thought. Marius
Black was a squib, after all. Nerves caught her again, but one of the women had seen her, and
Aurora could tell by the look in her eye that she was indeed Callidora.

"Yes," Aurora said quietly, "I do believe we've found the rogue Blacks."

Draco winced and clapped her on the shoulder in solidarity. "The table opposite's free. We'll
grab it. Crabbe, Goyle."

Vincent and Greg jumped to attention and hurried off to nab the table and its four seats,
glowering at anyone who looked like they might want to steal it. "And you're sure—"

"I'll be perfectly fine, Draco," Aurora said in a clipped voice. She glanced at Pansy, whose
eyes were just as worried. "I can look after myself, you know."

"We know," Pansy said, rolling her eyes. "Come on, Draco, before the boys start scaring third
years."

Aurora shot her a grateful look as she tugged Draco away, leaving her to steady herself, take
a deep breath, and head towards the table of three.

They all stood when she grew closer, and one of the women said quietly, "Lady Black," while
the other two regarded her with ill-concealed wariness. She supposed she couldn't blame
them — the two who hadn't spoken she presumed were Marius and Cedrella.

"Hello," she said, sounding stupid to her own ears. Surely this situation did not call for a
greeting so common as a simple hello. "Aurora. Pleasure to meet you all. Marius, I
presume?" she asked, turning to the man, who nodded. There was a strange glimmer about
his eyes — more blue than the usual grey — and she noticed that he held a cane, struggling
far more than either of the witches.

"Callidora Longbottom," said the woman who had first greeted Aurora, holding out her hand.
She was taller than Cedrella, with high cheekbones, stormy eyes, and hair that was only



halfway coloured with black, streaked with grey. "I believe you have grown since we last
met."

"Yes," Aurora said with a stilted laugh, accepting her cold hand. "Draco and I conferred, I
must have been no more than seven that Christmas."

"Oh, yes," Callidora said, with a smile, "is that Draco you came in with?"

"He certainly looks like a Malfoy," Cedrella said, her voice a touch colder than Aurora would
have liked. Of course, considering that she had married into the Weasleys — the reason for
her subsequent disownment — this did not come as much of a surprise. "Cedrella Weasley,"
she introduced herself, as if Aurora hadn't guessed already. She offered her hand just as
Callidora had, but Aurora felt the gesture was far less friendly.

"Pleasure," Aurora said, before gesturing to the seats. "Shall we?"

Marius already had some rather weak looking drink, but neither Cedrella nor Callidora had
yet gotten themselves anything. But no one said anything about refreshments as she eased
into the seat next to Callidora. All of them were approaching eighty, and though it showed
more on Marius than the witches, their movements were slightly stiff, various joints making
noises as they sat. Aurora tried hard not to wince, and glanced across the pub to see Draco
looking at her questioningly. She sent a tight smile back, and then turned to the table. They
all were looking at her too, and she got the feeling that she was some sort of zoo animal, or a
specimen to be inspected.

Marius coughed to break the silence. Aurora already regretted having agreed to this.

"So, I imagine the last year or so has been rather turbulent," he said, grimacing.

"You could say that," she said, tilting her head. "It has certainly been full of surprises. Not
least receiving a letter from Callidora. I have to admit it was unexpected. Not only to hear
from you, but to find out that you were still in contact with your cousins."

All three cousins exchanged a glance, indecipherable to Aurora, but which reminded her
strongly of herself and Draco. Callidora said, "Truthfully, that letter was much more my idea
than Marius or Cedrella's. I had intended to leave you quite alone unless you took it upon
yourself to get in touch. As you say, we met only once — I've always preferred to keep to
myself, particularly after my husband's passing."

"I'm sorry," Aurora said on instinct, but Callidora waved a hand.

"No need. It was many years ago, and there was little love lost in that marriage. No, I cannot
say that I had intended to contact you. Until last June. Seeing all of the news about young
Sirius, and of course you were implicated. We didn't know which way the tide would go, but
it appears it has swept us back together." Aurora thought Callidora might be attributing rather
too much agency to 'the tide' considering she had very much made a decision to get in touch
or not, but this was not the moment to point out such things.

"And have you three only recently reunited?"



"Oh, heavens, no," Cedrella laughed. "No, well. Marius was always Cally and I's favourite
cousin when we were children. When he was older, of course, everything changed, but we
were close enough in age that we missed him. Cally was the good child, and the eldest. She
married the Longbottom boy on our father's request at eighteen. I was not so easy."

"She was a terror from birth, actually," Marius out in with a fond smile. "I don't know why
anything thought something like a husband could contain her."

To Aurora's surprise, Cedrella and Callidora found this amusing, for they both laughed.
"Well, my parents had arranged a marriage for me, to an Avery, ten years my senior and
rather ghastly if I do say so. But my heart was set on another. I'm sure it is a typically enough
story, but Septimus and I kept up contact for years after Hogwarts. And once marriage was on
the horizon, well." She smiled faintly. "If I were to have a husband I knew that I was not
going to let anybody else choose him for me. So I ran off with Septimus, Callidora covered
for me, and we got eloped. It was quite the scandal, I must say. The family disowned me, cut
all ties, except for Callidora."

"Well, I could hardly ignore my own sister," Callidora said, tutting. "Charis was far too
content to do so. I don't suppose you would ever have met her, I imagine she passed before
you were born. And at any rate, the Longbottoms and the Weasleys were hardly enemies. It
was an easy enough guise to keep up — the presence that we only interacted for the sake of
familial pleasantries, not for the sake of sisterhood. At that time, I still cared deeply about
living up to expectation. Carrying on the line, keeping family secrets, ensuring our social
position." Aurora shifted uncomfortably. The glint in Callidora's eye told her that this woman
no longer cared for such things — but Aurora very much did. "Then when I was twenty-five,
and Cedrella twenty-three, our aunt Violetta passed. We helped to look into the records,
Charis and I.

"You see, when Marius was ten, we were told that he had died of dragon pox."

She said it so bluntly that it startled Aurora. Like it was nothing — though she supposed it
was, considering that the man opposite her seemed very much alive. "Oh."

"Yet, when we looked through the records, we found no record of death. All we could find
was an address of a Muggle orphanage in London."

"I am a squib, you see," Marius said, with a wry smile. "Rather unfortunate thing to be,
especially in those days. I was the shame of the family. The rotten apple hanging on the tree. I
had only the faintest memories of my old life, before my parents realised I was never going to
do magic. I had convinced myself that it was all made up, inside my head. Until Cally and
Cedrella managed to track me down through parish records and the orphanage. Very much
alive, twenty four years of age, with a wife, and a child on the way. The truth took rather a lot
of explaining, needless to say, and a lot of piecing together. I still have never seen my
Victoria more shocked in all her life."

Aurora smiled faintly. "Your wife? Is she a Muggle, then?"

Marius nodded. "About as Muggle as they come." His eyes sparkled. "She was right confused
by the whole thing, I must say. I hadn't told her about my childhood of course. I half believed



myself mad, and knew she wouldn't believe me anyway. And it was no longer my world. It's
been years since I have been around so many magical folks. The last time, must have been
my sister's funeral."

Aurora blinked at him. "Aunt Cassiopeia?"

Marius shook his head as the two witches exchanged strained looks. "No, no. Cassiopeia had
no interest in me, and she made it clear, right enough." That made cold run up Aurora's spine.
What would they all think of her now, surrounded only by the family's blood traitors and
deserters? Nothing good, she imagined. She looked over to Draco, but he was talking to
Pansy and hadn't yet noticed her sudden discomfort. "It was Dorea." Her attention snapped
back to Marius. "She married into a much more liberal family than our own, though
thankfully not the quite the Weasleys." Cedrella rolled her eyes, but it was a fond gesture, not
truly irritated. "She married Charlus Potter. If I've got it right, his brother Fleamont would be
the grandad of Harry Potter."

"Right enough," Aurora said faintly, resisting the urge to look around for Potter himself.
"And you and Dorea stayed in touch, too?"

"Somewhat." He shrugged. "Cedrella and Cally didn't really know what to do with me once
they'd found me."

"Yes," Callidora put in, pursing her lips, "and then he disappeared for four years to fight in a
war, which did not help matters."

Shaking his head, Marius said, "It was only right thing to do. But I kept in touch, didn't I?
Once I came back, my little girl was already five years old, and I hardly knew her. I still had
to adjust, to yet another new world. Dorea and I didn't meet again until my second child was
born. I hadn't actually expected her to show up to the Christening, but she did."

"Caused quite a stir, too," Cedrella said, smiling. "She turned up in full robes, all lace and
everything, which did not go down particularly well with the muggles in attendance."

"I see." Stilted silence hung in the air for a moment. It seemed no one else knew where to
take the conversation. "Well. I hope you don't mind my asking, but I presume you didn't
reach out only to tell me stories?"

There was a touch of amusement to Callidora's smile. Aurora noticed it with an
uncomfortable shiver. "You can tell you were raised by Arcturus," she said, which was not
what Aurora had expected at all. She blinked in surprise as the words registered, and fought a
smile. "You speak rather like he did when he was annoyed."

"Which was often, with us," Cedrella said. Aurora thought this was probably an attempt at a
good-natured joke, but she didn't find it amusing. She didn't know any of them well enough
to find it amusing, and she didn't like, either, the feeling of not having known that, of never
having known what Arcturus's relationship with these three younger cousins had been.

"But," Marius said, "to get to the point, yeah, we aren't just here to reminisce. Truth be told,
I've been wondering for a long while about the family. For years, actually. When I was



younger I had wanted to reunite with them, until I became resentful, realising I wouldn't be
accepted anyway, not by most of them. But Cally told me about you, and about your father,
and cousin Andromeda, and we couldn't help but wonder... Well, you're a kid with a lot of
power. We're curious."

"You're curious about what I can do for you," Aurora said bluntly, looking between them. No
one denied it. "Look, I'm happy to meet you. I didn't know anything about you, really, until
recently, and I think my father might like to hear from you, more than I would. But if you'd
just tell me what you want, I'd appreciate it."

It was blunter — some might say ruder — than the way she would normally interact with
adults, but they had nothing over her in rank, only the most tenuous of familial authority
which felt like nothing in the wake of her own position. Callidora again looked like she was
trying not to laugh. She did a better job of it than Marius, who grinned, and Cedrella, who
outright smirked.

"I admit I was curious," Cedrella said, "as to your politics. Especially after the Werewolf
Employment Act was just put through... Your vote reached us, you know. It appeared to have
been rather controversial." At that, Aurora flushed, but Marius spared her from having to
reply.

"I thought you might be more open to talking to us now. We had no idea what your political
opinions might be, but the fact you're even here talking to me says a lot." She tried
desperately to avoid looking over at Draco as she so felt she needed to.

It felt so strange, then almost cornering her like this. She had no idea of their intentions,
everything seemed muddled, and at any rate, she didn't understand what she could even do
for them. That they had distanced themselves from the family suggested that they wouldn't
want to rejoin now — though she supposed she couldn't be sure — but she didn't enjoy their
hesitance.

Eventually, though, when she looked at them long enough to make it uncomfortable, Marius
said, "When I was a kid, I heard all these stories about Hogwarts, all my siblings and cousins
off doing magic. And I suppose I knew from a point that I was different. I couldn't do it. I
never got to experience what all my family did." She nodded slowly, wondering why he felt
the need to go over this all again, and if he thought her dim. "But there... Well, there are
stories that allege muggleborn children have to come from a magical ancestor, to carry the
gene which allows them to have magic." She felt herself warm uncomfortably. "There've
never been enough studies to prove it or nothing but... My granddaughter, Elise, is ten." Her
heart thudded in her chest. "And she — well, she doesn't seem to be a normal muggle child. I
saw it early on, outbursts of accidental magic, 'cause I'd recognised it in my siblings. And
then Cally and Cedrella confirmed it. Elise is, we're fairly certain, a witch."

Despite some part of her having anticipated it, Marius's words took some time to properly
sink in, her head instead filled with a confused buzzing. She blinked, as though that would
help her to suddenly understand what to say in response to this revelation which had just been
— rather unfairly in her opinion — dumped upon her.



"Right." She looked away to the table where her friends were sitting, and Draco caught her
eye, but there was no expression she could make that she felt would adequately convey the
thoughts going through her head. "I see."

A silence lingered, insulating them from the rest of the pub. Any words got stuck in Aurora's
throat. This was so outside anything she had been prepared to deal with as the head of the
family — not that she had felt prepared for very much — that it stopped her short for a
moment. Then, she managed to say, "And what do you want me to do?"

She hoped her tone had not come across as rude, but they all seemed to have some
expectation of what she might say and she didn't understand what that was. Their expressions
at least didn't betray any annoyance at her choice of words. "If she does receive an invitation
to Hogwarts," Marius said, "then she'll be joining next year. I think we're all very aware of
the position that a Muggleborn girl is in anyway, but I also think she could do with someone
to talk to about it."

She stared blankly at him. "Well, I can't now. Not unless her status is confirmed."

"I know," Marius was quick to say, "but it is very clear to us that she's a witch. So I thought,
I'd like, if it's possible, for her to be able to know you. My cousins were always so important
to me, and I know how lonely it can be stepping into a totally different world."

But that all sounded dangerous to her. Helping these people she didn't even know, that was a
commitment she could not make, especially in a sensitive matter, when they did not yet have
confirmation about Marius's granddaughter. And besides, there was still a part of her that
wondered why they could think they had the right to ask. Why they thought it necessary.

Callidora met her eyes, and there was a curious gleam in her gaze. She was assessing her
answer, Aurora realized. This was all a part of her trying to size her up, see where she might
stand in the family now, what influence she could gain now that things had changed. That
look made her itch, a strangely hot and uncomfortable feeling slipping under her skin now
she could feel the scrutiny upon her and wondered why she had ever agreed to this.

But she was as curious as they were.

"I... Would not be opposed," Aurora said as diplomatically as she could, "of course, once she
does receive a letter, I'd help integrate her as much as I could. Is her surname Black, too?"
Marius nodded and in some ways it was a relief. There would have been questions anyway.
This way she could manage it, somewhat, in whatever form that management may take. Still,
she remained suspicious of the three clustered around her, their expectant eyes and their
curiosity. "It really depends, though," she added, "on the situation and what she's comfortable
with..." She trailed off. This girl was family by the loose blood definition of the word, and
she wasn't entirely certain of how much that relation ought to mean. Not when Marius had
been disowned, not when her family — her grandmother and great-grandfather and aunt —
wouldn't see them that way.

But her new family, she thought — Andromeda and Ted and Dora and her dad — would. Or
they might, anyway.



She gave a tense smile.

Callidora said softly, "Of course, we don't only ask favours from you, Aurora. Elise is a very
nice girl, and I think you would get along well—" Aurora did not know how Callidora had
possibly come to that conclusion after knowing her for all of fifteen minutes "—but I suspect
you have your own worries, too." She said nothing, waiting for Callidora to reveal what she
meant. She did so with a thin smile, and after receiving a warning look from her sister. "I still
have many contacts in rather high social positions. Ever since our cousin Arcturus passed—"
Aurora didn't like the use of 'our' as if Callidora were claiming Arcturus for the three of them
"—there have been rumours about the House of Black... struggling. This isn't your fault," she
said quickly, "you can't help your age." It felt insulting anyway. “It is my understanding that
you are Head of the House alone, yes?” She nodded, withholding a glare. “There is much
about the family that I doubt you know yet, Aurora. So many secrets that even Sirius and
Andromeda were not told... I don’t want to patronise you, but you are dealing with much
more than you realise.

“I know what it is to be a young girl out of her depth.” Aurora bristled, and did not
understand how Callidora did not anticipate that. “I know you are even if you don’t want to
see it. But I can help you.”

“Why?” she asked. “You don’t know me. You have made no effort to help me before now.”

“I did not think you would respond well, until I found out your relationship with Andromeda
—”

“What would you do?” She raised her eyebrows, frustrated by what she saw as the insincerity
of Callidora’s words. Cedrella, perhaps the most interesting to her, was oddly quiet, and
Marius seemed to give way so easily to Callidora, too. “To ‘help’ as you say. What does that
mean — what do you think I need your help with?”

There was a light in Callidora’s eyes as she traded amused glances with Cedrella and then
Marius, the sort that made Aurora cold from feeling left out, unknowing. Callidora leaned
closer across the table. “First of all, your credibility. You’re a child in the Legislating
Assembly. Your name can only get you so far.

“And second... Your history.” Aurora frowned. “I know the Black family doesn’t share all of
its secrets, not until one reaches a certain age. The family curse, the family magic... The
secret to survival over a thousand years.” She leaned in closer as she spoke, her eyes wide,
her voice high, curious. It sent a shiver down her spine and gave her that too-familiar feeling
of being ill-fitted for her skin, like Callidora’s gaze was peeling her appearance away. “I
know you have questions. Questions no one wants to answer. About your childhood, about
our family’s past... About your Uncle Regulus.”

That name sent alarm bells ringing in Aurora’s mind, set her heart racing. She tilted her head,
trying to remain calm. “What about my Uncle Regulus?”

Callidora smiled. Cedrella wrung her hands together atop the table, looking nervously to
Marius, whose gaze was trained firmly on his own feet.



“I’m sure you want to know what happened to him.”

“I do. He — he was murdered.” She looked for Draco then, caught his eye across the pub
with a furtive, pleading look. It was fleeting but she knew he got the message.

Callidora seemed to get it, too. “They never found a body,” she whispered to Aurora, “and I
happen to have been told some things by Arcturus. The boy could never be buried. His soul
could not depart the earth.” She raised her eyebrows.

“Cally,” Cedrella murmured, “you’re scaring her. Stop it.”

Aurora wanted to bite back that she wasn’t scared, but couldn’t. But this wasn’t fear. This
was something more overwhelming, more disorienting and nauseating.

“The people you grew up with only told you one half of a story,” Callidora said softly, “the
ones you call family now can’t tell you the rest. But I can. And I want to, Aurora.”

Her final smile was frightening. “We’re family, after all.”

“What happened to my Uncle Regulus?” Aurora demanded, seeing Draco and her friends
start to make their way over.

“No one knows.” Callidora shook her head, and Aurora hated to realise that she was
genuinely remorseful. “But I do know that Arcturus was the last person to see him alive. As
far as we know.”

“Aurora.”

Draco’s voice cut through the buzzing that had started up in Aurora’s head. She looked up
sharply.

“We wanted to go soon,” he said, his gaze cutting over the three adults assembled around her.
He had taken on a strange expression as he looked at them, nose upturned, haughty and cold.
“Are you coming with?”

She shot a faux-apologetic look to Marius and Cedrella, but a second later, Callidora said,
“You’re the Malfoy boy.”

Draco stiffened. “Yes.”

“I remember you as a toddler.” She sniffed. “How lovely that you and Lady Black remain...
Friends?”

Behind Draco, Pansy raised her eyebrows at Aurora in subtle question.

“I probably should be on my way soon,” Aurora said evasively, “I have other people to
meet.” The wording was a way to make herself sound more important but they seemed
amused more than anything else. “But I will... Consider your offer,” she told Callidora, even
feeling that prickling unease beneath her skin. “And yours,” she added to Marius. Her gaze
lingered over Cedrella, who smiled in an unexpectedly warm manner, though her gaze



seemed intent on avoiding Aurora’s friends gathered at the edge of the table. “I’m sorry.” She
wasn’t entirely sure where those words had come from. “Was there anything else?”

Cedrella folded her hands and shook her head. Her gaze still followed her intently, though.
Callidora pursed her lips, but it was Marius who spoke.

“I’m sorry if this was all rather out of the blue.” She smiled faintly. “I know it’s probably a
lot. But we’re glad to have met you.”

“Right.”

“And please... Do think about what we’ve said.”

Aurora nodded. “Of course,” she told him, making to stand up, slightly uneasy on her feet.
She could not miss the way Callidora’s gaze snapped between her and Draco, almost in
amusement. “Thank you, all of you. It was nice to meet you.”

Their returning smiles were unconvincing, but they remained polite as they uttered goodbyes,
as Aurora walked out of the pub with them into the cold, crisp street. Only once they had bid
their goodbyes and made their way away could she breathe a sigh of relief and turn to her
friends.

“Well?” Draco asked, arching an eyebrow. “What did they want?”

“Salazar knows,” she muttered, walking in the opposite direction from the three. Her friends
followed her quickly, Draco and Pansy either side of her and Greg and Vincent just behind.
“Well, no, they did say... I don’t know about Cedrella, I think she was here out of curiosity
more than anything else. She seemed more... At ease with herself? Her position, I mean.

“Callidora...” She shivered. “She said she wanted to help me.”

“With what?”

“She said there’s a lot I don’t know. About our family. Which is true, but I don’t think I want
to hear anything from her, you know? But she...” For some reason she couldn’t quite bring
herself to repeat what Callidora had said about Regulus. “She mentioned family curses. You
know I’ve been looking into them for a while.” Draco and Pansy both nodded. “She might
prove useful, I don’t know, but the way she put herself across was unnerving. And Marius
seemed curious. I don’t think he wanted much politically but he...” Again, she felt uncertain
mentioning he was a squib, and the look on Draco’s face turned her stomach. She couldn’t
then say that Marius’s granddaughter might be a muggleborn witch. “He wanted to get a read
on my character, I think,” she said eventually, even now feeling guilty that she was being
dishonest with Draco and Pansy, yet again. “They weren’t particularly forthcoming, but
Callidora started talking about certain things... To do with the war and I just needed to get out
of there.”

She could sense Draco and Pansy exchanging a look over the top of her head. “So thank
you,” she said quickly, hastening her step. “I’ll be alright, though.”



“Right,” Pansy said faintly, “sure.”

“All in all I suppose it went rather alright.”

“Really? Because having to leave after twenty minutes doesn’t generally mean something
went alright.”

“Well, it could have been a lot worse,” Aurora conceded, trying to talk herself up about it.
“And I suppose now if I want something from them — Callidora most likely — if I have
questions, then I can reach out.”

“Yeah,” Draco said, “but now they can too.”

“They’re family.” Draco snorted. “I know, not really, but I do have some sense of duty and I...
I’m interested.” It was difficult to admit to. “They — Callidora especially — knew Arcturus
and Lucretia and my Grandmother better than I did. And they might not be entirely positive
but...”

“Of course they’re not going to be positive,” Draco said shortly, “they’re blood traitors,
Aurora.”

“They were in difficult circumstances,” she said, trying to keep her voice low but her tone
firm. She could feel Vincent and Greg tense behind her as Draco slowed. “Listen, I just feel
like I might get something out of this. And I think Arcturus would have wanted me to at least
hear what they had to say now that they’ve sought me out.”

“I’m not sure that he would.” Draco turned to give her a pointed look. Pansy and the boys
remained conspicuously silent. “I mean, they were still disowned. Not by him, but he didn’t
do anything about it, did he? And he never mentioned them to you, did he?”

“No,” Aurora admitted, “but that doesn’t mean that in this circumstance he would think I’m
doing the wrong thing by simply listening. It was one meeting. Maybe it’ll come to nothing
because I don’t particularly want to get back in touch right now, but at least I can say I heard
them.”

“I don’t think he’d want you to speak to blood traitors and a squib—”

“Well, I’ll never get to know what he’d think,” Aurora snapped finally, “because he is not
here and I am, even if I wish he was here, but I think I know him a damn sight better than you
ever did.”

“I’m just saying if I were head of the family—”

“You’re not.” Something harsh, burning, erupted inside of her. “I am, Draco, and I’ll never
know what exactly my family wanted for me, I’ll never get the chance to ask, but the least
you can do, as the only family I’ve got left from my childhood, is support me instead of
telling me I’m wrong!”

“I’m not not supporting you, I literally just got you out of there!”



“I know,” she said, voice softening as her moment of anger turned more to an ebbing
frustration, “I know and thank you, Draco, but... Please. Just let me do what I need to do.”
Their eyes met and for a moment she could sense his anger, his own deep-rooted frustration.

It didn’t seem to ebb, but eventually he said, “Fine,” and there was some semblance of relief.

It still gnawed at her, though. Their argument had shifted something in their little group,
something which made the boys side-eye her and Pansy wring her hands together nervously
and avoid meeting Aurora’s gaze. The irritation mounted inside of her as they continued
down the street, in the direction of Honeydukes sweetshop, where the boys investigated the
remnants of the Halloween collection and Aurora and Pansy loitered in a corner, bored.

“What was that about?” Pansy asked her in a low voice when there was no one in earshot.

“Nothing. I’m just a bit frustrated today, by everything, that’s all. I’ll apologise properly to
Draco later—”

“No,” Pansy said quietly, “he shouldn’t have said that. About your family. I mean, first of all,
he’s not head of the house and I don’t know why he’d even say that—”

“I don’t think he meant it in any sort of treacherous way—”

“—and it was way unfair. I mean, I don’t get it either. The way they seem to have acted I’d
just drop them, but it’s your choice.” She shrugged. “And I know you know your family than
he ever could. I — I might not agree with you, but I get why you want to see them.”

Aurora blinked, surprised. “You do?”

“Well, yes.” Pansy stared at the floor and took a deep breath. “I mean, you just met your
father like a year ago and everything’s gone crazy and turned upside down and you’ve
learned about your mother and I don’t want to say anything wrong, but I get you’d want to
unpack that, I guess, and especially with the one who’s a squib and... Well, I just hope it
helps.”

Her words had come out in such a rush that it took Aurora a moment to actually process
them, and when she did, she wasn’t entirely sure how to react. “Thanks,” she said lamely,
then winced. “I mean, I didn’t really think about it like that but... It’s not like they knew my
mother, and that’s not what I’m interested in anyway. But it was nice to think about someone
who knew Arcturus better. Even if today didn’t live up to that ... memory... the way I wanted
it to.”

Pansy looked at her, considering, and nodded once before turning away. “Are you okay?”

Aurora couldn’t quite come up with an answer for that. “I’d just rather that conversation
hadn’t happened.”

Apart from anything else, the reminder that she might not be living up to what her family had
wanted from her, and that she would never know exactly what they thought of the girl she
turned out to be, tore into her chest. It terrified her. Yet she was growing more and more



aware of the necessary differences between herself and her ancestors, in her beliefs and in her
actions.

She didn’t know how to reconcile that. She wasn’t sure that she ever would.

When the boys rejoined them, Aurora was almost relieved to realise the time was
approaching half past one, the time she had promised to meet her father. Even though Potter
would be there, she felt it would be better than the also stifling atmosphere that had
descended between her and her friends.

She made hasty excuses and pretended not to see the frustrated look on Draco’s face, before
hurrying away to the small cafe her father had asked to meet her and Potter at, just off the
Main Street — Agobard’s. It was a really decent place, she supposed, and she liked that it
was out of the way. It meant fewer intrusions.

When she arrived, it was Potter she spied first, sitting in a booth and twiddling his thumbs.
His gaze darted around anxiously and when he spotted her she was sure he breathed a sigh of
relief. Somehow, she felt obligated to hurry up even though she could have slowed, and
slipped into a seat opposite him.

“Isn’t my father here yet?” she asked first, and Potter shook his head.

“No. He’ll be lucky if he hasn’t been mobbed by Rita Skeeter.” Potter scowled at the table
and Aurora winced.

“She’s in the village?” He nodded. “Bitch.”

A sudden and unexpected laugh erupted out of him; she’d surprised herself even by saying it,
but didn’t have the ease to restrain herself. “She saw me with Ron and Hermione and just
started interrogating me. Like, she moved me away and started talking and she had this weird
quill that took notes itself and she... She was weird.”

“She’s awful,” Aurora corrected, tossing her hair.

She didn’t want to ask what Potter knew about Skeeter, but he answered the unspoken
question for her anyway.

“I remember she wrote about you last year,” he admitted. “That was... Bad. Even I thought
so.”

“No, you didn’t. If you did, you would have been more considerate instead of going along
with the same line as everyone else.”

He blinked when he looked up, as though surprise, and Aurora stared back. “What’s wrong
with you?”

“Oh, sorry, am I not allowed to dislike her anymore? Is that your thing now?”

“No, you just said that weird. You’re not even properly glaring at me.” His brow furrowed.
“What’s wrong?”



“Do you want me to glare at you, Potter?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Forget it. Whatever it is, I guess it’s none of my business. But
anyway — I don’t like Skeeter either. She didn’t have any right to write about you the way
she did then, or more recently.”

“You’ve been keeping tabs on her writing about me?”

“In your dreams, Black.” She snickered. “Parvati Patil told Hermione about it and she told
me and Ron.”

“I do love being gossiped about.”

“I wasn’t gossiping—”

“I know, Potter.” Aurora laughed, shaking her head. He gave her a weird look. “Anyway,
what did Skeeter want with you?”

He squirmed uncomfortably and his gaze darted to the door. Aurora raised her eyebrows in
question, but when it took him a moment to answer she merely sighed and sat back, making a
show of inspecting her nails to distract from the painful silence.

Seconds ticked by. She was about to say how nice the weather was just to fill the stilted gap,
until Potter at last said in a rush, “She asked my about my parents.”

Aurora snapped her head up to stare at him.

“I’m sorry?”

“She...” Potter’s cheeks went red. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, why are you apologising? What did she say?”

“Well I know you don’t really want to hear—”

“She’s a cow and it’s clearly bothered you Potter, what the hell did she say?” She could tell
from the look on his face that she had caught him off guard and so softened her voice to add,
“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. But, you can. I expect you’ll want to tell my
father, and if she’s out of line he’ll want to know.”

Potter blinked slowly and nodded. “It was stupid. She was asking all these questions, did I
think they’d be proud of me for my Quidditch achievements, if I remembered them...” Her
hand curled into a fist. Skeeter had no right to ask Potter such things. “Then she started
asking what I reckoned they’d think about Sirius, and I just said I reckon they made him
godfather for a reason, and she asked if I thought he was...” He lowered his voice and leaned
across the table. Aurora followed, frowning. “Don’t tell him this bit, she asked if I thought he
was stable. And I said yes obviously and told her to shut up.” She tried not to groan. “And I
just wanted to leave, but she started talking about the tournament and asked why I hadn’t
entered, and I said I was underage and I’m really happy for Cedric—”



“She’s going to write that you hate the other two now—”

“And she basically insinuated that I could get away with anything because I’m the boy who
lived, which is untrue—”

“It’s actually the only accurate thing I’ve ever heard of her saying, but continue—”

He flashed her a dirty look before saying, “I just don’t know why she wanted to talk to me.
And I don’t know what she’s going to say, and I didn’t want to talk about my parents. She
started saying how they were these great war heroes and asking what I knew of them and...”
He broke off, swallowing tightly. Aurora pursed her lips, annoyed with herself for the twinge
of sympathy that went through her. “Not that there’s ... I mean, they were great people.
Everybody says that.” She nodded slowly. “But I don’t want to talk about them. I mean, I do.
I don’t not want to talk about them, but it — I certainly didn’t want to then and I don’t like
feeling like I’m expected to say a certain thing. They were great people but I didn’t... Know
them. She expected me to get all emotional and I just didn’t...” He winced. “Sorry, you don’t
want to be the one to hear this. I don’t even know why I’m talking to you, of all people—”

“You didn’t know how to feel,” Aurora told him bluntly, equally uncomfortable but feeling
she needed to say something before he started rambling haplessly. “They’re gone, and you’re
supposed to feel a loss, but how can you lose something you can’t remember having, right?
They’re names and faces and stories, but that’s it. Even if everyone thinks they should be
more.” She stared at the table, cheeks flaming. “Anyway.”

Silence fell, drawn out and creating a cloud around their table, blocking out the few other
patrons and their gentle conversations. Aurora stared at the table, feeling like she would
rather like it to swallow her up and transport her literally anywhere other than there.

Softly, eventually, Potter said, “Yeah.”

Aurora breathed a sigh of relief. She nodded, because that was all she could think of to do for
a moment, as if that would somehow break the awkward energy surrounding them.

“So,” she managed, “Skeeter’s a cow, then.”

Potter let out a forced chuckle. “Seems like it. I don’t really know what to do about it.
Hermione said I should have walked right out of there but I didn’t really know what to do at
all. I kinda just stood there.”

“She has that effect. I think it’s the clothes, they’re bright and very disarming.”

“I know, right? She just catches you off guard!”

“Oh, absolutely, she did the same to me! She’s awful!”

“Did she do that thing where she leans in like she’s telling you a secret and just says some
absolute nonsense about ‘profile’?”

“Oh, yes, she told me I needed to keep up an appearance, as if I’m stupid enough to think
she’s at all helpful to me!”



“Hello, kids.”

Her father’s voice came brightly from beside them, and Aurora turned sharply to see him.
Annoyingly, she smiled, unable to help the grin that pulled at her lips as she stood to hug him.

“Now,” he said, once Potter had also hugged him quickly and they’d both sat back down, “are
we fighting, or bitching about someone else, it wasn’t entirely clear?”

Trying to get over the fact her father had just said the word bitching out loud, Aurora sighed
and said, “We actually weren’t fighting, so you can relax.”

“Yeah,” Potter said cheerfully, “we were talking about our mutual hatred for a certain
journalist.”

“It’s amazing the way hatred can bring people together.”

Her father looked pleased, if slightly baffled, as he sat down. “Well, do tell. Skeeter hasn’t
been after you again, Rory?”

“It was Potter this time,” Aurora said, shaking her head.

Her father turned to Potter with a frown. “Are you okay?”

Potter shrugged. “I mean, no. But it’s fine.”

“It’s not, actually,” Aurora said flatly when her father sent her a questioning look, “but I’ll let
him tell you himself.”

Potter repeated quickly to Aurora’s father what he had already told her, while she looked over
the menu. He had to pause momentarily while they ordered, before launching into it again,
this time with a lot more detail about precisely what Skeeter had said and what he had
thought her quill had taken down.

“She’s no right to talk to you,” Aurora’s father said once Potter had finished, “especially
about that. There has to be something I can do — for both of you.”

Potter shrugged and Aurora looked away. While she would love to get rid of Skeeter, she was
also, as far as she knew, operating within the law. The government was regrettably lax about
whom journalists and the like could talk about or to, and it wasn’t like Potter really had
anyone who had to give permission for such a thing as an interview, like a parent would.
Even though her father was his godfather and technically a guardian, it had yet to be enacted
legally. As for her, she had always insisted she didn’t need anyone to protect her. She was
Lady Black and in her mind that made her basically an adult.

Except sometimes she wasn’t so sure that she liked that.

She was broken from her thoughts when their food arrived, all of them having gotten various
soups and sandwiches, welcome on the cold autumnal day. As they ate, her father asked,
“Aurora, did you have much joy with your meeting earlier?”



She swallowed around a piece of bread. “I don’t know. I mean, it was good to meet them, I
suppose, but I didn’t gain much.”

“And what did you want to gain?”

Aurora shrugged. “I don’t know, to be honest. And I had to leave early, Draco and the others
saved me — but I’ll tell you later.”

Though she felt she knew him well enough now to know he wasn’t going to snoop and gossip
so much, she still didn’t like Potter listening in, nor did she like how his face had soured
when she mentioned Draco. “Tell me how you’ve been,” she insisted, hoping to steer the
conversation away, as her father started — rather tentatively at first — telling them about his
most recent dinner at Andromeda’s which she had insisted he join them for, alongside Remus
Lupin and Hestia Jones. Apparently, Andromeda had decided Aurora’s father needed a
‘support network’ of friends and family, and though her father dismissed it, Aurora thought
Andromeda could be right.

Conversation flowed easily, mostly between Harry and her father, but Aurora was content to
follow along, laughing at her father’s story about his motorcycle’s most recent in-air
malfunction, and Potter’s tale about Granger and Weasley’s most recent fight, which had
involved a flipped chessboard and an Astronomy chart.

Aurora was still relieved when they left and began to disperse. Potter had clearly told
Granger and Weasley to meet him outside, and they greeted Aurora’s father quickly, before
Granger started whispering rapidly to Potter and Aurora took the opportunity to hang back
with her father.

“You’ve been quiet,” was the first thing he said, and she nodded, silent. “Is everything alright
with you and Harry?”

“It’s fine,” she said, rolling her eyes, “not that it would matter if we weren’t. We’re not
actively trying to kill each other, okay?”

“Yes,” He said slowly, “but I could tell you were a bit uncomfortable back there.”

“I’m just distracted,” she explained, to nodding.

“How did the Three Broomsticks go?”

“Weirdly,” she admitted, “and I don’t really know how else to describe it and to be honest
I’m not even sure what I expected. Marius seems nice, Cedrella is quiet but I guess... I don’t
know, it’s weird, but I understand them? Marius never had a choice, he was forced out the
family and its horrible. And I feel like I never thought about it before and I should have.”

“You didn’t know.”

“No, but what if I should have? It’s my responsibility to know our history.”

“And if you’d been told this when you were ten, do you think you’d have seen it the same
way as you do now?”



She didn’t want to answer, mostly because she knew the answer to be no.

“It was just weird. He told me about his granddaughter. He thinks she’s a witch, and he wants
me to speak to her at some point. Once it’s confirmed, obviously. Which I think I’d be happy
to do but the whole things still feels strange. Like, it’s just...” She couldn’t find the words to
explain, the way that her life and memory constantly felt like they were being upended, like
everything she’d ever known was changing and even her memories would never be the same.
“Cedrella seemed fine. She left the family because she wanted to marry the man he loved,
which I don’t know if I necessarily agree with, but... I suppose I understand? I suppose it
doesn’t...” She stared down the cold street, heart hammering. “I suppose it doesn’t make her a
bad person.”

“No,” her father said softly, “it doesn’t.”

Still keeping her gaze straight ahead, focusing on the backs of Potter and his friends, Aurora
nodded. “I’m not sure I liked Callidora. She started talking about — about Arcturus and then
about Regulus, and I just... I needed out of there.”

“What did she say?”

“That his body was never found, that she apparently knew something that I didn’t, that I was
wrong and didn’t know enough and it was like she was telling me I wasn’t good enough to be
Lady Black even though I don’t know what her standards could even be. And I don’t think
it’s fair of her to have any expectations but also, of course she does? And I just... I feel like I
don’t really know why they wanted to talk to me. I don’t know where I stand.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Aurora caught her father nodding slowly. “And you don’t like
uncertainty.” He took in a deep breath, and when Aurora forced herself to look at him she
realised he was doing the same thing as she did, staring straight ahead, blankly, trying to hide.
“What exactly did she say about — about my brother?”

It was strange to hear him say the words like that. It felt clinical, formal — not Regulus, but
merely ‘brother’.

“That he couldn’t be buried. Arcturus apparently spoke to her about it but she was cryptic
with me. Probably deliberately. She said...” She swallowed tightly and lowered her voice.
“That his soul couldn’t depart this earth. And I’m not sure what she meant by saying that.”

Her father contemplated this for a moment, then shook his head. “I don’t know, Aurora. I
wish I did. I don’t...” He trailed off, gaze going to somewhere far in the distance, where the
Shrieking Shack was just visible over the hill. “I didn’t know nearly enough about him.”

Not knowing what to say to that, Aurora continued walking. Her father kept step, but silence
hung in the air. “I’m sorry,” she said softly, though she wasn’t sure what she was apologising
for.

Her father waved her off. “Don’t be silly, Aurora. I’m fine.”



“You’re not,” she murmured. Sometimes he fooled her but she could see that look in his eye,
could feel the sudden nervous tension that had built inside him at the mention of Regulus’s
name and the reminder of the past.

“I’m handling it.”

“It’s alright if you’re not, Dad. I didn’t mean to upset you talking about this—”

“It’s not your fault,” he was quick to say, turning urgently, “I don’t ever want you to worry
about what you can and can’t say with me, Aurora.”

“Yeah, but... I know it’s difficult for you, is all.”

He smiled wanly, running a hand through his hair. “I’m here,” he said, after a pause, “that’s
what matters.”

Aurora had to stop herself from saying more, instead choosing to wrap her arms tighter
around herself as they picked up the pace somewhat.

“I hope you know,” her father said eventually, “you don’t have to feel pressured to do
anything about this right now. It’s okay to be uncertain. And whatever you need... Please do
tell me. You haven’t written as much as I thought.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“I know. But I want to make sure you know you can talk to me. About anything. That’s what
I’m here for.”

“I know,” Aurora said softly, shoving her hands in her pockets, and sighing. “Thanks, Dad.
And the same goes for you.”

“You don’t need to worry about me, sweetheart.”

She shrugged. “I do, though.”

Tentatively, he put an arm around her shoulders, and Aurora didn’t shrug it off. “Just talk to
me, sweetheart. Anything you need, I promise I’ll do everything I can to help. Even if you
just need to write it out, yeah?” She nodded, swallowing tightly. “I love you,” he reminded
her, and she smiled faintly.

“I know.”

With a strained smile, she stepped away, not sure why she felt suddenly uncertain. He’d said
it before, and she knew it, but she was still nervous of affection, especially in public.

“Come on,” she said as evenly as she could, nodding to where the three Gryffindors were up
ahead of them, “let’s catch up to Potter.”

She tried not to worry about the way her father’s face fell when she said that, but it still
nagged at her as they caught up to the others. It came with a sickening unease, a sense of guilt



that couldn’t ebb.

Chapter End Notes
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chapter proved trickier to edit than I expected, but it’s here now and I hope you all
enjoyed it! I’ve been excited to get this one out for a while.



Three Dragons

Cedric Diggory’s fame and popularity both peaked on Tuesday morning. The first of the
tournament’s three tasks was to go ahead that afternoon, and classes ended at midday so that
all students were able to watch. “I’ve heard they have to swordfight,” Vincent whispered in
morning Herbology, a class in which Professor Sprout seemed more excited than ever, all but
gushing about her house’s champion.

“They’re not going to swordfight with three people,” Aurora whispered back, holding the
potted devil’s snare still on their table, which they were supposed to be drawing diagrams of.

“Well, it’s gotta be some sorta fight,” Greg said, shrugging. “If they’re forcing us all to watch
they could at least make it decent.”

“I heard they’re keeping dragons in the forest,” Draco said, taking a break from his sketch
and looking around importantly. “And Viktor Krum was reading about dragons in the library
the other day.”

“So?” Aurora asked. “He isn’t supposed to know what the task is, is he? Maybe he just likes
dragons.” Then, she narrowed her eyes at Draco. “How d’you know what Krum reads?”

Draco flushed pink. “I was just trying to ask him about what it’s like playing for Bulgaria?
He doesn’t speak nearly enough, and I have too many questions.” Aurora pressed her lips
together, hiding a smile. “It isn’t funny — he’s my idol!”

“He is pretty cool,” Vincent admitted, drawing his own diagram of the plant they were
studying. “Even if he does hang around with that Granger girl.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows — this was news to her. “Well,” Draco grumbled, “I never said
he had taste.”

“You know, I’d really rather get back to the issue of Draco stalking his Quidditch idol,”
Aurora said with a teasing grin.

“It’s not stalking—”

“Is a bit,” Greg said, earning himself a glare, “‘specially since you always try and sit with
him at breakfast.”

“And lunch,” Vincent put in.

“And dinner.”

Aurora laughed, and a tendril of devil’s snare reached out of the plantpot and made a break
for Aurora’s wrist. She batted it away. “Stupid plant.”

“Be gentle with the plants, dear,” Sprout chastised, looking across the greenhouse.



“As if it wouldn’t strangle me when it gets bigger,” Aurora muttered, so only the boys could
hear. “But anyway — do you think Krum actually knows what he’s up against?”

Draco shrugged. “Might do. I mean, Karkaroff might know and he could tell him if he
wanted.”

“Isn’t that against the rules?” Aurora asked, though she knew Karkaroff wouldn’t care, and
Krum might not either. She certainly would have taken any information she could get on
what she was facing, if she was a champion.

“Bet that French girl’d cheat too,” Greg said, with a wistful expression. “I’d give her full
marks anyway though.”

Aurora pulled a face. “Don’t be disgusting, Goyle.”

“Everyone’s thinking it.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to. I’m sure she is worthy of marks without you all mooning over
her. Draco, can you hold the plant now, my diagram looks like nothing compared to all
yours?”

Draco obliged, though Greg took on a rather sulky look. “I wouldn’t be surprised if that
Skeeter article was right, you know,” her cousin said while wrestling with the plant, which
clearly did not like him handling it. “About her being part-Veela, I mean. They’re a lot more
common on the continent, and she’s certainly pretty enough.”

Aurora hummed as she sketched out the tightly curled leaves at the base of the snare’s stem.
“Maybe, but I don’t trust a word that woman says, on principle. As for her being — what did
she call it? A ‘softer image against the bulk and strength of the two wizards’?” She made a
noise of disgust. “First of all, no one could call Diggory bulky and mean it. You could snap
him like a twig. Second of all, there was nothing about her beyond her looks. Rita Skeeter
wants a story and she wants people to fit a role.”

“If you can’t tell,” Draco commented drily to Vincent and Greg, “Aurora doesn’t much like
her.”

“Neither would you if she basically called for you to be expelled this time last year,” Aurora
pointed out. “I’d rather burn that Prophet article than take anything it says seriously.”

She turned back to her diagram, annoyed by the turn of conversation, as the boys went on to
put their bets on the winner of the first task — Draco, in an act of grave betrayal,
immediately went for Krum, Vincent put his money on Fleur, and Greg was left sullenly with
Cedric Diggory.

Ancient Runes, Aurora’s next class passed in a blur, as did lunch, and then the whole school
was shepherded down towards an enclosure in the Forbidden Forest, where a tent and stands
had been erected. The champions had already gone, presumably into the large white tent, but
the stands were filling up fast and Aurora and her friends hurried to find decent seats, around



the back of the stands. Below them, a sandy space had been mostly covered up, but Aurora
could hear the snapping of jaws and stamping of heavy feet.

“You know,” she said to Draco, leaning across Pansy between them, “I think they might be
fighting dragons after all.”

“See!” Draco said triumphantly, grinning at them both. “I was right!”

“They can’t fight dragons,” Pansy said, aghast, and leaned over the railings in front of them.
“That’s so dangerous. They can’t bring them here!”

“Technically,” Aurora said, as it dawned on her and she wondered why she hadn’t figured it
out before, “dragon importation laws have been loosened enough that they can. They changed
the law earlier this year, remember, when I attended the Assembly?”

Pansy stared at her, then yelled. “You mean you voted for dragons to be brought to school!”

“I didn’t know they would be brought here!” Aurora protested. “I’m sure they won’t get loose
or anything.” Though she eyed the admittedly rather flimsy covering with a greater deal of
wariness than she had previously.

“Look,” Theodore said, as he, Gwen, and Robin leaned over from the seats behind them, “the
judges are coming out. Crouch looks sour as anything.”

Aurora couldn’t help but feel that last part might have been added for her benefit. Barty
Crouch indeed looked like he would rather be anywhere else, glaring around the stands as
slowly, the white covering was unravelled, showing three dragons being handled by at least
thirty trainers, around a sandy ring. “I imagine even dragons don’t entertain him,” Gwen said,
staring out with great interest and wide eyes. “Does anyone know which is which? Are they
all dangerous — like, do they breathe fire and that — or are they all different?”

“That little blue one’s a Swedish Short-Snout,” Robin said helpfully. “The green’s a Welsh
Green and the red one I think might be a Chinese Fireball?” As if one cue, the red dragon
bellowed out a plume of flames, causing shrieks to go up from the crowd and everyone to
jump back.

“Definitely a Chinese Fireball,” Draco said, scowling. “I bet that’ll be the most difficult —
Krum’ll get it for sure.”

A whistle blew shrill over the crowd and it quieted, as did the dragons. Aurora huddled closer
to Pansy to avoid the cold, watching four of the five judges — Dumbledore, Maxime,
Crouch, and Karkaroff — take their places just outside the ring of sand, within clear view of
the crowd. Dumbledore and Maxime spoke merrily, but Karkaroff and Crouch appeared to be
in some sort of silent standoff similar to that which they both often had with Professor
Moody. But the tense moment was swept away sharply when Ludo Bagman came running
out of the white tent, beaming in bright yellow and black robes of the Wimborne Wasps —
his former Quidditch team.



“Ladies and gentlemen!” he cried, bounding over towards the other judges, of whom only
Dumbledore seemed happy to see him. “Welcome on, welcome all — to the first task of the
Triwizard Tournament!

“Today, three champions from three schools will take on a feat taken from the legends of
heroes of old! Each champion shall take from a nest of a dragon, chosen by them at random
not ten minutes ago, a golden egg which has been planted there! This egg is of vital
importance — for it bears not only treasure, but a clue to the second task! This task will take
nerves of steel, the courage of a lion, and magical skill beyond most of their peers.” A few
grumbles came from the crowd but Bagman pushed on, undeterred. “And now, without
further ado, the heartiest of cheers for... Your first champion... Representing Hogwarts School
of Witchcraft and Wizardry—” the sea of Hufflepuffs in yellow robes started screaming in
pre-emptive praise “—Mister... Cedric... Diggory!”

Diggory ran out from the tent to raucous applause, his yellow robes streaming behind him.
Two of the dragons were tugged back by their handlers, while the Welsh Green was urged
forward, into the ring. Diggory stepped back, clearly frightened and unprepared, but when the
dragon lunged his reflexes seemed to kick in and he dove out of the way. “Ooh, narrow miss
there!” Bagman said. “But Diggory’s back on his feet in a jiffy, good lad!”

Diggory didn’t seem to have much of a plan though. He spent most of the next few minutes
fruitlessly trying to get towards the nest of eggs behind the dragon, only to be pushed further
and further back by plumes of flame from the Welsh Green. “He’s no idea what he’s doing,”
Pansy said, “does he?”

Diggory’s robe caught on fire and a girl nearby them shrieked. “Well, it certainly doesn’t look
like it.”

At one point, Diggory came up with the bright idea to transfigure a rock into a dog, which
bounded around the enclosure and distracted the dragon just long enough for Diggory to slip
past. He grabbed the gleaming golden egg, but got his robes singed running back, tripping
over the dog which decided to sprint directly into his path, and fumbling as he scraped
against a rock.

“Well,” Aurora said as he stumbled out of the ring, nearly dropping the egg, to a rather
subdued applause from the stands. “At least he’s alive.”

Diggory was ushered away to another, smaller tent outside which Madam Pomfrey could be
seen wringing her hands anxiously. No doubt she detested the very idea of having dragons
near Hogwarts. A few minutes later, Diggory emerged, shaken, to see the judges give their
scores.

Madam Maxime went first, conjuring a large silver number six in the sky. From Dumbledore
came another six, from Bagman a rather over-enthusiastic number eight, from Crouch a five
and Karkaroff a measly, deflated-looking number three. “Write that down,” Pansy said, “how
many points does he have?”

“Six... Twelve... Twenty... Twenty-eight.”



“Out of fifty?” Draco said, pulling a face. “Not a great look for Hufflepuff, is it?”

“Diggory looks like he’s going to throw up,” Robin said, as the boy was hauled back towards
the medical tent, deflated.

“And after that exciting start,” Bagman said, “all the way from Bulgaria... We’ve seen him on
the Quidditch Pitch, but how does he fare against a dragon? It’s Viktor Krum!”

The Chinese Fireball had replaced the Welsh Green now, and Aurora noticed that Krum
approached the task with much more resolve than Diggory had mustered. Perhaps he really
had known about the task ahead of time. He certainly looked like he knew what he was doing
— dove behind a rock, hit the dragon right in the eye with a jinx that had it howling and
stumbling around. He was slow to move, probably reluctant to agitate the dragon or make
loud footsteps, but in the final sprint he took off quickly, grabbing the egg and lifting it in his
arms.

The crowd started cheering. And then, the dragon reared back and let out a deafening roar.
One wing swept out towards the stand, so that everyone had to duck for cover, huddling
together as it soared over them, cold air rustling Aurora’s hair. People started shouting, but
the dragon seemed to have been angered and showed no signs of calming down.

Aurora crouched beside Pansy, with a view of the enclosure as Krum tried to avoid the
furious dragon on his way back. She was crushing her own eggs, she realised in horror,
because of whatever Krum had done to set her off. Across the enclosure, more people were
ducking down for cover, as another wing made to crash through the stands, and Professor
Flitwick had to dart in to keep it upright. Students darted out in all directions, and she caught
sight, briefly, of Harry Potter leaning over the railing like a fool, staring down at the dragon
with an odd expression on his face, before Hermione Granger pulled him away sharply.

Krum, somehow, managed to emerge unscathed, though the eggs were not so lucky. “Do you
think he’ll get marks deducted for that?” Theodore asked, once the dragon was under control
and it was safe to put one’s head above the rail.

“I mean,” Gwen started with an uncertain laugh, “I don’t think the goal was to get actual
dragon eggs destroyed, do you?”

“No,” Aurora said, frowning. “And frankly, it’s irresponsible of them to have let it happen. If
those are real dragon eggs, of course. The poor mother.”

“It’s a dragon,” Pansy said, staring at her. “It’s not poor anything.”

“I know, and I know that she absolutely could incinerate me, but even so, it is rather cruel to
hurt her eggs and distress her like that, don’t you think?”

“They’re giving the scores,” Draco said excitedly, fingers crossed as he pointed down
towards the judges’ table. “That’s a seven from Maxime... Eight from Dumbledore, eight
from Bagman, seven from Crouch, nine from Karkaroff.” He sat back, looking rather smug.
“It seems I’ll be winning that bet with Crabbe and Goyle, anyhow. Forty-one points for
Krum.”



The Durmstrang crowd cheered loudly for their champion, and Karkaroff clapped, beaming,
as he was ushered to the medical tent.

The dragon was still in the process of being subdued by its handlers, its wings being pressed
down to stop it from taking off or taking out a stand. “At least no one’s died yet,” Robin said
chipperly, and Aurora turned to stare at him. “Well, they haven’t!”

“Yes, but the Hogwarts champion is in last place. And don’t say yet like that.”

“It is a bit embarrassing,” Gwen said, though she looked like she was amused more than
anything else. “But we all knew Krum would do great, didn’t we?”

“I certainly did,” Draco said, giving her a superior look. “I’ve always known it, and
Durmstrang trains its students far better than Hogwarts. My father says Karkaroff made it one
of his priorities when he took over, because he never felt Hogwarts did the Dark Arts justice.”

Robin’s usually amused smile turned to a hard glare. “No one wants to hear what your father
thinks of the Dark Arts, Malfoy.”

Draco turned to him, eyebrows raised. “Did I ask if you did?”

“Maybe you should have, ’cause I certainly don’t care when you start showing off about it.”

“If you don’t care,” Draco said coldly, “then stay out of my conversations, Oliphant.”

“Leave it,” Aurora said tiredly, giving her cousin a pointed look. “Both of you. Delacour’s
coming out, look.”

The girl looked freezing, but still held her head high as she came out. “And the last
champion, the belle from Beauxbatons, here to do battle with a Swedish Short-Snout... I give
you, Miss Fleur Delacour!”

Fleur did not respond to the crowd which gave a roar of approval, but instead followed much
the same initial tactic as the two boys before her, concealing herself behind a large boulder.
The dragon, which was at first disturbed by the loud crowd, calmed down after a few tense
minutes, and then she moved again. It’s keen eyes followed her, wary, but she whispered
something and blue wisps of smoke came out of her wand, curling around the dragon. It
sniffed the air, and for a second Aurora thought that it would lunge for her — but then its
eyes closed, and it sank down onto the sandy floor.

Delacour wasted no time in darting forward, making a sprint for the egg, and gathering it
quickly.

The dragon grunted, and she paused. Aurora held her breath, fearing another violent outburst
like that which the Fireball had displayed, but it seemed to have worked. Delacour,
triumphant, returned to the other end of the arena, but then the dragon snores loudly and a
rush of flame shot out its nostril, catching her skirt. Delacour yelped, fumbling and waving
her skirt to try and rid it of the flames, before finally shooting a jet of water. By a miracle, the
dragon did not wake, but it was a rather more shaken girl who returned to the judges.



Still, “She did well,” Aurora said, watching the judges converse in low tones, Madam
Maxime shaking her head violently. “I hope she gets a good mark.”

“What about Diggory?” Gwen said, frowning.

“Well, he’s hardly going to win this one anyway, is he? I’d rather Delacour win than Krum.”

Draco shot her a betrayed look. “Well, I would! She didn’t throw the Quidditch World Cup
with a stupid panic catch.”

“It was a tactical move—”

“It was still a loss in the final—”

“Yeah, but he did it on his terms—”

“And would you do that?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Maxime’s given her a nine!” Pansy shouted, putting a stop to their bickering with a sharp
look. “Dumbledore — seven! That’s rubbish, come on, it was only a little singe!” Aurora
looked over, watching as the final three judges put up their scores — sixes from Karkaroff
and Crouch, and another seven from Bagman.

“That’s thirty-five,” Aurora said quickly. “She should have gotten higher, though.”

“Agreed,” Gwen said, glaring at the judges. “Karkaroff’s definitely not being fair.”

Draco snorted, giving Gwen an incredulous look. “Did you expect—”

There was a great and sudden roar that drew their attention back to the arena. The leash
holding the Swedish Short-Snout had snapped, and it barrelled forward.

Everything seemed to happen at once. One moment, everything was still, the dragon poised,
and then Aurora saw the shadow appear before her, blackening the clouds above her. A
plume of flame shot from the dragon, and screams went up as judges dived out of the way.

The flame dove straight towards Barty Crouch. Aurora wasn’t sure if she screamed or not,
but the sound of it filled her ears anyway, as a terrifying cold feeling raced up her spine. It
was coming — a sense of dread, of death, nauseating and overpowering and burning through
her as surely as the dragonflame burned through the judges’ table towards Mister Crouch.

A rattling sound was all that seemed able to subdue the dragon, but it did nothing for the
screaming, as everyone watched the judges, stunned. Barty Crouch had fallen, it seemed, and
Madam Pomfrey rushed over, accompanied by Snape and McGonagall. Draco was leaning
over the barrier to watch but Aurora drew back, horrified, with a sickening twist in her
stomach.



A white sheet was drawn over Crouch and he was drawn away, and the screaming turned to
stunned whispers as Bagman darted forward, shaking.

“We’ll — well, we’d best just wrap it up there,” he yelled over the sounds of the students,
some of whom were already retreating further into the stands or thundering down the stairs.
“The next task’ll be February twelfth — no, no, twenty fourth! Oh, and I’d advise you all to
dress warm. We’ve got plenty... we...” He mumbled something like the word ‘excitement’
and Aurora grimaced, fighting cold as she tried to follow the movements into the medical
tent. “Well, lots happening! Lots to do!” He made to dart away and then doubled back to add,
“Er, if you please, do not engage with the dragons on your way out. If you haven’t realised,
they are rather... Volatile.”

“That’s rather an understatement,” Theodore murmured, as people started to whisper in
frightened, cold hushed, and disperse around them.

“You don’t think Crouch is dead, do you?” Gwen asked, voice shaking as she stared back in
horror.

“Ever cheerful, Tearston,” Pansy muttered, taking Aurora’s arm.

“We didn’t see anything,” Aurora said as evenly as she could. She hadn’t seen Death, at any
rate, but there had been that darkness, that strange feeling. Her gaze was drawn back over her
shoulder, but there was nothing evidently amiss in the stands, nothing except her own
creeping feeling of unease. “He might have just gotten a fright and fallen. The dragons — the
dragons are well-handled.”

“The dragons are dragons,” Robin said, and Aurora felt this was a rather good point.

She curled her hand nervously into a fist, and Pansy brushed a hand over it.

“He’ll be fine. He knew what he was getting into.”

“That dragon could have killed me, you know,” Draco was already starting to claim, “it
looked at us, didn’t it, didn’t you see?”

“Oh, don’t,” Pansy whined to him, dragging Aurora away. She too looked a lot more shaken
than she wanted to let on. “Look, he’s fine. He has to be. And the next task is in February,
Bagman didn’t seem too worried, did he?”

“Well,” Theodore said drily, “with all respect, Pansy, I don’t think him screaming that he
thought his colleague was going to die would be great for the school spirit.”

Pansy threw him a glare and stalked away. “Madam Pomfrey can fix anything,” she said,
“and all the others are patched up fine and they were way closer.”

“And the dragon was angry with them,” Aurora agreed faintly.

Still, there had been something disconcerting about the dragon attacking Crouch. That wasn’t
how this was meant to go. That wasn’t sport, that was just terrifying. And the flame had been
strange, in a way she couldn’t put her finger on.



“And we’ve got, what, a month left before Christmas,” Pansy was continuing a conversation
Aurora wasn’t entirely aware they were having, “And then the new term always flies by. I for
one, just want to know what we needed to bring dress robes for.” She looked over her
shoulder to Draco as she said this — though he, predictably, remained oblivious.

Swept along by the crowd, Aurora helped to speculate faintly on the need for robes, and
whether there would be a formal dance or not. But at the edge of the enclosure as they left,
she caught sight of a strange sort of shimmer in the air. A shadow stirred on the ground, only
for a second, before it disappeared. A cold and sudden breeze whispered in her ear and she
felt, quite suddenly, a burst of pain inside of her head, a feeling like lightning racing down
throughbher. She stumbled, her vision darkening for a second, and grabbed a desperate hold
of Draco’s arm to stop herself.

The pain was gone as soon as it had come, a quick and awful migraine, but some sort of
darkness remained, a shadow over the arena. She was all too aware of the sound of her heart
thundering in her chest.

“Come on,” Draco said, tugging her arm, when he realised she had stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Pansy asked, tightening her grip on Aurora’s arm.

“What are you staring at?”

“Nothing,” she said quickly, and Draco’s eyes narrowed as he stared around. “I was just
thinking about something.”

Her cousin looked like he might argue against this for a moment, as Aurora scrambled for a
better explanation as to why she had suddenly become so transfixed upon the sandy
enclosure, but then he shrugged, and let the matter drop. When they passed the judges’ table,
it was only Karkaroff left standing there, staring into space.

The same space Aurora had been staring at.

She turned, unsettled, and saw Potter, Weasley, and Granger in agitated conversation with a
red-haired dragon handler who looked very much like he could have been another Weasley
brother. When Potter caught Aurora’s gaze, he frowned at her, and there was something
uncertain in his eyes, some sort of unspoken question as he looked between her and Draco
and Pansy, and then Karkaroff and the medical tent beyond which none of them could follow.

He tilted his head, and slowly, heart thundering, she nodded. She did not know what the
question was, but from the stricken, hesitant look on his face, she felt she needed to find out.

Cold prickled the back of her neck again, a shadow fell upon them, and she tried to ignore the
hissing wind as they made their way back to the castle.



Unexpected Tasks

As December grew ever closer, Hogwarts castle grew colder, rattled by the wind and by the
whispers that went round about the tournament. Professor Dumbledore has informed them all
that Barty Crouch was perfectly fine and there was nothing to worry about, but Aurora wasn’t
sure that she believed that. Dragons were a ridiculous thing to bring to a school, she decided.
Even if she didn’t like Crouch, it frightened her how easily that dragon had broken from its
handlers’ control. It was almost unnatural, if she allowed herself to think like that.

Karkaroff, too, had seemed rattled. He swept into Aurora’s Potions class on Friday afternoon,
stalking to the front where he spoke to Snape in low tones. Snape has shown no emotion
other than the usual irritation, and Aurora hadn’t been able to make out what was said, but
Gwen and Pansy both agreed with her later that it was odd. When asked, Draco had just
shrugged his shoulders and said, “I think it’s more shocking Snape has friends that aren’t my
father.”

That was disconcerting in its own way, too.

Cedric Diggory, Aurora couldn’t help but notice, was rather subdued and quiet over the next
week, though took it well enough, with an almost painful politeness towards his fellow
champions. On a Monday two weeks after the first task, news broke around the castle of
another exciting tournament tradition that had been renewed for this year.

“The Yule Ball,” Pansy read off the newsboard in the Slytherin common room, “will take
place on Christmas Eve, and begin at seven o’clock sharp. The Yule Ball will be open to all
students fourth year and above, as well as to younger students invited by a fourth year or
above. The ball shall be opened by the Triwizard champions and their dates, and we hope that
this tradition will help strengthen the ties of friendship and unity between our schools and
communities, as well as between Hogwarts houses.”

Draco snorted. “Yeah, a night of dancing is going to make everybody best buddies with the
Hufflepuffs.”

“Do you think people will bring dates?” Pansy asked, eyes darting to Draco.

“If the champions do, then probably, yes.” Aurora thought immediately of Cassius
Warrington, though pushed the thought back quickly. “But I doubt everyone will.”

“Do you think Diggory already has a date in mind?” Daphne asked, frowning.

Pansy laughed. “He isn’t going to go with one of us, Daphne. And why would you want to?
He’s the lowest ranking champion?”

“He’s still a champion, though,” Aurora pointed out. “Though I’d rather go with someone
who isn’t a Hufflepuff.”



Draco grinned at her, but his forehead creased as they moved away, letting another group of
students get a look at the board. “I guess us boys’ll be expected to do the asking,” he said.
Aurora noted, with a small smile, that his eyes went to Pansy as he said this, though their
friend pretended not to notice, talking to Daphne about her own dating prospects.

“I expect so,” Aurora teased, seeing his nervous grimace. “But I doubt that we have to worry
about it just yet.”

Then again, Aurora couldn’t stop her own seed of worry. She would of course be expected to
have a date for the ball, but for that she would need a boy to ask her first. Again, she thought
of Cassius, but with that thought came a wave of uncertainty too. She did not like to rely on
the whims of somebody else — especially without knowing at all whether he would have any
desire to ask her to a ball — for her own sake.

That morning, the Yule Ball was of course all that anybody could speak about. Aurora’s first
class, History, was spent discussing potential dates more than the giant wars — not that
History was usually a productive class anyway, even though Aurora did try to take notes
instead of napping or gossiping like everybody else. The Ravenclaws on the other side of the
room seemed highly bothered by the rising volume of conversation on the Slytherin end,
particularly the cluster of girls in the back corner of Aurora, Pansy, Lucille, Millicent,
Daphne, Gwen, and Leah MacMillan.

Daphne and Lucille had already prepared lists for themselves of boys whose invitations they
would consider and those who they would immediately decline. “If I don’t recognise their
surname,” Lucille said, declaring her general rules, “then it’s a no. I might consider a
Beauxbatons boy, but only if my cousin approves.”

“I fancy one of those Durmstrang boys,” Millicent admitted, “Julian. But I don’t think he’s
going to ask me.”

“He might do,” Aurora said encouragingly, recalling the tall blond boy who often sat with
Viktor Krum.

“I’ll have to ask my father for permission first,” Daphne said, scowling.

Leah MacMillan — usually not one to talk to them, but who was also of a pureblood family,
and decidedly more interested in their ball discussions than napping like the other four girls
— nodded in sympathy. “My brother’s already annoying me. He probably doesn’t mind too
much but my father will make a whole spectacle of it.”

“You and Tearston are so lucky,” Lucille told Aurora with a look of envy, which surprised
her. “You can both do what you want. Dance with who you want.”

Aurora shrugged, not meeting her eyes. “In theory. But I still have to have standards. I can’t
go to the ball with just anyone.”

“I can,” Gwen said cheerfully, much to everyone’s else’s envy. “If someone asks me.”



“Trust me,” Leah said, rolling her eyes and looking pointedly at Robin Oliphant, “someone
will.”

A flush worked its way over Gwen’s cheeks and Aurora laughed. “I already know who’s top
of my list,” Pansy said breezily, flipping her hair and directing the attention onto herself
again.

“Yes, but you’re very single minded,” Daphne said, “you want a whole winter romance.”

“And so what if I do?” Pansy countered. “There’s nothing wrong with romance while we’re
still young. Before our parents can ruin everything.”

“So long as you don’t ruin everything for yourself,” Lucille said with a slight sneer, and
Aurora flashed her a cutting look. “I’m only saying.” She sighed. “There’s no point getting
your hopes up and we all know that.”

“Well, I don’t care what my parents say,” Millicent said. “They’ve Drina to worry about
anyway, I just want to have some fun for once.”

Aurora smiled half-heartedly. She wished she could worry only about a prospective date. But
any choice came with expectation, about his status and his family, and it was a choice that
would have to be weighed entirely on her own shoulders. The Yule Ball, though confined to
the school, would not go unnoticed. If her friends were expected to have approved dates than
she would be expected to have a date who was on that same level of status. Someone
respectable. While she knew that her father and the Tonkses would not at all mind who she
went with so long as she was happy with them, others would have opinions that would last
into the summer season.

The conversation over dates lasted into break, though Gwen and Leah broke off at that point,
and by the time they came to Care of Magical Creatures, Aurora was tired of talking about it.
The decision wasn’t really theirs anyway — they had to wait to be asked, and even then,
options had to be weighed. They all knew it, even if Pansy wanted to be romantic about it,
and Millicent didn’t have to worry quite so much.

She stuck to Draco’s side, trying to find out on Pansy’s behalf if he knew who he was going
to ask to the ball yet. “I guess I’ll just ask someone I like,” was all he had to say by the end of
the lesson, which was incredibly unhelpful. “Definitely a Slytherin though.”

“Well, obviously,” Aurora sighed. “But goodness, if all boys are as indecisive as you, there’s
no hope for any of us.”

Draco laughed and the pair of them made to head up to the castle, in need of rest after a
session with Hagrid’s Blast-Ended Skrewts, but a few seconds later, Potter had caught up to
her, looking rattled about. Draco eyed him with disdain. “Why are you here?” he demanded,
stepping in front of Aurora in what she felt was a rather unnecessary show of defensiveness.

“I want to talk to Aurora,” Potter said bluntly.

“Why?” Draco asked, eyes narrowed in suspicion. “She didn’t ask for you to come near her.”



“And I didn’t ask for you to talk to me,” Potter snapped back.

“Do stop the squabbling,” Aurora interrupted, with a sigh. Why Potter wanted to speak to her
at all was beyond her, but she sensed that if he and Draco remained in the same space for
more than a minute, something would blow up. “I’ll catch you up, Draco. Make whatever
you have to say quick, Potter.”

“Right,” he said, but Draco didn’t budge, and neither did he.

Aurora let out a low sigh. “Or not,” she muttered, watching the two boys eye each other with
suspicion.

“You don’t have to talk to Potter, you know,” Draco told her, though he didn’t take his eyes
off of his glaring counterpart.

She could hardly say that she wanted to, but it wasn’t much like Potter to seek her out. Unless
there was something he felt she needed to know, and that was a very limited category.
“Draco, I’m fine. Potter isn’t going to hex me or anything.”

“It isn’t his hexing ability I’m worried about,” Draco countered, glaring at the boy, who
sneered back in response.

“You heard her, Malfoy. Sod off.”

“Potter, don’t be rude.”

“He started—”

“Both of you shut up or I’m leaving anyway and you can hex each other into pieces.”

Both boys quietened. Draco turned an annoyed glance on Aurora which she answered with a
sharp look of her own. At last, he let out a long, growling sigh and stomped off after Pansy
and Millicent.

Then, Aurora turned her attention to Potter. “What do you want?”

“Your dad wrote me a letter,” he said, thrusting a piece of parchment in front of her face.
Glaring, Aurora snatched it from his grip. “He wants us to sneak out and meet him in
Hogsmeade on Saturday. We can use the cloak, and you know there’s that passage on the
map. I need to talk to him anyway.”

“You’ve been having nightmares?” Aurora asked, reading down the page. “Like the one you
had during Summer?”

Potter looked away, an embarrassed sort of flush on his cheeks, but nodded. “Yeah. And I
told him about Mr Crouch, you know... I just find him really creepy.”

“I can’t say that I disagree,” Aurora admitted. “Well, I’m hardly going to say no to visiting
my father, so long as you don’t do anything to get us caught.”



“I’m not stupid, Black,” Potter said irritably. “But I thought you’d say that.”

Aurora rolled her eyes in response, handing the letter back. Potter’s life was relatively dull,
but the letter had mentioned that Crouch had been asking after him, and that struck her as
strange. Then again, everyone was curious about the so-called Boy-Who-Lived, irritating as
the title was. “What time?”

“Right after breakfast? Ten o’clock?”

She nodded. “Very well. I’ll meet you on the third floor. Do try not to do something stupid
and get caught.”

Potter just grinned, turning away slightly. “See you then, Black.”

-*

On Wednesday night, Graham, Cassius, and Aurora all finally managed to find space to get
out onto the disused Quidditch Pitch for the first time all year. It was freezing cold, and all
three of them were wrapped tightly in their cloaks, cast with heating charms which didn’t
entirely manage to raise the chill from their bones.

“Okay,” Graham said, teeth chattering slightly, “so we probably won’t be that long because
it’s bloody freezing — just don’t ever tell Flint I said that.” Aurora grinned, clutching her
broom. “I figured we could just do drills and stuff. It’s not much but it’s better than nothing.”

Cassius and Aurora both nodded their agreement. “Sorry the weather’s crap,” Graham said,
“but it is December.”

Shrugging, Aurora said, “At least it gets us out of the common room. I don’t know about you
two, but all my friends are doing is talking about either the tournament or the Yule Ball.”

Cassius cracked a grin. “Oh, don’t get Graham onto the subject of the Yule Ball.”

“Shut up, Warrington,” Graham muttered, as Aurora looked between the two of them with
interest.

“Whyever not?”

“He tried asking out that Ilyana girl from Durmstrang — the really tall one, with the red
hair.” Aurora nodded. “Let’s say it didn’t go well.”

“I didn’t know she had a boyfriend,” Graham said, cheeks flaring red. “And you could have
warned me.”

Cassius shrugged. “Thought it’d be funnier if we didn’t, mate. And it was.”

Aurora laughed, catching Cassius’s eye. The question was on the tip of her tongue — an
innocuous inquiry as to whether he had asked anybody to the ball yet — but Graham said
sharply, embarrassed, “Well, it might have been for you, but what isn’t funny is me hexing
your arse to your broom in this weather so I suggest you knock it off and get into the sky.”



Grinning, Aurora mounted her broom and whispered to Cassius, “I think you may have
touched a nerve.”

“You may be correct,” Cassius whispered back, smirking. “He’s lucky he avoided a duel, to
be honest, Ilyana’s bloke joined one of our Defense classes last week and he could probably
curse any of us in his sleep.”

“Yeah?” Aurora raised her eyebrows. “Good thing Moody’s got us at Duelling club then.”

Graham glared at them. “If you two want to have a chat, you can go back to the dungeons.”

“You’d think you were captain, Graham,” Cassius laughed, much to his friend’s annoyance.
“Come on, then.”

Then he took off sharply into the air, startling Graham, who darted out of the way. Laughing,
Aurora joined them. Her mood lifted immediately as she felt the sting of cold wind over her
cheeks. “I could be captain next year, you know,” Graham shouted as the three of them
gathered in formation. “Snape said he liked my initiative.”

“Yeah,” Cassius said, “but I’m sure I can give you a run for your money.” He winked at
Aurora and mouthed, Watch this, before diving sharply down towards the box where Graham
had stowed the Quaffle, grabbing it quickly and then spinning it in the air before tossing to
Graham, who flinched before catching.

“Show off,” he muttered, while Aurora grinned.

“You can’t be all talk, Montague,” she drawled, returning Cassius’s wink with a slight flutter
in her chest.

Graham responded to that by chucking the Quaffle straight at Aurora, who caught it with a
smirk. “You two are doing my head in already.”

“Ah, you know we’re your favourite team members.”

“Well, apart from Malfoy, you’re currently my only team members,” Graham pointed out.
“To be honest, I might just promote him.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Cassius said, as Aurora passed the Quaffle back over to him, swooping
away. “Who’s gonna be your second in the duel, if not me?”

“Sod off, Warrington.” Cassius caught Aurora’s eye, laughing. “Chuck me that Quaffle then.
We’ll run drop passes.”

“Yes, Captain,” Aurora mocked, diving down then turning in the air, as Cassius laughed and
it sent a smile rushing across her face. “Whatever you say, captain.”

“You can sod off too, Black,” Graham grumbled, but there wasn’t much malice in it, as he
took the ball from Cassius and they started up their drills, at home once more in the air.



After an hour, Aurora’s hands were numb around the handle of her broom even with her thick
gloves on, and the three of them had to call it a night, shivering as it started to spit on rain.

“At least you haven’t lost your touch,” Graham said to them both.

“Can’t believe you’d doubt us, Montague,” Aurora chirped, and he glowered playfully.
Cassius snickered, throwing an arm around her shoulder in such a casual way which
nevertheless managed to send goosebumps along her skin and caused her heart rate to pick up
rather ridiculously. He was still warm despite the temperature, and with him standing so
close, she could smell traces of lime from his long hair.

“Yeah, Montague,” Cassius teased, “we’re ruddy brilliant, aren’t we, Black?”

“Ruddy annoying,” Graham groused, then broke into a grin, ruffling Cassius’s hair, which
looked softer than Aurora recalled. “Flint’ll be pleased, I told him I’d keep him updated. He
thinks it’s ridiculous Quidditch has been cancelled.”

Aurora scoffed. “So does every rational person in this castle. It’s Dumbledore who’s an
idiot.”

“Hear, hear,” Graham muttered, while Cassius grinned. “I’ll put the Quaffle and everything
away, you two get on back to the common room. Tell Malfoy he can join us next time, if he
wants.”

“Will do, Montague,” Aurora said, saluting.

He shook his head, as she and Cassius started on their way back to the castle. A chill blew
around them, ruffling the hem of Aurora’s robes and the cuffs of Cassius’s sleeves. On the
other side of the pitch, Aurora could see a strange sort of shadow, more like distorted air,
lingering. It made a shiver go up her spine, and she squinted to try and make it out better, but
it vanished as soon as she managed to latch onto the sight of it. And Cassius was speaking,
she realised, drawing herself away from whatever strange thing had been there.

“So,” he was saying, “who’s all asked you to the Yule Ball so far?” Aurora whipped around,
staring at him.

“What?”

A smirk crossed his features. “Come on, all the lads in my year just about have asked
someone already. You didn’t mention it earlier, but I know someone’s bound to have asked
you.”

Her lack of proposals wasn’t something Aurora had felt particularly aware of, even though
Daphne had had two so far, and Lucille three, and all Pansy did was drop hints to the
increasingly infuriating Draco. Until now.

“Well,” she said stiffly, hastening her pace, “that would be because no one has asked me yet,
Warrington.” She tried to hide her face so that he wouldn’t see her blush. Not of
embarrassment at not yet having a date — that could be remedied still — but the fact that the



question had made her very aware of his proximity to her, and opened her imagination to the
possibility that he might be intending to ask her, and was using this as an opener to try and
grasp her position on the subject.

“What?” He was staring at her. “What d’you mean no one’s asked you?”

“I mean,” she said coldly, “no boy has come up to me and asked if I would like to be his date
for the Yule Ball. No boy has so much as hinted that he would like me to be his date.”

“But...” Cassius sounded rather indignant on her behalf. “Why not?”

“I don’t know, why don’t you conduct a survey?”

He didn’t laugh. “I thought for sure Parkinson was going to. Cecil Parkinson. He kept talking
about it.”

“Well, he didn’t,” Aurora said, surprised. “Even if he did, I wouldn’t have said yes to him.”

“No?”

“No. He’s an alright dancer but a dreadful conversationalist, and I barely know him. The only
appeal would be his family — his cousin’s my best friend, and they’ve a good reputation,
but...” She trailed off, sighing, determined not to look at him. Perhaps he was only asking out
of friendly interest, the same way he teased Graham. The Warringtons, while not as strict
about blood as many others, were still a relatively well-respected family, and she knew
Cassius’s father was in the Ministry. “And you?” she asked before she could stop herself.
“Are you planning on asking anybody?”

He halted slightly before managing to answer. “Well, er — I’m not sure. I mean, I’d thought
about it, but uh, I don’t know. Don’t know if the girl I want to ask is really... The type to want
to go to a ball. Least not with me.”

“Whyever not?” Aurora asked sharply, feeling her cheeks heat up. “I imagine you would be a
perfectly acceptable dance partner.”

“You haven’t seen me dance,” Cassius laughed, though the sound fell flat at the end. “I could
get better though. I mean, learn, there’s time. My mum made me take dance lessons when I
was a kid, but, I preferred Quidditch.”

Aurora smiled faintly. “I love ballet. I didn’t start until I was seven, though, rather late by
most standards. Apparently I was the most energetic child our family has ever had. Getting
me to dance was the way to stop me from climbing up trees. I think in hindsight my great-
grandfather was mostly terrified that I was going to fall out one day.”

“And Quidditch and ballet are notoriously safe past-times?” Cassius asked, raising his
eyebrows.

Laughing, she said, “At least they were regulated. But, to your point — I’m sure whoever
you want to ask, she ought to be most agreeable, even if you don’t think you’re a brilliant
dancer. Don’t sell yourself short, Cassius.”



There was the faintest hint of a smirk on his face, though Aurora made herself believe that
she was imagining it. “In that case,” he said lightly, striding onwards, “would you be... as you
said, agreeable?”

Aurora was fairly certain that her heart stopped for a second when he said that. It was
something she had thought about but not truly expected, that question coming from him. But
he seemed to be serious, brow furrowed as he looked at her in the cold early dusk.

“You mean it?” she asked, doubt evident in her voice. “You wanted to ask me?”

“Well.” He shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, it’s cool if you don’t want to, but, of all the girls I know,
you’re the one I get along with best and you’re my friend, you know?”

Friend. “Right.”

“I mean, not just — I don’t want to go as friends. Didn’t mean to say it like that.” It was ever
so slightly sweet, the way he seemed to be nervous, even though he didn’t need to be. “But
I’d really like to. Go with you, that is, if you want.”

“I... Well, yes,” Aurora said, feeling rather like she had fallen off a cliff. “I didn’t expect that,
but yes.”

“Really?” Cassius broke into a grin, rushing forward to hug her unexpectedly. Aurora fought
her own smile, as well as the giddy blush which rose so readily to her cheeks. “Er,” he said,
stepping back, “that’s great, I mean. You — do you have robes picked out already?”

Aurora didn’t speak for a moment, sure that any motion of the mouth would betray a foolish
smile which kept threatening her. “Yes,” she managed eventually, feeling still rather foolish
for blushing. “They’re a sort of purple and silver, I’ll show you them another day.”

“Good,” Cassius said, nodding, “mine are a bit boring, a lighter sort of grey, but I’ll see if I
can add some purple in somewhere. I’m quite decent with colour changing charms but it
might take a few tries before it holds on fabric.”

The idea of them turning up to the ball in co-ordinated robes gave Aurora a pleased sort of
thrill, and a confidence which allowed her to move closer to Cassius as they made their way
up to the castle, warm despite the cold winter weather.

Once they parted at the doors to the common room, Cassius headed for a shower, Aurora
sought out Gwen and Pansy, finding the latter in a corner working on Herbology homework.
“I need you,” Aurora said, trying to hide her smirk. “And It isn’t often that I say this, but it’s
even more important than homework.”

Intrigued, Pansy clasped Aurora’s hands and followed her to her dorm room, where Gwen
was painting her nails. “Hello,” she said, glancing up, “I figured you’d want a shower once
you got back — oh, hi, Pansy.”

“I need you both,” Aurora said, barely able to contain her smile as she closed the door behind
her and Pansy.



“What?” Gwen asked, with a smirk. “Don’t tell me—”

“Cassius asked me to the ball!”

Pansy shrieked, hugging her tightly. “Oh, I knew it, I knew he was going to ask you! Did he
ask you just now?” Aurora nodded, tight-lipped, and Gwen squealed as she rushed over.

“Tell me everything!” she gushed. “How did he do it? Montague wasn’t there too, was he? I
heard he asked out some Durmstrang girl and got rejected?”

“Her name was Ilyana, and he might have to duel her boyfriend — but no, Cass and I were
walking back up to the castle alone because Graham was putting the Quaffle away, and we
talked about the ball and then... Oh, he was nervous? But it was sweet? I didn’t expect
anyone to get nervous over me! No one else had even asked me!”

“Cecil was going to,” Pansy admitted, “but I told him to hold off because I thought it was a
stupid idea, and I just knew Warrington would, it’s so obvious he fancies you!”

Aurora’s instinct was to deny it, but blushed when she realised that she couldn’t now, because
if he had asked her to the ball — and made very clear that his intentions were not platonic —
then it stood to reason that he did fancy her. Gwen cackled. “She’s blushing,” she sang. “I
knew it, I knew it, I knew it!”

“Do you know what sort of dress robes he’s going to wear?”

“I haven’t seen them, but he says they’re light grey and he’s going to add some purple in so
that we can match!”

Pansy and Gwen both squealed again, united momentarily in their excitement for Aurora.
“That’s so sweet,” Gwen said, clasping her hands. “You two are going to look so good
together.”

Pansy hummed, grinning. “The Warringtons are a relatively decent family, aren’t they?”

Aurora nodded. “His father’s in a high position in the Department of Magical Education, and
his mother, I believe, works in law. And he’s sweet.”

Letting out another low human, Pansy squeezed Aurora’s shoulders. “Alright, you have to tell
us everything about how he asked.”

“It wasn’t that exciting—”

“But you look pretty excited about it anyway,” Gwen said, grinning as she and Pansy both
dragged Aurora over to sit on her bed. “So, spill.”

She couldn’t help but smile as she recounted the tale, and if she had a strange, excited flutter
in her chest the whole time when she thought about how he grinned at her, well, it wasn’t as
if she had to tell anyone that detail. Even if it did show on her face, regardless.

-*



After Cassius asked her out, Aurora’s rare good mood persisted all week and into Saturday
morning, something which did not go unnoticed by many of her classmates. Hermione
Granger seemed all too aware of the mood change in Arithmancy, though only questioned
Aurora once before she turned the question back around on her and gained the sight of a great
scarlet blush. Whoever had asked Hermione Granger to the ball, they had clearly made the
girl very happy indeed, and suitably distracted her thoughts from speculating on Aurora’s
own happiness.

Draco, however, was not so easily distracted, largely because he was using her as a
distraction from worrying over who to ask to the ball. Her cousin had looked at her with
suspicion all of Thursday, and when he saw her chatting to Cassius at breakfast on Saturday
morning, it seemed to click into place and a look of horror dawned on his face.

“You can’t get a date before me,” he hissed, after Cassius left to go to his Charms study
group. “It’s not fair!”

“It isn’t my fault you haven’t plucked up the courage to ask someone yet,” she whispered
back, eyebrows raised.

“I don’t know how,” Draco complained. “How did Warrington ask you?”

She smirked at him, and drawled, “Do you really want the details, dear?”

His face flushed red. “No! I don’t want any details, actually, thanks, Aurora!” He stood up
but Aurora grasped his wrist, tugging him back.

“Don’t worry, Draco, it was all very sweet and proper. He just asked me, while we were on
our way back to the castle after flying. Well, there was some awkwardness while he tried to
get us onto the subject but really, if whoever you want to ask likes you, simply asking her
will be enough.”

She didn’t miss the way his eyes flicked to Pansy and back again. “I mean it,” she told him,
checking her watch. It was five minutes to ten, and Harry Potter had just left the Gryffindor
Table. “She wants to go with you.”

“How do you know who it is?” Draco asked, frowning.

“Because I have eyes,” Aurora replies flippantly, standing up, “and you are both dreadfully
obvious, especially to me.” She winked at his surprised look. “Just ask her, Draco. Before
someone else does and she gets fed up waiting around for you.”

As she stood up, downing the rest of her orange juice, Draco stared at her. “But — where are
you going now?”

She raised her eyebrows with a small smirk. “Do you really want to know?” she asked, and
his eyes widened even further, staring out the doors of the Great Hall. “Relax, Draco.
Nothing untoward, I promise. I’ll see you at lunch. Try to ask her before then, it will be a nice
little talking point.”



Small triumphs came in the form of her cousin’s gobsmacked, slightly indignant look as she
left him, only for her place to be taken by a beaming Pansy not thirty seconds later. Aurora
smirked to herself, shouldering her bookbag — which also contained some of the chocolate
frogs she had gotten on her last Hogsmeade visit, as they always seemed to taste better if she
got them out of Honeydukes — and heading to the third floor corridor where the statue of a
one-eyed witch stood guard over what was apparently a secret passageway to Honeydukes’
cellar.

The corridor appeared empty when she reached it, but just as she made her way towards the
statue, Harry Potter’s face appeared from thin air right before her, and her heart leapt up into
her throat in fright. “Bloody Merlin,” she cursed, jumping back as the boy laughed to
himself. “That isn’t funny, Potter, it’s disturbing.”

His head bobbed, as if he was shrugging somewhere with invisible shoulders. “Sorry,” he
said, without sounding sorry at all. “Figured we should both hide under it.”

Aurora wrinkled her nose as he moved the cloak. Both could fit under relatively comfortably,
but it was still a squeeze, and she didn’t like being in such close proximity to him. “Try not to
breathe on me,” she muttered, holding the cloak tightly as they went towards the statue.

Potter murmured, “Dissendium,” and tapped it with his wand, and they slipped inside the
small gap that opened up.

“Did you use this one much last year?” he asked conversationally.

Aurora looked at him blankly. “I don’t make a habit of breaking and entering into sweet
shops, Potter.”

She left out the part where she had come this way with Cassius a few weeks ago. Technically,
she reasoned with herself, they hadn’t broken into the shop itself, only the cellar.

His lips twitched in a smirk. “I wouldn’t have been surprised. I mean, you did harbour a
fugitive for five months.”

“Shut up, Potter.”

“Oi, I’m letting you use the cloak with me!”

“Yes, to see my father, so I’ll thank you not to be so rude.”

“I’m just saying,” he grumbled, picking up the pace so that Aurora had to trot awkwardly to
keep up with his stupid long legs. “Anyway. I brought chocolate frogs. He said he liked them,
during the summer.”

Aurora resisted her instant urge to glare at him. She had some in her bag, too. “It seems
chocolate frogs will be in abundance today then.”

Potter gave a small snort, and they went the rest of the way in silence, uncertain and wary of
each other. He seemed more accustomed to slipping into Honeydukes than she was — quite a
few customers were already in the store, though not nearly so many as there would be during



a weekend when Hogwarts could come down. Still, it was busy enough that, with the cloak
around them, Aurora and Potter could go unnoticed out the door and down the cobbled
streets.

“Where exactly did my father say he was going to meet us?” Aurora asked, wishing she had
written him a letter to confirm herself.

“He said he’d meet us as Padfoot near the Hog’s Head, and we’d go into the woods. It’s a bit
cold but he said he could do a heating charm to manage it, and we’re not really meant to be
here at all, and he still draws attention—”

“You don’t have to explain everything,” Aurora sighed, waving a hand. She kept an eye out
for her father’s dog form, spying him at the edge of the village. From such an angle, with the
morning’s mist still not quite cleared, he did look rather ominous. “Do you think he’ll know
when we reach him?”

“No one can see past the cloak,” Potter said, “not even Animagi. Well.” He frowned. “Maybe
Mad-Eye Moody can, sometimes it feels like it. He creeps me out.”

“I think he’s intelligent.”

“Well, yeah,” Potter conceded, “But he is a bit, well...”

“Mad?” She smirked. “Implied in the name, Potter. Surely you’ve dealt with worse in the
way of Defense Against the Dark Arts professors.”

Potter huffed but Aurora knew he knew she had a point, and was quite pleased with his
silence as they went on up the path. As they got closer, her father’s dog form barked, as if he
knew anyway, and Aurora raised her eyebrows at Potter, who frowned as they reached him.
“Hey, Padfoot,” Potter said, reaching a hand out from under the cloak. “Show us the way.”

He let out a loud bark and his tail wagged as he took off at a proud trot towards the forest.
The wall felt far too long, and though Aurora had certainly done far worse than this the year
before, she kept having to look over her shoulder, feeling like someone was surely going to
notice them. She didn’t allow herself to relax until they had reached the clearing in the forest
and her father transformed back into himself, grinning as Potter swept the cloak off of them.

“I brought food,” he said cheerfully before Aurora could even get a word in.

“He brought snacks,” she clarified, rolling her eyes. Then she turned to her father, grinned,
and allowed him to hug her tightly. “Hi... Dad.”

“Good to see you, sweetheart. I’ve missed having you around.” He hugged her tighter when
he said that, like he didn’t want to let go at all — but he did, eventually, even though his
smile shook in a way that Aurora didn’t really like. “Andromeda and Ted send their love, and
wanted me to check if you’re coming home for Christmas or staying for the ball?”

“Oh,” she said, blinking.



“I daresay Andromeda would be rather upset if you backed out of the ball,” he said, smiling,
and Aurora nodded.

“I completely forgot, I should have written. I just... Didn’t think about it. Usually — well,
I’ve stayed at school the first two years. And everyone’s going to the ball.”

“Yeah,” Potter said dejectedly, and both she and her father turned to him curiously. “Like,
five girls have asked me. It’s weird.”

“How tragic,” Aurora sneered.

“I don’t know any of them!” he protested, while Aurora’s father laughed. “There was this one
girl I’ve never seen before and she looked like she could punch my lights out if I stepped on
her toes.”

Still laughing, her father said, “In my day, blokes were typically happy when a girl asked
them out.”

“Yeah,” Potter sighed, “but there’s only this one girl I like and I can never get the chance
because she’s always got her friends around. Giggling.”

He said it like it was the worst thing a girl could possibly do, to giggle. “Then find an excuse
to talk to her alone,” Aurora said, before her father could give any advice, “honestly, Potter,
that should be obvious.”

Narrowing his eyes, Potter snapped, “I had tried that, funnily enough. I just get...” He ducked
his head and muttered something which sounded like nervous.

Aurora coughed. “If we can get over Potter’s tragic love life, please.” But her father was
watching her curiously now. “What?”

“You haven’t,” he started slowly, “got a date to this ball, have you?”

“Yes,” Aurora said shortly, and his eyes widened. “I don’t know why that’s a surprise.”

“Not saying it is,” her father said, frowning. “But — you’re going out with someone? A
bloke?”

“Yes,” she repeated. “And he’s very nice, and I’ll remind you that I can go out with whoever
I please.”

“Not saying you can’t,” he said, raising his hands. “But do I get to know a name at least?”

She pursed her lips, considering it for a second. Even Potter was looking at her, seemingly
baffled at how anyone would fancy her, or else actually get her to go out with him. “Cassius
Warrington,” she said at last, and Potter’s mouth fell open.

“The Slytherin?”

“Yes, the Slytherin. I’m a Slytherin, if you hadn’t noticed.”



“I’m not stupid, Black.”

“You could fool—”

“Who’s this Warrington guy?” her father asked, frowning. “How d’you know him?”

“We’re both on the Quidditch team,” Aurora said, steadily ignoring Potter, who had gone
back to his usual habit of glaring at her. “He’s a brilliant flyer, we get along really well and...”
Heat rose to her cheeks. She could not admit that she thought his hair was nice, or his jaw, or
that there was something rather attractive about the cologne he always wore and the way he
was almost a head taller than her, which she felt shouldn’t have mattered, but for some reason
did, even if it — and all those things — were rather vain. “He’s a good friend,” she settled for
saying, a description which didn’t seem to truly appease her father, “he’s funny, and he...
Well, I like him, and he asked me, so I said yes.” Cheeks now burning, she moved swiftly on.
“And I believe there was another purpose to us being here, other than the Yule Ball.”

Her father raised his eyebrows, but shrugged. “If you’re happy. Though I’m probably
supposed to make the usual threats if the bloke hurts you.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure I can go without that. Potter?” He startled, blinking at her.
“You’re the one who organised this little excursion. Give him the chocolate frogs and start
talking.”

It earned her a glare, but that was nothing new. Potter took the bundle of chocolate frogs from
the back he’d brought with him and Aurora did the same, watching her father’s eyes light up
in amusement. “Great minds?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow.

“One great mind,” Aurora corrected, throwing Potter a superior look which she only half
meant as he ground his teeth. “One fool.”

“Guess which is which,” Potter said, frowning at her.

“No thank you,” her father said stiffly, “I’d rather not start that argument. Harry — your
dreams. Tell me about them.”

Potter still cast Aurora a wary glance, despite the fact that he had been the one to invite her to
come with him. She raised her eyebrows and gestures for him to go on, though didn’t want to
admit that she was curious, and ever so slightly concerned. His dream in the summer that he
had told her about had been concerning enough on its own and even moreso in the light of
what had happened at the Quidditch World Cup. Aurora had never had much interest in
Divination, but she knew it could have its uses, and if these were prophetic dreams that Potter
was having, then they were both alarming and greatly useful.

“I don’t know if they mean anything,” he said slowly, with a slight flush on his cheeks as he
rushed, “and I mean, they probably don’t, but I told Hermione and then she was all you have
to write to Sirius and tell him. But they — usually I feel like they’re about... him.”

“Voldemort?” her father asked, and Aurora winced. The name still sent a shiver through her,
whether simply because she had always picked it up from others’ reactions, or because the



name itself held a curse. She still didn’t like him saying it, even if Moody insisted on using
the name in class.

Oblivious to her reaction, or perhaps just not caring, Potter said, “Yeah. And when I wake up,
my scar hurts. Sometimes it’s just a bit of a twinge but the other night, I dreamt of this
house... There was a snake, and it — it killed this man and it was like somehow I knew,
without seeing him, that Voldemort was there. There was one other, I think... And a woman’s
voice. But Voldemort was angry, really angry, about something. Someone had failed him, he
said. And when I woke up, my scar, it was like it was burning, Sirius.” She looked away so
she didn’t have to see the pain that burst across his face, shining from his eyes. “It’s probably
stupid. I’m just overreacting.”

“No,” he said, in a cool but firm voice. “You’re not overreacting, Harry. What about the other
dreams?”

“Well, some of them... I don’t know. It’s not like he’s always there, but sometimes I feel like
he is. Like I just know. There’ll be a flash of someone, a normal dream and then I hear his
voice, or someone else’s. It doesn’t have to mean anything though, right?” He looked up
hopefully.

“It doesn’t have to,” Aurora’s father said reluctantly, “but it may well do. I’m not saying he’s
going to pop out any second,” he added quickly, because Potter’s eyes had widened at the
words he clearly hadn’t wanted to hear, “but it means something. I’d say you could talk to
Dumbledore about it. Certainly if it happens again.”

He sighed, and Potter said — with a hesitant look at Aurora — “There’s something else, too.
Karkaroff.”

Aurora couldn’t bring herself to be surprised, but she sat up straighter, curious.

“He’s been acting weird,” Potter explained, “I mean, he’s always a bit weird — I don’t like
him anyway, from what I know — but there was this... Indicent, at the First Task. What I told
you about, Sirius. And you noticed it, too, didn’t you, Aurora?”

It took her a second to realise he had said her name, but Aurora nodded quickly. “Crouch was
attacked by a dragon,” Potter explained, “but I thought I saw someone. Ron and Hermione
didn’t see anything, but we were all about to get clobbered by a dragon. And there was
someone in the arena, someone that wasn’t Krum.”

“I imagine they did make use of the dragons’ handlers,” Aurora said dubiously, but Potter
shook his head.

“No. It wasn’t one of them, they disappeared like a second later but I swear I saw them. They
— I heard them call my name and I got this weird feeling, for a second...” He chewed on his
lip, opened his mouth like he was about to say something, but then stop himself. “I don’t
know what it was.” Though she got the impression he had some idea, and merely didn’t want
to voice it. “But I did hear something and it sounded like Karkaroff. It was like he was trying
to, I don’t know, summon me?”



That sent cold trickling through her. “And he hates Crouch, and then Crouch was attacked
and it just seemed... Odd. And I — I heard he was a Death Eater, right?”

“Yes,” Aurora’s father said softly.

Aurora felt a heaviness on her chest. She had looked up everything she could about Marlene
McKinnon, and her family. She knew who had been charged with setting the fire that killed
them. She knew who gave the Ministry his name.

“He did a deal with the Ministry, though,” she told Potter, “he stayed out of Azkaban in
exchange for giving names. You think he’s still... What? Working for the Dark Lord? The
Death Eaters he didn’t put away?”

It didn’t sound likely, and her father shook his head anyway. It was not likely that the Dark
Lord would welcome him back after his treachery, though perhaps, those other Death Eaters
who had stayed out of Azkaban, might. Still, there was something distressing about this
whole thing, a feeling she couldn’t shake.

“That’s right.” Her father looked to Potter, who appeared shocked, forehead creased, with a
look of indignation on his face. “He was caught. He was in Azkaban with me, but only for a
short while, then he was released. I’d bet that’s why Dumbledore wanted an Auror at
Hogwarts this year, so he could keep an eye on him. Moody was the one who caught
Karkaroff, and put him into Azkaban, in the first place.”

“He was let go?” Potter asked. “And he’s a teacher?”

“That does appear to be the case, Potter.”

Her father sent her a quelling look, eyebrows raised. He was right — this was serious, not the
time to pick a fight. “He said he’d seen the error of his ways, named names... Put a lot of
other people into Azkaban in his place, he’s not popular in there, I can tell you. And from
what I’ve heard, he’s been teaching Dark Arts to every student who’s gone through his
school.”

That was what everyone had been saying, of course. When she had weighed up her options
for schooling, the main difference in teaching between Hogwarts and Durmstrang had been
the Dark Arts, and the intensity of spellwork. And Draco’s father had wanted him to go to
Durmstrang, after all, as a friend of his.

“But do you think Karkaroff’s up to something,” Potter asked, leaning forward. “Getting
revenge or something?”

“It wouldn’t benefit him right now,” Aurora said slowly, “I don’t think, anyway. He can’t go
back to the Death Eaters. If he’s found attacking Crouch then he’ll be put right back in
Azkaban. I don’t know what would possess him, not when he’s in a good position.”

“But something’s wrong,” Potter insisted, “he’s not happy, the way he talks to Snape...
something must have changed with him. Do you think Karkaroff might try to hurt me?” he
asked. “Or you think he’s got something to do with these dreams?”



“I don’t know,” her father admitted, sighing.

“Because he does give me the creeps,” Potter said, and Aurora tried not to smile at the blunt
way that he said it. “Even besides what happened at theFirst Task. First night he was here, he
looked at me all funny, until Moody came and distracted him. He was kind of... Agitated, I
guess I’d say. So was Crouch, so it might have just been the fact they knew there were
dragons on the way, but...”

Frowning, her father said, “I’ve been hearing some very strange things. The Death Eaters, for
one, have been far more active, turning up at the Quidditch Cup like that. From what
Andromeda’s said, there’ve always been whispers, incidents which could be motivated by
blood purity, but no large co-ordinated attacks like this, with loads of them in one place. And
then there’s the issue of that Ministry official who went missing... Bertha Jorkins.”

Aurora frowned, but Potter seemed to recognise the name. “Bagman mentioned her, I think!
Ludo Bagman, at the cup!”

Her father nodded. “Yeah, Tonks said she was moved into his department from Crouch’s a
few years ago. She’s got me calling her Tonks now, by the way,” he added to Aurora,
“apparently Dora privileges don’t extend to me.”

Aurora smiled faintly. “Well, she still insists on calling me munchkin, so it’s more than a fair
trade. What else has she said?”

“Well, Bertha disappeared in Albania, which is where Voldemort was last rumoured to be. It
seems she got there alright, but hasn’t come back. I don’t know. It all seems a bit fishy to me,
I just can’t tell if it’s all connected yet. But certainly if he got ahold of her...”

He lapsed into silence, frowning. “Well, I expect he’d appreciate her information very much.
About the cup, about the Tournament, Merlin knows what else. But as I say — I just don’t
know. But be on your guard. Both of you.” He looked intently first at Aurora and then at
Potter.

 

“Like I said.” Her father frowned and put a hand on Potter’s shoulder, gripping it tightly. “Be
on your guard.” His eyes flicked to Aurora, who nodded. “And I reckon you should tell
Dumbledore if you think you’ve seen something fishy, Harry. If not him, Moody. Karkaroff, I
don’t think he’s the type who’d go back to Voldemort, not unless he was forced — I wouldn’t
say he’s reformed, but he has moved on, and he’d probably get himself killed if he tried. But
even so.”

Silence fell for a moment, broken only by the faint whistling of the breeze in the trees around
them. “We will be careful,” Aurora said. “I don’t think Karkaroff poses a real threat to us, not
alone, anyway.”

Her father nodded, though still wore that look of concern. “Is that everything, Harry?” Potter
nodded. “Aurora? There’s nothing worrying you? Or — just anything I need to know about?
Or that you want me to know about?”



There were many things she thought of, from the Duelling Club she was hoping to improve
in, to the fact she still didn’t know what to do about Callidora, Cedrella, and Marius, her
uncertainty over what it meant to go with Cassius to the Yule Ball, and the way it felt like the
world was constantly shifting around her and she wasn’t sure how to keep up.

Instead, she settled for, “Well, I found what happened at the First Task odd, too. I thought I
saw someone, and I just got this awful feeling, but I don’t know how to describe it.”

She didn’t want to admit in front of Potter that she thought she had felt Death. That was
something he couldn’t be privy to. It was family-only.

“I guess it worries me. The whole situation is worrying and...” She bit her lip, glanced at
Potter, and decided that considering the nature of this venture, he was admittedly quite
unlikely to rat her out to a teacher. “Cassius and I snuck out a few weeks ago.” Her father’s
eyes widened.

“Excuse me? You were sneaking around with a boy—”

“Not like that, we were getting drink for a house party in the common room, it was the night
before Halloween—”

“A party?”

“Merlin, Dad, you didn’t use the map to stick to the rules, did you? Anyway, Cassius went to
go get the drink and I kept watch in the Honeydukes cellar. It was closed by this point — the
shop — but I heard voices from above. I don’t know how it was, but the only bit I could
make out was someone saying they were tightening control. Having someone delivered... It
didn’t really make sense, but it creeped me out.” She avoided looking at either of them. “I
don’t know, it might mean nothing.”

“I fear everything means something,” her father said heavily. “This is what it was like...” He
trailed off, and when Aurora looked up she saw his gaze drifting to something far in the
distance.

“We’ll find out more,” Potter said confidently, “there’s definitely something wrong and I
want to know what. Ron said Charlie said, that dragon’s ill. Something was done to it.”

“You didn’t say that part!”

“I was going to get to it—”

“Someone’s interfering with the tournament,” Potter said, “and someone’s going to get hurt.
Whether that’s Crouch or someone else.”

When he looked at he, Aurora got the terrible feeling that he wanted to do something about it.
Worse, that he wanted her to do the same.

She sighed. “You may be right,” she admitted. “But I doubt we’ll see Crouch soon. Not til the
ball, anyway.”



“That’s not so far away,” Potter said, “but what if something happens in the meantime?”

Aurora shook her head, leaning back. “It’s not on you to do anything, you know.”

“Well, what if no one else does?”

She shrugged, feeling Barty Crouch might not be too much of a loss, not that she would say
such a thing aloud. “There’s definitely something odd,” she agreed, “But is it anything to do
with you? Who knows. Maybe someone just really hates Barty Crouch. I wouldn’t blame
them.”

It was a surprise that Potter didn’t say anything. Her father even gave a vague sort of nod.
They lapses into a slow, heavy sort of silence, before her father changed the subject.

“Andromeda told me to tell you to get some photos of you taken in your Yule robes, by the
way..”

“I’ll ask Gwen to help me out,” she promised, thinking again of how good she and Cassius
were going to look together and trying not to blush. “If you promise to tell Dora that she’s not
allowed to tease me for having a date.”

“That seems awfully harsh on poor Tonks.”

“Necessarily so.” Aurora sniffed dramatically. “She’s a terror when she tries to tease me. And
she will tease me something rotten.”

Her father laughed, and even Potter smiled a little, though he still appeared preoccupied.. “I’ll
tell her, but don’t think I can get Tonks to agree to anything.”

“You can try,” Aurora said, grinning.

“As for Harry.” Her father’s eyes lit up when he looked to Potter. “Who did you say you were
going to ask again?”

He mumbled something under his breath. Aurora and her father both raised their eyebrows.
“Didn’t catch that?”

“Cho Chang,” he admitted, staring at the ground.

“The Ravenclaw Seeker?” Aurora asked, surprised. She had never known that she even knew
Potter, though they must have met on the Quidditch Pitch before. “She’s nice.”

“Yeah.” Potter’s cheeks flushed. “But, er, like I said. Don’t know how to ask her.”

“In my experience, Harry,” her father said, “you just have to go for it.”

“But I can’t! I just get all... Tongue-tied.”

“Then don’t,” Aurora suggested lightly.



“Thanks, Black. That’s really helpful.”

“Anytime.”

Looking like he was trying not to laugh at either of them, her father said, “I’m sure you’ll be
alright, Harry. Just go for it, be honest about wanting to ask her, and if she says no, it’s not
the end of the world.”

“But it will be really embarrassing,” Potter said with a wince, and Aurora was inclined to
agree. She was rather proud of herself for abstaining from saying anything.

“That’s growing up,” her father said, grinning, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Trust your
godfather, Harry, you’ll be fine. And now, you two should probably get up to school before
someone realises you’re missing.”

Though she sighed, Aurora knew he had a point. It was creeping closer to midday, it would
take some time to get back up to Hogwarts anyway, and she really did not need an annoyed
Snape finding out she had left grounds to see her father. “Alright,” she agreed, getting to her
feet and hugging him tightly. “I’ll see you again soon. And tell Dora to hurry up and reply to
my last letter.”

“Will do,” her father promised, grinning. “She’s probably just got the reply buried under
paperwork, she complains about it every time I go round for dinner.”

Pleased to hear that he was still visiting the Tonkses, and therefore getting some human
interaction, Aurora smiled and let go so that he could embrace Potter too. That was
something she could do without, but it was also something that she couldn’t very well raise,
so she kept her mouth shut and hoped her annoyance didn’t show as Potter swept the
Invisibility Cloak back over them. “I’ll walk you back to Honeydukes,” her father said,
before transforming.

As they headed back through the village, cloak buffeted by the cold wind, Aurora couldn’t
help but let her gaze drift to the boarded up flat above Honeydukes sweetshop. A shiver went
up her spine.

She would hate to have to admit it to Potter, but it was very, very possible that something
really was greatly wrong with the world and the tournament. It was, therefore, possible — to
her annoyance — that Potter might just be right about something.

There were two reasons why she hoped that was not the case.



The Yule Ball

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Term wound down faster than usual, spurred on by the buzz of anticipation over the Yule
Ball. Most teachers, like Professor Flitwick, let the students do more or less whatever they
pleases in the final week of term, while only McGonagall and Snape were successful in
sticking to curriculum — though Professor Babbling did make a valiant effort with the
Arithmancy class, giving them possibly the most complicated equations and theorems they
had ever worked with to calculate the probability of enchantment successes. Professor
Hagrid, most unfortunately, still had faith in his students’ ability to not die at the stinger of a
Blast-Ended Skrewt, leading to Pansy having part of her hair singed three days before the end
of term and Aurora having to take her to the Hospital Wing to have her hair regrown.

Draco had, thankfully, taken Aurora’s advice to just ask Pansy, and her friend had gushed to
her for nearly an hour about how excited she was, showing off her pink robes. It was
fortunate that everyone else had dates too — Gwen with Robin, Daphne with Blaise, Lucille
with James Urquhart, a boy in the year above them, Millicent with Greg, and Theodore with
Flora Carrow in the year below, while only Vincent went stag, something he claimed to be
quite pleased about, as it meant he didn’t have to worry about dancing or trying to keep one
girl’s attention.

By the time Christmas Night arrived, and everyone had exchanged gifts and eaten more food
than they really should have considering they had a most glorious feast planned for the
evening, Aurora was, against all her better judgment, nervous. She knew she looked good in
her robes, and told herself that she shouldn’t be vain, and especially not worry so much over
one boy, but she didn’t just want to look good. She wanted Cassius’s jaw to drop when he
saw her. Not that she would admit that, not even when she and Gwen were in Pansy and
Millicent’s room, with Daphne and Lucille, all fussing over hair and makeup.

Aurora let Daphne and Gwen take over on the hair front, the latter trying to explain Muggle
techniques of curling hair while Daphne tried out a rather experimental charm which Aurora
almost thought was going to burn her hair. “It’s always a little warm,” Daphne said. “Do
Muggles do that too?”

“If you use a curling iron, yeah,” Gwen said, while Lucille and Pansy exchanged a look and
Millicent pretended not to hear. “I suppose it’s kind of the same thing, just powered
differently. I think straightening irons feel a bit safer, but maybe that’s just maybe. They’re
less likely to explode something, so long as you use them right.”

“Well, we don’t have this electricity here,” Lucille said, sighing sarcastically. “So charms will
have to do.”

“I didn’t say they didn’t,” Gwen said tightly, helping Daphne pin back some of the front parts
of Aurora’s hair. “Alright, that looks like it.”



Aurora smiled, and Pansy held up a mirror for her to see her dark hair, straightened and then
put into curls far tamer than her natural hair, falling down her back and over her shoulders in
a way she never normally would let it. “Alright,” she said happily, “thank you two.”

“Do my makeup now,” Millie called, clipping on a pair of pearl earrings. Aurora slipped off
Pansy’s bed to oblige her, taking out a warm rouge that would look nice on Millie’s cheeks,
and warm orange and brown eyeshadows which would bring out the green in her irises.

“So,” Pansy said, as she got to work on Daphne’s makeup, fussing over filling in her
eyebrows, “who do we think will get a kiss tonight?”

Millicent giggled, and Aurora bit back a smile as she stilled her face. “Don’t move,” she
ordered, “or this will end up halfway down your cheeks.”

“It depends if Urquhart can dance,” Lucille said, sighing dramatically as she frowned over
her jewellery selection. “He’s good-looking but I don’t know him all that well yet and I’m
certainly not going to kiss him just because I’m his date.”

Aurora hummed in agreement, but Daphne laughed. “If Blaise kisses me, I am certain I will
combust.”

“Good way or bad way?” Gwen asked, now trying to pleat her own hair, frowning in the
mirror.

“Lines,” Aurora called, and she straightened her face — Aurora didn’t want her to crease the
powders and creams which hadn’t quite settled on her forehead yet.

“Haven’t decided yet,” Daphne said, and they all laughed.

“I wish Draco would kiss me,” Pansy said, giving a sigh just as dramatic Lucille’s. “He’s had
plenty of opportunity since he asked me out, but he hasn’t done anything, and I don’t know if
he ever will.”

“Maybe he’s waiting for the right moment,” Millicent suggested, “wants to make it romantic,
sneak off into the grounds after dancing—”

“I will stop you right there,” Aurora said, quite alarmed by the turn in conversation. “I do not
want to hear about my cousin’s potential... entanglement, with my best friend.”

Pansy blushed, but Lucille looked over to her, eyebrows raised in a way that made Aurora
deeply uncomfortable. “And you? Have you and Warrington kissed yet?”

“No,” Aurora said sharply, cheeks heating up at the thought. “And I don’t know what might
happen tonight.”

She knew what she might like to happen certainly, but not whether she could take that leap.
Something as innocuous as a kiss could be construed as something far deeper by a lot of
people in society, and while the general consensus among the girls was that this was their one
opportunity to have a ball that was about what they wanted, not what their families wanted,
Aurora rather felt that the two had to be one and the same for her, and she wasn’t sure of



where the balance ought to fall. Still, she was fifteen — a kiss wasn’t a promise, and she
trusted that Cassius wouldn’t push her to anything. If she wanted to kiss him, would it really
be so bad to do so?

“You’re so blushing,” Gwen said giddily. “It’s so cute!”

“It is not,” Aurora said, watching Millicent dutifully restrain a giggle as she dusted a light
golden glitter over her eyelids. “What about you and Oliphant?” At that, Gwen went pink and
Aurora smirked in victory. “I thought so. Shall I tell him I expect you home by midnight.”

“Shut up, Aurora,” Gwen said, though she was grinning, however reluctantly.

Aurora threw her a smirk before returning to Millicent, who said, “I don’t know if Vincent
would kiss me. I think he just wanted to go as friends. Maybe he’ll regret it, ‘cause Greg’s
going on his own.”

“If he regrets it, he’s an idiot,” Aurora said promptly, and Lucille voiced agreement.

“Vincent is a fool,” she said, “if he ditches you, I’ll definitely manage to find a Beauxbatons
boy to dance with you. You do speak French?”

“Obviously,” Millicent said, and Aurora smiled at her.

“Keep your eyes open,” she instructed, taking the small pot of black lash cream and small
brush. “This should work alright, the instructions say that the potion clings to lashes and curls
them, without residue.”

Lucille huffed. “If I had a galleon for the amount of times I’ve seen something claiming
that...”

“You should really just use mascara,” Gwen sighed, staring in a mirror. “Works way better.”

“I’m not using a Muggle product.”

“Me neither,” Pansy agreed, “I’m certain it would not agree with me. It might make my
lashes fall off.”

“It wouldn’t,” Gwen huffed, “but if you all want to keep at the potions, fine by me.”

“Alright!” Pansy declared. “We now officially only have fifteen minutes, ladies.”

Millicent’s eyes widened and Aurora nearly poked her in the eye. “But that isn’t nearly
enough time!” she cried.

“Keep still!” Aurora shrieked — she had still to put on her jewellery, perfume, and finish off
her makeup.

“We can be fashionably late,” Lucille said, “it’s fine.”

“It is not fine!” Aurora reprimanded. “Is it, Pans?”



“Absolutely not!”

Aurora finished off Millicent’s eyelashes quickly, bring out a light, warm pink lipgloss. “You
can do that yourself, I have to sort my jewellery. Pans, which earrings did you say looked
best?”

“The small amethyst ones,” Pansy replied, “they bring a more delicate touch, but have that
little drop so still stand out against your hair.”

Aurora nodded. Her bracelet was a delicate silver chain dotted with small amethysts, so all
her other jewellery was silver, but she hadn’t settled on pearls, diamonds, simple silver, or the
matching amethysts for her earrings. The necklace she had chosen — though she hadn’t told
anyone the story of its origins, and doubted Draco would be observant enough of her outfit to
notice — was the one her father had sent her last year, which had belonged to her mother.
This would be the first time she was wearing it, a thought which made her rather nervous.
She eyed the crescent-moon pendant with a degree of wariness, as if people would care
awfully about her wearing it. It was only a necklace, she reminded herself. It was pretty and it
was her mother’s and it felt appropriate for the outfit and for Yule. Pansy always had more of
an eye for jewellery than she did, and she liked it — so she reassured herself that there was
nothing wrong with her wearing it.

The next ten minutes were a flurry of excitement and high drama, but Aurora took a moment,
once she had clipped her earrings on and moved her necklace into its proper place, to
appreciate her reflection. She often thought that she didn’t look like anyone in particular —
people always tended to say a child looked just like its mother or father, but she could not
recall anyone ever saying that to her. But staring into the mirror, she felt oddly, that she
looked rather like Andromeda, and the thought made her proud.

“Stop admiring yourself,” Pansy said, coming to join her in the mirror and do the very thing
that she had just chastised her for. “You do look good though.” She propped her chin on
Aurora’s shoulder. “We’re so cute.”

Aurora smiled, trying not to laugh too much, as the others grasped frantically for purses and
necklaces. “You’re very cute,” she told Pansy. “You definitely have the frilliest robes.”

“I like it!”

“So do I! They suit you! And I’m sure Draco’s going to think you’re very cute too.”

Pansy’s eyes dropped slightly and Aurora turned to slip an arm around her shoulders. “Hey,
he is. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She smiled but Aurora could tell it was forced. “Just nervous. This is important,
you know? And I don’t want to muck it up, or do anything wrong. I want to go with Draco.
And I’m excited but I can’t help but worry... Well, I can’t get my hopes up. About anything. I
don’t even know if I...”

She couldn’t find the words, but Aurora knew what she meant anyway. “And that’s alright,”
she assured her friend. “Listen, Draco already likes you so you aren’t going to muck anything



up. Just, enjoy the night, see how you both feel about it. You don’t have to do anything else.
And I don’t want details if you do,” she added, making Pansy giggle. “See, you’ll be fine. I’ll
see if you and Draco can sit at a table with Cassius and I — I think he wanted to sit with
Montague and his date too, so you’ll fit right in with the Quidditch team. But Montague’s
date apparently only watches Quidditch for him,” she added, “so you won’t have to be bored
by us all going on about it, if Montague isn’t exaggerating for the sake of his ego, which he is
rather prone to do.”

Pansy laughed, leaning her head against Aurora’s shoulders. “Okay, you’re right. It’ll be
fine.”

“More than fine, I’m sure,” Aurora said, beaming. “Now, perfume. Finishing touches. Do you
want that vanilla and passion fruit one, my raspberry one or my pomegranate one?”

“Vanilla,” Pansy said, “it’s sweeter, it just... Feels pink. Like the dress.”

“Fair assessment,” Aurora said, reaching for the bottle and spraying Pansy’s neck lightly for
her, then her wrists. “I’m going raspberry and rose.”

“Also slightly pink,” Pansy said, and Aurora grinned.

“You know what they say about pink?” Gwen sang, coming over to them with her own
perfume in hand. Aurora and Pansy looked at her blankly. “Is it only — makes the boys
wink!”

Aurora shook her head, laughing as she took her pale crystal perfume bottle and sprayed
herself in the raspberry scent. “Well, at least it rhymes,” she said, grinning.

“And with that,” Pansy said, glancing at the clock on the wall, “we really need to go.”

“Oh, come on then,” Gwen said, bounding over to them. She was wearing robes of pretty
turquoise blue, rather bright for winter in Aurora’s opinion, but they suited her well, and the
skirt drifted lightly around her, rippling like sea waves.

Pansy sighed, linking her arm through Aurora’s, as Millicent and Lucille fussed over one
anoher’s hair for the millionth time. “You all look just fine,” Aurora said, looking at each girl
in turn. Daphne’s robes were a soft lavender colour, embroidered with white and blue flowers
on the bodice; Lucille’s a cranberry red, made of heavy material with grey fur cuffs; and
Millicent’s deep green, with a thick silver belt at her waist. All in all, she thought they all did
look rather lovely, and with that thought her smile leapt on her face, a giddy feeling in her
chest.

“Let’s go then, ladies,” Pansy said, stowing a tube of lipstick in one of the deep pockets of
her robes, alongside her wand.

“I love dress robes so much,” Gwen commented to Aurora as they did the same, headed for
the door, “they have pockets! Muggle dresses never have pockets and it’s so annoying.”



“Point one to wizards,” Aurora said, and Gwen giggled. “How do you even survive without
pockets? What about when you have to put things away?”

“Handbags,” Gwen said, “boys have it just fine, but girls? Pockets are tiny if they even do
exist. It’s honestly a disgrace.”

Laughing, Aurora took Gwen’s hand with her free one, tugging her along in step with her and
Pansy, who was beaming as they came to the common room. People were already milling
about inside — Leah MacMillan in pink was trying to console Sally-Anne Perks, whose hair
kept slipping out of its updo, Lewis Stebbins and Apollo Jones fretted nervously with ties, the
latter giving Aurora a curt nod as she passed, and Davis and Drought whispered in the corner,
looking out for their dates — but Aurora was only looking for Cassius.

Pansy squealed when she saw Draco, standing in all black robes with a high collar, and nearly
tugged Aurora’s arm off as she hurried over to where the boys had all gathered together,
Blaise, Robin and Vincent all smiling at their dates as they approached. Theodore stood
waiting for his own date, in sweeping dark robes that fit his elegant self perfectly, and Aurora
grinned as she caught his eye.

“Evening, Nott,” she said, winking, and a pale blush came over his cheeks.

“You too, Black,” he said, then cleared his throat hastily, gaze darting away. “You look...
Good. Waiting for Warrington?”

She nodded, coming to a halt by his side to look around the room. “And you, Flora? Yes?”

He nodded. “Yes.” Clearing his throat again, he said, “My grandfather thought it would be a
good idea. My mother’s excited though — so’s my sister.”

“That’s sweet,” she struggled to say, unsure what the proper response to that was, and he
shrugged.

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is. I, um — I think I see Warrington over there?”

Aurora turned quickly to follow the direction he nodded in. There Cassius was, eventually,
near to the fireplace by the window, talking in a low voice to Graham. Her heart picked up
against her will and a smile flickered on her face as he looked up, saw her, and broke into a
broad grin before walking over.

“Oh.” Aurora turned quickly to Gwen, who was beside her with Robin, and clutche her arm.
“He’s coming this way.”

“Don’t tell me about it!” Gwen told her, laughing. She caught Robin exchanging an odd
glance with Theo. “Go, turn, talk to him.”

Fighting the butterflies in her stomach, Aurora turned to see Cassius striding towards her, and
eventually reaching his hand out to take hers. She had never held his hand before, and it
engulfed hers, but in a pleasant way — it was warm, and comforting, and he squeezed her
hand slightly in a way that made her feel like she was going to combust. “Hi,” she said, the



word trembling slightly. She coughed, shaking her head. “Hi,” she said again, less foolish
sounding this time.

“Hey,” Cassius said, eyes twinkling in amusement as he stared at her. “You look great.”

Her heart fluttered. “Thank you. You — you too.” And he did; grey robes rippled with light,
woven with silver thread, while his purple tie matched her own robes perfectly. His long
blond hair, which usually brushed his shoulders, was pulled back in what Gwen would have
called a ‘man-bun’ and Aurora had to admit she rather liked it. His eyes sparkled too, though
that possibly had more to do with her imagination. “Well.” She swallowed and licked her
lips.

Cassius, smiling, nodded to the doors and said, “Shall we?”

Aurora nodded, relieved. “Yes.” She glanced back to Theodore to check if he’d managed to
locate Flora, but he had already disappeared alongside Gwen and Robin. “Would it be alright
if Draco and Pansy sat on the same table as us and Graham and his date?”

“Of course,” Cassius said, looking over to Draco, who was regarding him with suspicion, and
Pansy, who was wiggling her eyebrows. He chuckled. “So long as Draco doesn’t hex me.”

“If he does, he knows I’ll hex him right back,” Aurora said primly, feeling a rush when he
laughed again. “Come on then. Tell Graham to get himself over here and we can find a decent
table.”

Grinning, Cassius gestured for Graham to join them with his date, a tall red-haired sixth year
in emerald robes, who grinned at Aurora when she approached. “Marie Vaisey,” she
introduced herself.

“Aurora Black,” Aurora said, and Marie laughed.

“I know. I think everyone knows who you are.” Someone, Aurora didn’t think that was a
compliment, but Marie smiled. “Let’s get on then, Graham.”

Graham flushed and took her arm, leading the way out of the common room. Aurora and
Cassius filed into step behind them, part of the mass of people already heading for the Great
Hall.

The Entrance Hall was even busier than the common room, people crowded round the main
staircase as the Gryffindors and Ravenclaws descended, the lions as loud and obnoxious as
ever. Aurora caught sight of Potter and Weasley looking greatly awkward as they walked
with Parvati Patil — Weasley had been rejected rather bluntly by Fleur Delacour, while Potter
had inevitably delayed his asking out of Cho Chang long enough that she already had a date,
Cedric Diggory, whom Aurora thought would have been a superior choice anyhow.

“Into the hall,” Professor McGonagall called, trying to shepherd the students, “champions
over here, Mr Diggory — Mr Potter, do stop staring — everyone in, the ball will start soon.
Seven o’clock was not merely a suggestion. Thank you!”



Laughing, Aurora went with Cassius into the hall. It had been decorated since lunch, and
rather than the usual gaudy, cozy decorations that would be strung up for Christmas feasts of
the past, the Great Hall was this time covered in frosted silver lights which blinked around
the room. The tall pine trees were strung with silk ribbons of silver, dusted with false snow,
and mistletoe hung in random places around the hall. Where the staff usually sat was a large
round table with a pale blue-white tablecloth, presumably for champions and guests, but
around the hall were dotted another hundred or so smaller tables, each with crystal lanterns
and between six and ten seats around them.

“How about one by the windows?” Cassius said, squeezing Aurora’s hand as she stared
around. “We can get a view of the Quidditch Pitch.”

“Sounds perfect,” Aurora and Draco said at the same time, while Graham nodded
enthusiastically. Pansy and Marie exchanged a look, then laughed at their expense.

The table they managed to find for themselves did indeed have a view of the Quidditch Pitch,
though it was only half-visible due to the dark and the position of the towers between them.
Its stands were dusted with snow though, just like the trees of the forbidden forest, ghostly in
the distance.

“Ludo Bagman looks excited,” Cassius murmured, nodding to the top table where Bagman
was rushing about talking to a rather pasty-looking Barty Crouch, wearing bright violet robes
dotted with bright yellow stars.

“He always looks far too excited for his own good,” Aurora whispered back. “Though I really
do not rate his choice of robes.”

“No,” Cassius agreed, “I’m not sure what he’s going for there. I think I prefer his Wimborne
Wasps uniform.”

“Ah yes,” Aurora drawled, “an even brighter shade of yellow. Just what we need for
Christmas.”

“It’s not very seasonal, is it?” Cassius said. “But I guess I can’t really talk, I’m just playing it
safe with grey.”

“Yes, but you look handsome,” Aurora said, before she could think about the words, and felt
embarrassment heat her cheeks again. “Grey suits you, I mean. Whereas Bagman just looks
awful.”

“Snape on the other hand...” Cassius said, drawing her attention to the other sound of the hall,
where Snape was talking to Professor Karkaroff, looking deeply annoyed by his presence. He
was wearing black robes, and glaring at everyone who passed him as always.

“Not particularly festive,” Aurora said, wrinkling her nose. “Perhaps he could take lessons
from Bagman, on styling. If they came to a compromise, it might save all our eyesight.”

Cassius chuckled, just as the doors to the Great Hall opened again and everyone sat up
straight, hearing faint music begin. McGonagall, in red tartan robes and looking very



stressed, led the way for the three champions and their guests. In front was Fleur Delacour
with the Ravenclaw Quidditch player, Roger Davies, who looked rather astounded to be there
at all, followed by Cedric Diggory and Cho Chang, and then Viktor Krum with a girl in robes
of periwinkle blue. Aurora frowned, leaning forward, as people muttered around her.

“That isn’t Hermione Granger, is it?” she asked, and Draco looked up sharply.

“Where?”

“With Krum?”

Everyone at the table turned to eye the procession more closely, staring. The girl on Krum’s
arm looked like she could be Granger, if Granger cared about styling her hair and wearing
makeup, which Aurora never thought that she did. When she turned to wave at Potter and
Weasley — both of whom looked rather put out sitting at a table with the Patil sisters, Neville
and Ginny Weasley — it seemed to be confirmed.

“No way he’d ask her,” Draco said haughtily. “He’s a Quidditch player! He’s famous! What’s
he doing with her?”

Pansy sniffed. “I don’t know, Draco, but you don’t have to stare at her.”

“I’m not,” he said quickly, “I’m staring at Krum. And Diggory — Merlin, he looks pleased
with himself.”

He did rather, Aurora thought, watching as the procession made its way to the large table at
the top of the hall. Potter, she noticed, was staring enviously at them, much to his own date’s
apparent displeasure.

“Right,” Cassius said, looking at his plate and the small menus they had each been given.
“Do we just say what we want?”

“I think so,” Aurora said, frowning at the options. Steak pie was appealing but she didn’t
want the mess of a flaky pastry, so she settled on the lamb dish, with a glass of butterbeer to
drink. She and Cassius tapped glasses together and when she drank, she caught Pansy’s eye
with a grin.

Conversation flowed around the table as they ate. It was perhaps the longest Aurora and
Cassius had ever managed to speak without mentioning Quidditch, but she found that she
enjoyed it — she found out more about his family, his two much older sisters, his childhood
which admittedly, did seem to involve a lot of flying. They traded jokes, commenting on the
outfits of everyone else around the room, from Crouch’s boring grey robes — which they
agreed were even worse than Snape’s, because at least black was less bland than grey — to
Madam Maxime’s gown which engulfed her in diamonds and jewels.

But the most exciting part of the night was to come when the desserts were cleared away and
the Weird Sisters came out to raucous applause, setting up to play on a podium at the end of
the hall. Cassius sat up straight, grinning. “Used to have a poster of Myron Wagtail in my
room,” he told Aurora, “fancied myself a singer too, except I can’t really sing.”



“You can’t be so bad,” Aurora said, but he shook his head.

“I can. Trust me.”

The band started off with a slow dance led by the champions and their partners, but before
long everyone else was joining in too, and Aurora found herself getting that same excited,
fluttery feeling when Cassius extended a hand to her. She had danced with people many times
before, but never Cassius — never someone who made her feel like smiling so much.

He had said he wasn’t a brilliant dancer, but he still held her well as they spun slowly across
the dance floor, one of his hands on her back, the other holding her hand, while she held
carefully onto his shoulder. It helped that most students didn’t really know what they were
doing, and Cassius was at least better taught than most of the boys treading on their dates’
toes, which caused a few commotions across the floor. He held her politely, respectfully,
grinning at her as they seemed to float through the song, the hem of her robes brushing her
ankles and her heeled shoes.

“You’re better than you thought you were,” Aurora told him, holding his hand just that little
bit tighter. “You made it sound like this was going to be a disaster.”

“Well, it still could be,” Cassius said. “I’m definitely better at Quidditch than at dancing.”

“Most definitely,” Aurora teased, “but this isn’t bad either.” A small smile tugged at her lips.
“You’re good at it, actually. It’s sweet.”

Cassius grinned. “Well, I’d hope so,” he said, and then raised his hand for her to spin under
him. As she did so, her skirts flared around her, floating in that magical way, before she
returned to him, his hand landing again on her back, but closer to her waist, warm but
tentative. She smiled at the feeling that ran through her, and pressed ever so slightly closer to
him as the song came to and end and the band struck up a much livelier tune — Do the
Hippogriff.

She almost groaned at the timing but held it in as Cassius’ hand dropped from her waist and
went to held her hand that had been on his shoulder. People started flooding the dance floor,
pressing together in their excitement, jumping and flailing about, and the pair of them had to
hold onto each other tightly in the fight for space.

Cassius drew her closer to him just as someone was about to knock into her, holding her
hands so that she was curled into his side. “Oh, gosh,” she said, laughing. “This is a bit
crowded.”

He grinned, and said, “Spin around again. There might not be as much room but we can still
dance.”

She couldn’t help but smile back as she turned, pulling him with her, and they sank into the
rhythm like everyone else, still holding hands. His eyes stayed on her the whole time, a smile
lighting up his face as they danced together, spinning and swaying, while the music changed
from song to song.



“One last song,” Aurora said, clasping him tightly as her feet began to ache. “Then we can
take a seat. And get a drink, wherever it is.”

“Sounds a plan,” Cassius said, and spun her around again, before bringing her back towards
him. They were close now, closer than she’d intended, but Aurora found she didn’t mind the
close proximity, or the way his thumb drifted over her knuckles, raising a tingle of warmth on
her skin. They were close enough that she could feel his warmth breath against her, that in
her heels she could meet his eyes by tilting her head up slightly, that in this position their lips
were closer to each other. Her heart pounded in her chest at the thought and she was sure he
heard it — or perhaps he just knew, perhaps he just felt the same — because he brought her
closer and leaned down, and then his lips brushed against hers.

Aurora had never kissed someone before and wasn’t entirely certain of how it was supposed
to feel, physically, but on an emotional level, the gesture made her heart burst as she returned
the kiss. It lasted only a moment, but for that moment, the rest of the ball faded, and when
Aurora drew back, holding in her smile was too much of a chore to continue. Cassius grinned
at her, hands holding hers. There was a second in which they considered one another,
considered their situation, where to go from there, and then Aurora gave a small, subtle nod
and he held her hands tighter, beaming.

Once the song faded into the next, they left the dance floor, Aurora giddy at the feeling of
Cassius’s hand holding hers. “I’ll get us drinks,” Cassius said, face flushed. “You want to find
somewhere to sit?”

Aurora nodded, slightly breathless — something which she blamed entirely on the dance
floor, of course — and headed back towards their table, only to find that it had been taken
over by a group of Beauxbatons students who stared at her when she came near. Resisting the
urge to roll her eyes, Aurora turned back the way she came, spying an empty table closer to
the dance floor but unfortunately near to where Potter and Weasley were sitting with
Hermione Granger, the latter two looking furious with each other while Potter sat, rather
baffled, in the middle.

“—who was the one who wanted his autograph?” Granger was asking shrilly, cheeks flushed.
“Who’s got a model of him up in his dormitory?”

“I s’pose he asked to go with him while you were in the library?”

“Yes, he did,” Granger said, as Aurora sat down two tables away, keeping her eyes fixed
pointedly on Cassius across the hall, who appeared to have gotten into conversation with
Viktor Krum himself. “So what?”

“What happened — trying to get him to join spew—”

“Hey, Black,” Potter’s voice said, as he sat down in the seat next to her. Aurora turned
sharply, glaring.

“Yes?”



He looked her up and down, frowned, then jerked his head back towards his two quarrelling
friends, who seemed not to have noticed his absence, or otherwise did not care. With an
awkward clearing of the throat, he said, “Krum seems... Cheerful.”

Glancing over to where Krum stood with Cassius, Aurora wasn’t sure. He wasn’t scowling,
but that did not feel particularly cheerful to her. “What do you want?”

“Nothing!” He glanced back at his friends. “Okay, I wanted to get away from that fight.”

“I couldn’t blame you,” Aurora said, pursing her lips. “Though I don’t know why you think
that means you have to talk to me.”

Potter scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Well, I don’t know why you decided to sit at the table
next to mine.”

“Because some Beauxbatons students have taken over my table,” she said, rolling her eyes,
“don’t get all worried, Potter, I expect Cassius will be over in a minute and we’ll get out of
your hair.”

Potter scowled, then looked at the dance floor, seeming annoyed by something. “You know,”
Aurora pointed out, “just because Cho Chang rejected you doesn’t mean you have to mope
all evening. Patil really doesn’t look like she’s enjoying herself.”

He blinked, surprised for a moment, before settling to glare at her. “I’m not moping,” he
muttered, “and she didn’t reject me. She said she would’ve liked to go with me but...
Someone else asked her first.”

Aurora pressed her lips together to keep from smirking. “So she let you down gently.”

“No!” Potter snapped. “Stop being a jerk, Black.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Alright, Potter, keep your hair on. Sorry.”

They sat in silence, for a moment, Potter tapping his foot off the floor in the most aggravating
of ways. She could sense the nervous tension in the air, flooded with the lingering argument
between his friends a few feet away.

“What’s bothering you?” she asked at last, tired of the tension in his shoulders and the way he
was staring blankly at the dance floor.

“What?” He turned to her sharply. “Nothing! Why — why d’you think there’s something
bothering me?”

“Because if there wasn’t something bothering you, you wouldn’t be over here bothering me.
Either it’s just Granger and Weasley — which again, I can’t blame you for trying to get out of
whatever makes her look like she’s going to throw a shoe at his head—” Potter turned
sharply, as though expecting to see a shoe fly through the air at any moment “—or there’s
something else you want to say to me and you won’t say it because you’re you and you
always make things far more difficult than they need to be. So, which is it?”



For a moment he stared at her in surprise, which turned quickly — as it always did — to
irritation, and then Potter said simply, “I think something’s wrong with Karkaroff.”

That took her more off guard than it should have, but it was said so casually that Aurora
couldn’t help but take a moment to process it. “I see?”

“Look at the way he’s walking,” he said, nodding his head in the direction of the surly
Durmstrang Headmaster. “Like he’s limping.”

“Hm.” Aurora pursed her lips. “Maybe he’s trying to get out of dancing.”

“I’m being serious, Black.”

“So am I.” She sighed, watching as the Durmstrang headmaster limped along. He held his left
arm strangely too, shoulder turned in towards himself. “You want to interrogate him, aren’t
you?”

“No,” Potter said, too quickly.

Aurora pressed her lips together. “Are you going to transform yourself into Viktor Krum to
— probably illegally and definitely unethically — glean some dirty secrets then? Or do you
have another original idea?”

“I’m not interrogating anyone,” he said, almost bashfully. “But you agree it’s weird, right?”
He turned swiftly then, surprising Aurora, until she realised where his gaze had landed. “I
think he’s trying to kill Crouch.”

She stared at him for a moment, head empty, before managing to recover and say, “You
what?”

“Well, someone’s trying to kill Crouch—”

“Much as I appreciate your concern, we don’t actually know that—”

“And Karkaroff’s well shifty, especially at the First Task, and you can tell Crouch doesn’t
like him.”

“But you could say the same about Professor Moody. Also, you cannot just say things like
that! Especially when anyone could hear!”

Potter snorted and shook his head. “Crouch needs to work out for someone, anyway. And
Karkaroff...”

“He is creepy,” Aurora agreed as he trailed off, “but I don’t know. If he is, he’s not going to
try anything here. Too many people.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You never like anything, Potter. Listen, you know I think something’s wrong, too. But we
don’t know what, and to be honest, Potter, you don’t have to be the one to get involved. If it



doesn’t affect you... Just enjoy your night.”

Aurora was almost amused to see the offence on his face. “Do you really care about Crouch
that much?”

“Well, Karkaroff used to be a Death Eater! He could be up to anything.”

Aurora nodded wearily. “Even so,” she said, softening her voice as she saw Crouch go over
to Ron Weasley, and Cassius and Krum begin to move towards them, “you’re not going to be
able to do anything right now. And it’s not up to you, anyway. But if something happens at
the Second Task, I suppose, we might have more of an idea what’s going on.”

“So you agree something’s going on.”

“I agree there is always a possibility of something going on, especially when you happen to
be around, Potter.”

To that he had little to say, and for a moment there was a lull. Aurora leaned back, watching
as Cassius and Krum came over, holding drinks, just as Hermione Granger stormed away
from a bemused Barty Crouch, leaving a baffled and somewhat angry Weasley behind.
Padma Patil, Weasley’s unfortunate date, finally left him to dance with a Beauxbatons boy —
Aurora silently cheered for her — and Cassius, oblivious to everything that had just
happened, handed Aurora a glass of a pale pink liquid, before coming to sit in the seat beside
her. His hand lingered by her waist as he did so, making her shiver.

“Potter,” Cassius said stiffly, giving only the briefest of nods which Potter did not reciprocate.
Cassius paid it no mind, bowing his head to talk to Aurora. “Is he bothering you?”

“No more than usual,” she said lightly, and exchanged a nervous, warning glance with Potter.
“Granger and Weasley had a fight, not that that’s particularly out of the ordinary.” She sipped
her drink, a sweet, strawberry-flavoured thing. “What is this?”

“I’m not sure, but it looked fruity and probably not alcoholic, so I figured it’d be alright.”
Aurora chuckled. “Though apparently,” he said as Potter gave a loud sigh and went to join
Weasley, “people are talking about a bit of an afterparty in the common room.”

She smiled over the rim of her glass. “Sounds good.”

They both sipped at their drinks for a moment, before Cassius said, “Snape looks even less
cheerful than he did that Valentine’s Day.”

Aurora glanced up, following his gaze, and grinned. “Good.”

With a short laugh, Cassius turned to her, frowning. “Really? Don’t you like him?”

“No.” Aurora scoffed. “Have I ever given you the impression that I did? He hates me, and the
feeling is very much mutual.”

“What’s he done to deserve that?” Cassius asked, brow furrowed. “I mean, he isn’t the most
pleasant bloke — why do you think he hates you? He’s a git to everyone.”



“My first lesson with him, he specifically picked on me to answer questions during the
register, and called me arrogant when I got them all right.” Cassius laughed. “What?”

“Nothing. I can just imagine you staring him down and rhyming off answers. He’s a sour git,
though.”

“Too right.” Aurora glanced at him and knocked her glass against his, just as she brushed
against his shoulder. Snape moved off when she glanced up, seeing him muttering to
Karkaroff again. “He was in the same year as my father when they were at school,” she
admitted, heart hammering when Cassius looked at her — it was not often that she spoke of
her father, and she could not recall broaching the subject with him before. “They hated each
other, and it seems that I inherited Snape’s hatred. He hated Potter’s father too, and hates him
for it as well — which is in some ways even more unfair, considering. But it doesn’t
particularly bother me that he doesn’t like me. I think it’s petty, but it isn’t as if he has a
particularly charming personality. I doubt I’m missing out.”

Cassius chuckled. “You know I asked him if I could get extra Potions practice time before
O.W.L.s last year — I’m rubbish at Potions — and he looked at me like I’d asked him to
clear the stables. And he wonders why so few of his students do well.”

“Oh, it’s all due to our natural dunderheadedness,” Aurora mocked, taking another sip of her
drink as Cassius laughed.

Another beat of quiet, and then, “My sister didn’t like him either. Clara told me one time she
got this sludge stuck to her cauldron, and he never let it go, he’d always bring it up. She left
long before I started, of course, but I’m certain Snape made the connection with me too. Then
again, he probably finds a reason for disliking every student in the school.” He shrugged.
“Doesn’t help that Clara was a Ravenclaw, he’s a bit nicer to me, and was to Viola. I think
because of her house.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Aurora said, “he does pick on the Gryffindors in our class. I dread
to think how awful he would be if I had been sorted there.” She tilted her head as they both
drank, and met his eyes with a frown. “Was it strange, having sisters so much older than you?
You said Clara was, what, ten years older than you? And Viola fourteen?” Cassius nodded.
She was sure there were some siblings with larger gaps, but having both of his sisters at
boarding school while he was a child must have been odd. “I suppose it would be helpful to
have someone to tell you about Hogwarts more recently than your parents, though.”

Cassius shrugged. “To be honest, I’m not sure it really registered with me. I was only one
when Clara started school, so I didn’t really remember her that well. They’d just be in my life
for a couple months a year. I mean, they’re great, but I am jealous of people with closer
siblings. I know you don’t have any, so that might still sound silly.”

“I have a Draco,” Aurora said, glancing over to where her cousin was dancing with Pansy,
both of them flushed but smiling widely. “It’s close enough.”

She nodded for him to continue, he did. “I guess it didn’t bother me when I was younger. And
it’s not like it’s awful or anything. It is a bit weird that Vi’s daughter is only ten years younger



than I am, but it’s alright really. I like the kids, though I did get told off in the summer for
trying to teach Louise to play Quidditch. I thought seven was a fair age to start though.”

“I was definitely flying by seven,” Aurora said, and he nodded indignantly.

“Exactly! But she’s all precious about her. I said she’d never get on the house team if we
didn’t start training her but apparently my priorities and my sister’s priorities aren’t the
same.” He rolled his eyes, but there was an edge of laughter to it, and Aurora laughed with
him.

“D’you think we’ll finally get a decent Quidditch season next year?” Aurora asked. “Whether
it’s you or Graham in charge — obviously I’m totally impartial on that matter—” she winked
at him, feeling bold, and he grinned “—but we seriously need to make up for this year. And
it’ll be your last year, too.”

“Don’t remind me,” Cassius said, groaning. “That’s an absolutely terrifying thought. Then
we’ll have two years of you and Malfoy running the show, and then — we’re gone.”

“Just like that.” She sighed. “Well, I certainly intend to smash Gryffindor in the cup at some
stage. Preferably next year.”

Cassius laughed and leaned closer, finishing off his drink. Again, Aurora rapidly grew aware
of her own heartbeat, of the scent of his cologne, of the flecks of emerald in his eyes. She
leaned into him, tilting her head up to meet his eyes properly, so that their lips were close to
touching — and was promptly startled by someone stumbling towards their table.

“Sorry!” they yelled, with a red flush and a startled gaze that indicated they had put
something stronger than butterbeer in their drink, and hurried off, cackling.

The moment, however, was gone, and Aurora felt rather annoyed at the red-faced student
who had disturbed their bubble. She downed her drink, and Cassius took her hand. “Come
on,” he said, grinning, “there’s no rules against going out in the grounds for some air, are
there?”

A warm flush broke over Aurora’s cheeks, but she shook her head, standing up. “I don’t
believe there are. Shall we?”

It was surprisingly easy to slip out of the hall with everyone dancing, not paying them any
mind. Cassius’s hand was warm in hers, and Aurora allowed herself to smile as they hurried
down the front steps of the castle into the grounds, keeping to the shadows. Just because there
weren’t any rules telling them not to go out into the grounds didn’t mean the teachers would
be pleased if they were there — not that they were the only ones, by the sounds of things.

Aurora shivered slightly as they went through the snow, though thankfully the path had been
cleared by the Durmstrang and Beauxbatons students coming up for the ball earlier. Cassius
cast a warming charm over the both of them.

Once they were a little ways out, by some rose bushes, they ducked into the shadows. A
small thrill went through Aurora at the fact, how forbidden it was. It was perhaps not the



most sensible, most practical thing to do. Aurora’s rebellious streak had so far been confined
to poorly thought out scholarly endeavours or assisting innocent prison escapees. Not
romance, not personal feelings or wants.

But in the shadows by the rose bushes, finally alone, a burst of confidence allowed her to
reach up and settle her hands on Cassius’s shoulder as she kissed him gently. His lips were
soft, and now he tasted something like that same strawberry drink she had been sipping
earlier. At first he seemed surprised by her forwardness, then swiftly returned the kiss, one
hand brushing over her shoulder. It was gentle, sweet, and Aurora leaned into it, and the
pleasant warmth she found with him.

Cassius smiled against her lips and cupped her chin with his free hand, thumb brushing her
jaw in a way that made her shiver. When he pulled back, his eyes were bright, and there was
a faint sheen on his mouth where her lipgloss had left its mark. “Earlier,” he said in a low
voice, “when I just said you looked great... What I meant to say is, that you look gorgeous.”

Her cheeks burned at the compliment, but Aurora couldn’t restrain her smile as she stood on
her tiptoes to kiss him again, only to be cut off by the sound of voices nearby and someone
moving through the bushes. Panic jumped into her throat and she moved her hand to hold
Cassius’s tightly, as he drew her closer to him, hiding in the shadows from the intruder.

“...don’t see what there is to fuss about, Igor,” said Snape’s voice, and Aurora held in her
gasp, leaning back soundlessly.

“Severus,” said Karkaroff’s voice, laced with anxiety, “you cannot pretend this isn’t
happening. It’s been getting clearer and clearer for months, I am becoming seriously
concerned, I cannot—”

“Then flee.” Aurora resisted the urge to move and try and listen more clearly — her heart
was hammering so loud in her chest that she was sure Cassius could hear it, with his arms
wrapped around her as they were. “Flee, I will make your excuses. I, however, am staying at
Hogwarts.”

There was a blasting sound and one of the rose bushes across from them burst apart,
revealing two shadowy figures. Aurora backed up into Cassius, trying to figure out the best
way to make a run for it before they got caught, and it seemed he was thinking the same
thing.

“Ten points from Hufflepuff, Fawcett!” he barked at someone. “And ten from Ravenclaw,
Stebbins!”

His voice faded, though Aurora could still make out the irritability of it. Only when she was
certain he had left did Aurora let herself breathe again. Cassius chuckled into her hair from
behind.

“That was not funny,” she whispered breathlessly, “I thought for sure he was going to catch
me.”

“He wouldn’t take points from us at least.”



“No, he’d probably just give me detention for the rest of my life.” She stepped away from
Cassius, though immediately missed the warmth from his chest. His lips were still quirked
into a smile as he looked at her. “That wasn’t funny! It was terrifying!”

“Only a little,” Cassius said, voice teasing. “They couldn’t have done anything, really. And
they’re gone now, so...”

He held his hand out again, but Aurora couldn’t help the worry that she could be caught. It
wasn’t as though they were being particularly improper, but she didn’t want awful gossip, nor
did she want the awful embarrassment of Snape catching her, of all people. People would
talk. Society would talk, and she didn’t want that.

So she took in a small breath, steadying herself. “We should probably head back inside,
before anyone comes looking for us.”

He tried to downplay his disappoint, and the glimmer of confusion, but nodded, coming to
her side. “Alright then. But, Aurora — obviously the ball isn’t over yet anyway, but would
you like to do something like this again? A date, I mean? There’s the Hogsmeade weekend
coming up in February.”

He looked so hopeful, and Aurora so dearly wanted to accept. One date would hardly ruin
her, after all.

She smiled softly, taking her hand as they stepped out from behind the rosebushes, spotting
the other figures on the path, all of them appearing to be students. “I’d like that,” she said
quietly. “So, that’s a yes.”

Grinning, they headed back inside. They passed Potter and Weasley on the way, both of them
looking disturbed by something. Potter stared at her as she passed and Aurora raised her
eyebrows, smirking in challenge.

Still, her mind went to Snape and Karkaroff, and she felt a chill. Maybe she had been too
quick to dismiss Potter tonight. He had a point, after all, she had to admit.

She just hoped she didn’t have to be affected by it. She wished this year, at least, could just
be normal.

Chapter End Notes

peace out ✌ 



Skeeter’s Scoop

The comedown from the school-wide high of the Yule Ball was felt everywhere by the end of
the year. New Year’s Eve, Slytherin held a party in the common room for everyone, and at
midnight a large group snuck out of the dungeons to watch fireworks coming from
Hogsmeade Village. Cassius kissed Aurora at the bells, making her blush furiously,
something which both Gwen and Pansy teased her for relentlessly. After, though, it was
straight back into homework and preparing for the next term.

Aurora had projects of her own to work through, quite different from the nights she spent in
the common room with her friends, going over Herbology diagrams and Potions notes. This
was a rather separate matter entirely — that of the strange, smoky quartz ring she had
inherited three years ago. The remnants of a curse still lingered about it, despite her attempts
to free it. Sometimes she swore she could hear it whispering, but whenever she truly tried to
listen, the sound faded.

It was a letter from Callidora that gave her a breakthrough. It had taken Aurora so long to
decide whether or not to reach out, but Callidora, Marius and Cedrella all wrote to her shortly
after Christmas, only brief messages, though courteous all the same. Aurora had, however,
written back to Callidora with a slightly longer letter asking for any knowledge she had
surrounding family heirlooms and curses. It was hesitating, but there was only so much that
Andromeda and her father could tell her, and she didn’t know how to broach the subject in a
letter to Narcissa — especially given her dwindling trust in Lucius, which had never been
particularly strong anyway — but Callidora, from years spent on the fringes of the family but
still very much aware of it, had much more to offer, and Aurora felt her feelings had far less
hurt to hear from Callidora.

The stone, Callidora suspected, was not regular quartz but instead a Lapis Nocte, taken from
what used to be known as Hellgates. Fabled entrances to the Underworld — no one now
knew where they were or knew how to open them, and in truth it was likely that much of the
stories of their magical properties had been distorted, but according to Callidora the ancient
magical stones had been of great interest to her own father, and to his father before him.

With that in mind, and a new focus for her research which had been at a dead end for the
better part of two years, Aurora set herself the challenge of reading up on magical geology.
Lapis Nocte was highly rare, and while some old Alchemists had tried to recreate it, none had
achieved the task, and little was written on the subject. This meant that Hogwarts’ library was
equally sparse in terms of research materials, even when Aurora combed both the Alchemy
and Magical Geology sections. The Restricted Section, she thought, might be of more use,
but she didn’t want to ask for permission from a teacher and have to explain her reasons why.
Snape certainly wouldn’t allow it, and she doubted that anyone else would either. She would
have to seriously suck up to Professor Babbling and claim it was for a Runes project, or else
Professor Hagrid, and confuse him into just giving her permission anyway, though the latter
was likely to be far more questionable to Madam Pince.



Still, she vowed to find a way, and in the meantime worked on the few tomes which she was
able to find, connecting rocks with enchantments — both naturally occurring and cast — and
their uses in amulets. There was little about their use in rings, but she did find some anecdote
of Lapis Nocte being used in amulets and brooches, protective talismans. She had never
thought of the ring as protective before — the dark magic in it was tangible, a cold, sharp
sensation that toyed with her nerves if she tried to put it in — but perhaps the enchantments
were two-fold. Or corrupted — from her research, the main takeaway so far had been that
anything was possible.

The night before the end of the holidays, Cassius broke her out of her studies, sitting beside
her on the sofa before the fireplace. His arm was placed over the back of the sofa, fingertips
lingering near her shoulder. “What you looking at?” he asked, peering over, and Aurora
closed the book quickly, smiling. She hadn’t told anyone about her project, and she wasn’t
going to start now. Not even with Cassius.

“Just some random stuff, really. Thought I might as well look at something other than
schoolwork.” She turned her head, seeing him frown.

“Do you always read just to learn?”

“Not always,” she said, thinking of the secret fiction books Gwen sometimes let her borrow,
hidden away in their dorm room, “mostly. I enjoy it. And it’s important.”

“Even on your last night of freedom before classes start again?” Cassius peered over at her
book again and Aurora tensed, holding it tightly.

“I suppose I could be persuaded to tear myself away from it,” she said, still with a protective
hold. It wasn’t as if she was getting very far with it anyway, and it was growing late. “Why?”

He shrugged. “I figured we could stand to spend some time together. I can bring a chessboard
over, or we can just... Chat.”

Aurora flushed — usually when they said they were going to talk, there wound up being a
fair bit of kissing involved. Not that she minded that, but it still felt slightly strange, and she
wasn’t sure that the common room was really the best setting, especially considering that the
younger students had all now returned from their break.

“How about chess?” she said nervously, trying to smile. “I’m sure there’s plenty time to chat
later.”

To her relief, Cassius appeared unfazed by this, and was quick to fetch a board from a
cupboard and set it up between them. They were able to chat over the game, which Cassius
eventually won, though not without sacrificing very many pieces. And she had to admit that,
despite her earlier determination to read and study, it was good to be able to relax on the last
night before term started, and enjoy the company of something new and strange, but not
unwelcome.

-*



Snow was still thick on the grounds outside in the morning when Aurora went upstairs for
breakfast. She dreaded having to go out for Care of Magical Creatures later that day, and
hoped that she would have time to run back to the dungeons and pick up her warmer cloak
before then.

As she was halfway through breakfast, going over their History essay with Theodore,
Daphne, and Leah MacMillan, Draco let out a loud laugh which startled her from across the
table. He was waving around a copy of the Daily Prophet, showing Vincent and Greg, and
looking very pleased with himself.

She and Theodore exchanged questioning looks, but neither knew what it was about, and so
went back to their essays until Draco interrupted them again.

“Aurora,” he called, waving the newspaper in her face. She batted it away from her cheek,
frowning.

“Yes?”

“Look at this.”

“Why?” She eyed the paper with suspicion.

“I get a feature.”

“You what?” she asked sharply and snatched it from him. “What did you do?”

“Nothing,” he said, then at her frown said, “nothing bad, I’m fine, it isn’t about me. Just read
it.”

Still frowning, Aurora smoothed the pages, seeing first a picture of Professor Hagrid and then
a headline which read: DUMBLEDORE’S GIANT MISTAKE

As soon as she saw the name Rita Skeeter, she groaned. “Draco, you didn’t talk to that
woman, did you? You know how I feel about—”

“Just read!” Draco urged, grinning. “Go on.”

With a sigh, Aurora went on. Skeeter seemed critical of Dumbledore and of Moody from the
first paragraph, but it was clear that Professor Hagrid was her target.

Apparently his classes were ‘very frightening’ — which they could be, Aurora supposed, but
it was not as though they had not dealt with any other frightening creatures in Defense, or
jinxes or curses — and Draco had given a statement about his being attacked by Buckbeak
the hippogriff. This was true, but the next part she knew to be a blatant lie.

“You said Vince got bitten by a flobberworm?” she asked, flabbergasted. “Draco, they don’t
even have teeth! That’s terrible!”

Draco shrugged. “I did get maimed by that hippogriff.”



Leah MacMillan made a derisive snorting sound which Aurora pointedly ignored. “You
couldn’t even come up with a believable lie! That would take all of five minutes to disprove,
Draco, honestly!”

The rest of the accusations she understood — it was after all entirely possible that the Blast-
Ended Skrewts had been illegally bred, and she had speculated as such before — but it was
the revelation after this which caught her attention.

“A giant?” she said, looking up to the High Table, where Professor Hagrid was conspicuously
absent. “Half-giant?”

It would explain his size, but goodness... Aurora looked up to Professor Dumbledore, whose
face was unusually grave. Surely he could not let a half-giant teach in a school? Giants were
known to be bloodthirsty and even if Hagrid was only half-giant, didn’t he think it
concerning?

Then again, she thought, he had allowed Professor Lupin to teach and he was a werewolf.
Granted, there were precautions, but she absolutely could believe that Dumbledore knew
Hagrid to be a half-giant and turned a blind eye. There were no laws to say that someone with
giant blood could not be in such a position, but even so, the idea of it was unsettling.

She knew Professor Hagrid, she reminded herself. He was rather foolish and reckless and had
gotten Draco injured by failing to provide adequate safety checks on the class, but he wasn’t
a bad person. He had been kind to her, after all. He didn’t intend anyone to get hurt, but he
did put them in harm’s way by his own failings. That wasn’t really because of blood, though,
was it?

And it wasn’t as thought Gilderoy Lockhart hadn’t done the same, especially if Potter was to
be believed about his tale in the chamber of secrets, which he had told her father. Conflicted,
Aurora scanned the rest of the article, confused as to whether Skeeter believed Hagrid’s
mother had been in You-Know-Who’s army or just assumed that she had been. Harry Potter
got a mentioned too — of course — just a suggestion from Skeeter that he was too vulnerable
to be around Hagrid, that he surely was clinging to any quasi-parental figure he could find
and was, distressingly, drawn to such dangerous beings as not only Hagrid, but Aurora’s own
father and Remus. Scowling at that last part, she folded the paper up with a sigh to hand back
to her cousin.

“He is rather incompetent as a teacher,” she admitted, “but I can’t believe you spoke to Rita
Skeeter about him. This article is ridiculous, Draco, all over.”

Draco shrugged, taking the paper back. “She asked. Besides, he’s an idiot. Maybe now we’ll
get a decent teacher, not a half-giant. Anything could have happened with a half-breed
teaching.”

She thought back to the insinuation of the giantess Fridwulfa’s association with the Dark
Lord, and felt a tight stretch of irritation. It was not as if Draco’s family were innocent, after
all. Nor were hers, but she — well, she did not endorse it. Not really. Anything could have
happened with Lucius Malfoy around, and he had been a school governor.



“I hate Rita Skeeter,” she reminded him primly, trying to avoid the rest of her thoughts. This,
too, was the best angle with which to discuss the matter with Draco, the angle she hoped he
would be most receptive too. She could not voice those other thoughts out loud, and certainly
not to Draco — it would not be fair to him, she felt. “And you know that. Don’t you
remember what she wrote about me last year?”

“Yeah,” Draco said, “but that was all nonsense. No one believed it.”

She scoffed, anger welling behind her eyes. “Maybe not from your perspective, but that’s
certainly not the case, Draco. People have believed such things as Rita Skeeter wrote about
me the whole time, Draco. It was awful, knowing what people thought of me, for something I
had no control over. And — Hagrid isn’t the same. It’s not the same situation — but of all
people, Rita Skeeter?” Her voice raised, and a couple of people were looking over, so Aurora
tried to steady herself. Draco stared at her, eyes round and shocked. “It just had to be her?
You spoke to her even though you know she’s awful, and I hate her, and she lies! Didn’t you
think—” She let out a frustrated sigh. Draco hadn’t been thinking and she knew that she
shouldn’t make herself the centre of this argument, but she couldn’t help but feel annoyed
about it. “Never mind,” she sighed, though unable to shake the annoyance lodged between
her ribs, finishing the last of her morning tea and standing up. “What’s done is done. But you
can’t just — just say things like that to people. You could ruin lives! And you lied, Draco!”

“Oh, like you’re such a saint.”

“Maybe not,” Aurora said. “I’m sorry. But you — what if someone last year had spoken to
Rita Skeeter about me, like you did about him? You know how much that article hurt me, you
know how much I hate her.”

“But no one did. And you didn’t do anything wrong, not really, and I mean he’s innocent
anyway—”

“But no one knew that at the time,” she said as kindly as she could, trying to keep her voice
down, trying to avoid causing a scene, “not even me. Someone else getting involved, lying
about me? Would have made everything about that article ten times worse for me. Can’t you
imagine what would have happened if Harry Potter had spoken to Rita Skeeter about me?”
For the first time, something like shame flashed on Draco’s face. “Or anyone, for that matter.
Merlin knows there are plenty of people here who hate me.

“I’m not — I’m not siding with Professor Hagrid, even though there isn’t any actual
evidence.” Other than his outrageous height, of course. It really wasn’t shocking that he was
at least part-giant, in her opinion. “I just — not Rita Skeeter, okay? She doesn’t care about
people or what’s right or wrong, she just wants a story and she’ll make other people’s lives
miserable to get it.”

She picked up her bag, smiled tightly at her cousin, and took in a deep breath. “Sorry for
getting annoyed. But you see my point?”

Draco rolled his eyes, but nodded. “It’s still out there though.” She wasn’t sure that answered
the question.



“You don’t have to be so pleased,” Aurora shot back. “You didn’t have to get involved or do
any of this, but...” She shook her head. “I’m going to fetch my cloak. It’s freezing today.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Gwen, standing up. “Need a blanket to nap in History.”

Aurora rolled her eyes, but was quietly glad for the company as she made her way down into
the dungeon. Talking to Gwen was easy — they chatted idly about Slytherin house gossip,
Aurora and Cassius’s developing relationship which they still hadn’t put a real name to, but
certainly felt like dating, and Gwen’s sisters’ ongoing fight over makeup, which Jessie kept
trying to ‘borrow’ from Yasmin before school, despite being all of ten years old.

Gwen still napped throughout History, as she always did, leaving Aurora and Theodore to sit
together as they scrawled notes here and there. It was Care of Magical Creatures that she was
worried about, even with her cloak, but when she got there, Professor Hagrid was nowhere to
be seen.

Immediately, she was struck with the awful thought that he had been sacked already. For
Dumbledore, that was harsh — but no, she thought, surely they would have been told if there
was a permanent change of staffing. Unless Dumbledore wanted to gloss it over and brush it
under the carpet, as impossible a thing as that was to do in Hogwarts Castle.

His replacement, standing before his hut, happened to be a grey-haired witch, with a
prominent chin, who looked briskly around at them all.

“Hurry up now,” she said, as the last stragglers from Gryffindor arrived, Potter and his
friends among them. Potter of course, looked scandalised by Hagrid’s absence. “The bell rang
five minutes ago!”

Millicent shoved through the last of the snow and huddled at Aurora’s side. “God, you’re
freezing,” she muttered.

“So are you,” Aurora laughed. “Let me feel your hands.” They were like ice, as predicted.
“We should have brought our Herbology gloves.”

“Who’re you?” Ron Weasley asked the new teacher, in a most indelicate manner. “Where’s
Hagrid.”

“My name is Professor Grubbly-Plank,” the new Professor said in her brisk tone, looking
annoyed by the question. “I am your temporary Care of Magical Creatures teacher.”

At least it was only temporary, Aurora thought, though her eyes drifted to the closed curtains
of Hagrid’s hut.

“Where’s Hagrid?” Potter asked again, glaring at the windows.

“He is indisposed,” Grubbly-Plank said.

“Indisposed,” Pansy said, and let out a small, low laugh. Aurora glanced away, a lump lodged
in her throat.



“This way, please,” Grubbly-Plank called as the last students arrived. She led them around
towards a paddock near the Beauxbatons carriage, then past it towards the Forbidden Forest,
where a brilliant white unicorn was tethered to a tree.

“Oh,” Aurora said softly, as they went closer.

The unicorn was bright white, so much that it almost hurt to look at, and everything by it
dimmed in comparison. It was a far cry from the poor, sickly thing she had seen in the forest
in first year and Aurora smiled as the girls were called forward.

“Approach with care,” Grubbly-Plank instructed, “come on, easy does it.”

The Gryffindor girls went forward first, immediately crowding the animal, who stamped on
the ground and threw back its golden mane. “Not so many,” Grubbly-Plank warned sharply.
“Be gentle, ladies. A few at a time and approach slowly. You two!” She turned her eyes on
Aurora and Millicent. “Come forward.”

Aurora felt a wave of nerves wash over her as the unicorn eyed her warily. She and Millicent
took tentative steps forward, and on Grubbly-Plank’s instruction, Aurora raised a gentle hand
to the unicorn’s neck. The unicorn stiffened beneath her touch, and she was about to
withdraw, before it relaxed into her with a low whinnying noise. Something about the unicorn
felt familiar, the soft coat and low hum of energy.

“Very good,” Grubbly-Plank said. “We’ve reassured it now, and the rest of you can start
joining your classmates.”

Again, the Gryffindors advanced first, Hermione Granger even sharing with Aurora a rare
smile as they took the same side of the unicorn. Professor Grubbly-Plank started going over
the magical properties of the unicorn, from her horn to her tail hair.

As she moved back to let the other girls near, Aurora’s gaze wandered over to where her
cousin was standing, showing the Daily Prophet to Potter and Weasley, both of whom looked
furious. She held in a groan — of course, she should not have been so optimistic as to assume
that Draco would keep the article on the down low. He wanted to gloat, wanted to rub it in
Potter’s face, and that annoyed her. Maybe she would have done the same — really, she
thought it more than likely — but that still frustrated her.

Even so, it was Draco’s decision. And she focused instead on the lovely unicorn before her
and Grubbly-Plank’s lecture. The boys could argue over whatever they wanted — it was not
up to her to keep any kind of peace after all, and certainly not at her cousin’s expense. That
was what she tried to rationalise.

She avoided all of them on her way back to the castle after class, but Potter managed to catch
up to her anyway in the Entrance Hall, looking furious.

“Did you know about this?” he demanded, clutching Draco’s copy of the Prophet.

“I did not, Potter,” she said tiredly. “Don’t bring me into this.”



“Have you read it?”

“I have.” She walked on, but he followed.

“You know it’s lies, right? Are you just okay with this?”

“Potter, I don’t have to explain any of my opinions to you.”

He swallowed, pursing his lips. “It’s all lies! And you said you don’t like Rita Skeeter!”

“I don’t,” she told him, weary. “But Draco makes his own decisions, Potter, if you hadn’t
noticed. Don’t bother me about this. I’ve been through it with him already.”

Potter huffed. “How do you not care?”

“Why would you think that I did?”

He looked at her, blinking. “Dunno. Just thought you cared about people knowing the truth.”

“As I said.” She swallowed. “I don’t agree with the article. I have my own thoughts about my
cousin. But don’t bother me about this. I won’t back you. Don’t interfere, Potter.”

He scowled, shaking her head at her. There was something almost like disbelief in it, of the
frustrated sort, as he said in a low voice, “I see you’re still a coward, Black.”

The age-old urge to reach for her wand dawned on her then, the instinct to threaten Potter
with a hex for daring to say a word against her. But instead she merely flexed her fingers
against the wood and kept them there, glaring at him with an only half-hearted irritation.

Because the thing that made her angriest was that she couldn’t find it in her to claim he was
wrong. Was it cowardice to ignore her own fury, her own opinion on what was right and what
was wrong? Was it cowardice to still be uncertain of what right and wrong were, to see the
blurring of lines when it came to what she believed in and who she believed in, was it
cowardice to defy something in private and stay silent in public? Could she even say she
defied something at all if she never brought herself to express that defiance?

“I don’t care for your definitions of my personality,” she told Potter softly, making to step
past him. “Learn to take a hint, won’t you?”

-*

It was an inevitability that the notice was pinned on the notice board that evening,
announcing that the fourth years’ Duelling Club would meet on Saturday afternoon, and all
participants still interested would be organised into a training tournament. Draco and Pansy
were no longer interested, nor were Vincent and Greg, and by the time Saturday arrived, it
was a group of eight Slytherins — herself, Theodore, Gwen and Robin, Millie, Apollo Jones,
Lewis Stebbins, and Leah MacMillan — that made their way back to the Great Hall after
lunch had been cleared away.



There were perhaps another two dozen students who had chosen to return, a large proportion
of them Gryffindors and Ravenclaws, with only a handful of Hufflepuffs.

“Good,” Moody grunted at them, “you’re all here. Professor Flitwick’ll tell you how we’re
running things.”

Flitwick gave him a look, then smiled as he stepped up and flicked his wand to make the
doors close. “Come closer, everyone, come closer. This is a nice little group we’ve got here.”

“Perfect for hexing each other,” Moody said, and Aurora withheld a smile.

“Now, we’ve had a little look at your classwork and general spell ability, and based on that
and your performances last time, come up with a little ranking system. Don’t worry — none
of you will be told your ranks, it’s only to decide who faces who. We’ve got a nice number to
work with, so you’ll all be paired up in brackets and then whoever wins each match will play
the winner of another and so on. Hopefully this’ll challenge those who need challenged and
help those who need some improvement!” She saw Neville Longbottom, who had for some
reason decided to continue with the club, knead his hands together nervously. “Now, I’m sure
none of you are going to do each other real damage, and you shouldn’t! Professor Moody and
I are going to run you through some other mild jinxes before we get started on each other. If
you’ll all watch!”

He turned just as sharply and suddenly as he had last time. He and Moody bowed to each
other and then started flicking their wands, calling jinxes — impedimenta, flipendo, relashio,
ebublio, brachiabindo — which had varying effects and holds. Flitwick’s successful bubble
jinx, for example, held Moody in a transparent bubble for two seconds before he broke it,
splashing everyone near him with water, and firing a Revulsion Jinx straight at Flitwick,
whose grip on his wand loosened and disturbed the trajectory of the impediment jinx he had
aimed at Moody, causing it to instead bounce off the window and dissolve in red sparks.

Moody eventually won out over Flitwick, possibly rehearsed, and they both turned to the
impressed group of students. They got Perhaps ten minutes to practice the incantations on
sparring dummies which Flitwick conjured along the hall, before being split into their first
pairs.

Aurora, to her amusement, had been paired with Robin, who grimaced at her. “You aren’t
scared of me now, are you, Oliphant?” she teased as the others were sorted out. Harry Potter
was pitted against Ron Weasley, which she personally thought was a horrible idea.

“Terrified,” he drawled mockingly, “when I beat you, Gwen’ll have my head for it.”

She grinned, gripping her wand as she waited for the signal to begin. “I’m sure it won’t come
to that, Oliphant,” Aurora said sweetly.

“Bow,” Moody instructed them, and they did, Aurora holding Robin’s gaze with a mocking
stare which he reciprocated. They straightened up, and he said, “Begin!”

“Relashio!” Aurora started immediately, and Robin fumbled his wand halfway through a
Disarming Spell. That gave her time to twist and hit him again with an Impediment Jinx.



Robin tripped, but got a hold on his wand again and whirled around. “Flipendo!” he cried,
causing her to stumble back as blue light hit against her shoulder.

He hit her with a Stunner as she tried to regain her footing, but she dodged and managed to
block it before sending back a Binding Jinx. It didn’t work quite as intended, as he could still
move his limbs, but was greatly restricted, and she managed to get some of her breath back
before he made another attempt at Disarming her.

Aurora shouted, “Protego!” to stop it and the spell glanced off, fizzling against the ground.

“Finite!” Robin panted at the same time she said, “Petrificus Totalus!” causing the two spells
to collide and ricochet. He lurched upwards while Aurora ducked her own glancing spell, and
she dodged out of the way of his next jinx.

“Stupefy!” she said under her breath, flicking her wrist so that red light soared towards him,
suitably stunning him for enough time that she could counter his Impediment Jinx with a
Knockback Jinx of her own, finishing him off as he was thrown back against the ground,
groaning.

“I concede,” he said, wincing, as she looked down at him. “Ouch.”

“What did you hurt?” she asked briskly, helping him to his feet.

“My pride, my arse, and my right shoulder.”

Aurora snickered, waving Professor Flitwick over. “Who won? Black? Very good, very good,
you’ll be against Miss Bones next. You sit this round out, Oliphant, I’m sure your next
opponent won’t mind.”

Robin grumbled, and Aurora frowned at him in insincere apology. “Rematch next time,” he
said, and she rolled her eyes.

“If you enjoy getting knocked on your arse, who am I to deny you?”

In a most childish gesture, Robin stuck out his tongue at her, and Aurora laughed, watching
him being ushered to a bench by a rather disapproving Professor Flitwick. Theodore’s duel
with Gwen was still ongoing, as was Leah MacMillan’s with Apollo Jones, but Millicent had
managed to triumph over Lavender Brown, and she noticed Frida Selwyn of Gryffindor had
managed to win against Padma Patil.

Granger and Potter both seemed to have had quick success with their respective opponents,
but from the looks of it, they were to face each other next, and Aurora had to admit she was
curious as to who would win. Potter had a more reflexive style of magic, but Granger was
precise and likely knew far more spells than he did.

She turned to eye Susan Bones, who was watching the father fierce duel between her
housemate Alice Runcorn and the Ravenclaw Kevin Entwhistle. Susan was the niece of
Amelia Bones from the Department of Magical Law Enforcement, who was herself an
accomplished duellist. It would hardly be surprising, then, that Susan had picked up some of



that Duelling knowledge — her defeat of Lisa Turpin had been swift and impressive. Aurora
supposed she should have tried to pay more attention to the Hufflepuff. She was rather
unassuming, but that did not mean she wasn’t a fierce duellist. Defeating someone like
Robin, whose weaknesses and style she was already familiar with, was one thing. Susan
would challenge her, she knew.

They rotated Duelling partners when Theo finally prevailed over Gwendolyn, and Leah over
Apollo. Aurora bowed to Susan but held her gaze firmly. This did nothing to intimidate the
Hufflepuff, who merely raised her eyebrows as they straightened and held her wand with a
perfect, clearly practiced grip. Still, Aurora noted a stiffness to her shoulders, and her rigid
stance.

As soon as Moody let them begin, she started on a spell, but Susan did too, and she was
faster. Aurora didn’t have the time to block the Impediment Jinx, and so stumbled forward,
causing the Knockback Jinx which she had aimed at her opponent to lose its trajectory and
only catch Susan’s leg, pushing her back but not fiercely enough to have major consequences
as intended.

Their spells went back and forth like that for some time, neither managing to quite keep any
upper hands that they did gain. Susan had a habit of favouring jabbing wand movements
more than more fluid motions or flicks, and while that made her spells stronger when they
landed, it also made them more predictable and easier to dodge. Aurora, on the other hand,
favoured a more mobile tactic, and managed to sneak quite a few spells past Susan’s shields
and counters, but it soon wore her down.

The duel was revolving around Susan, and Aurora had to turn it around. She fired off a Jelly-
Legs Jinx, which afforded her some time to get her breath back and erect a shield while
Susan stumbled about. Susan aimed a Revulsion Charm, and while Aurora moved to dodge
it, it seemed that had been Susan’s intention — she put herself right in the spell’s path
instead, causing her wand to slip and Susan to regain her balance. They both aimed
Disarming Jinxes at the same time, and this time Aurora stood her ground until the very last
second, drawing her wand up to cause the spell to glance off and ricochet back at Susan,
joining the path of her own spell in one line like fraying red rope, and flinging the wand from
her hand.

Breathing heavily, Aurora stepped forward, clutching her own wand. Susan panted, but
managed a grin. “I concede,” she said. “But you move too much. Waste too much energy.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows, mouth lifting in a smirk as she moved her wand and held her
free hand out for Susan to shake. “Your style is too predictable. You always cast the same
way, and leave yourself open.”

Susan laughed, shaking her hand. “Thanks, Black.”

“Anytime. You’re really good,” she admitted. “Did your aunt teach you to duel like that?”

“Sort of,” Susan told her, looking around at the few other duels still going. “More like I spent
my summers trying to copy her. I still have a lot to learn though, clearly.”



“I suppose we all do,” Aurora said, releasing her hand and bending to pick up Susan’s wand
and give it back to her. “Good show, though, Bones.”

With only two opponents left, Aurora let herself catch her breath and take a drink of water
from the table set up at the end of the hall. Gwen joined her, watching on.

“That was more of a workout than I thought,” she said, untying and then retying her hair.
“Bloody exhausted, and we’re halfway through. Are you going against Nott?”

“I think so,” Aurora said, and Gwen sighed.

“I didn’t think he’d be as good as he is. I mean, I know I’m not the best or anything but I
thought I’d last a little longer. He’s really quick.”

“Is this you trying to give me a... What did you call it? Not a motivational speech.”

“Pep talk!” Gwen laughed. “Well, I just want to see you win. Not that I don’t like Nott, but I
am a bit bitter about my shoulder.”

“He hurt your shoulder?”

“He didn’t mean to, but I tripped on the Impediment Jinx and went flying. That’s how he got
my wand too, it was really annoying. Anyway, you can’t talk, after Robin.”

Aurora hummed. “I suppose so. Good shot, Theodore, then.”

Gwen scoffed and bumped her side. “Lucky shot, more like. I’ll get him next time.”

“Rotate!” Moody called over the crowd of now chattering students. “Take a minute to relax
and then back into it. Dark wizards won’t wait for you to get a drink of water.”

“But professors probably should,” Gwen muttered darkly, and Aurora laughed as they set
their glasses down.

She met Theodore’s eyes across the hall and nodded, smirking in a challenge which he
reciprocated with raised eyebrows and a falsely haughty expression. “Seems I have a victory
to achieve,” she whispered to Gwen, shooting a wink across the hall to Theodore, who was
watching them. “Who are you against?”

“Robin,” Gwen said chirpily, waving to him. “If I win, he owes me a proper date.”

“Does he know that?”

“He will. He keeps putting it off, even though we said—”

“I don’t need to hear about what you did at the Yule Ball again,” Aurora said, holding in a
laugh as Gwen glared at her playfully.

“Only if you tell me where you went on New Year’s—”



“Didn’t you hear Professor Moody?” Aurora asked quickly, picking up her pace. “Go destroy
Oliphant!”

With Gwen giggling, they separated, and Aurora turned to face Theodore, who wore a rather
amused expression. “You’ve been subjected to the Gwen-Robin gossip too then?”

“Gwen calls it girl talk,” Aurora said, “what does Robin call it?”

“He calls it ‘Theo mate, I just do not understand girls’.” Aurora laughed and the corner of his
mouth quirked up, pleased with himself.

“Poor thing,” she drawled, while preparing her stance to duel. “Tell him he just needs to tell
her what he wants. She’s getting frustrated. But if he loses this duel I think she is just going
to ask him out herself.”

Theodore laughed, the corners of his eyes crinkling, and then they bowed to one another,
becoming serious. At the signal to begin, Aurora snapped forward, not wanting to make the
mistake she did with Susan Bones. Theodore seemed taken aback, but he was quick to
recover and send her spell back at her, which she blocked. Another beam of light sent an
Impediment Jinx her way just as she was blocking the other spell, and she twisted away. The
spell caught her ankle and she stumbled towards Theodore, but twisted around so that her
wand was pointed at him as she said, “Flipendo.”

Theodore went falling back and Aurora regained her footing, aiming to Disarm him. He
blocked it, countered, and she sent it firing back. The red light went back and forth until it
fizzled out and both lunged forward, Theodore with a Restricting Jinx, Aurora with another
Knockback. The spells collided, backfired, and Aurora sought to block in the same moment
that Theodore, countered the Knockback and holding his ground, Disarmed her. As she
moved to strike back at him, her shield fell, and the Disarming Jinx slipped in. Her wand flew
from her wand, clattering on the floor, and she fell back, sighing.

“I concede,” she said bitterly, holding up her hands. There was little point continuing a duel
without a wand — wandless magic was still beyond her, though she knew it would be
valuable later.

Theodore smiled faintly. “Thank you.” She went to collect her wand, cheeks flushed. At least,
she noted, he also looked rather dishevelled. He got lucky, she told herself, annoyed that she
had let him. “You did well.”

“I don’t need you to tell me so,” Aurora said tightly. Theodore blinked in surprise, then
nodded.

“Very well, then.”

“Sorry,” she said as he turned away, “that came out rather rude. You fought well, too.
Obviously.”

He turned back, with a faint smile. “I’m sure you’ll get me next time, Aurora.”



“Most definitely,” she promised, smirking. She twirled her wand between her fingers. “Looks
like you’re against Potter, though. You wouldn’t sneak in a nasty curse for me, would you?”

Theodore laughed again, the sound causing Aurora to sigh in relief. “I’ll leave that for you to
do in your own time.”

Aurora grimaced, eyes darting to Potter, who had gained a small crowd of his friends around
him. He had won three duels out of three, and all rather quickly. Even Frida Selwyn, his final
opponent, seemed to have gone down easily, and was now scowling across the hall as Alice
Runcorn spoke to her. Selwyn was Aurora’s final duel partner, and a very similar style to
Susan. Both were tired though, and Aurora didn’t count her eventual win as much of a
victory, exhausted as she was.

The only pair by that time left standing were Theodore and Potter, both flushed as they tried
to get one up on the other. Potter, to Aurora’s eye, was the most natural duellist of the two,
but there was a more practiced, precise nature to Theodore’s casting. It unnerved her to
wonder whom he had picked up his Duelling skills from, especially as he had never shown
much interest in the area before. The expression on his face was not one of fierce will, as
Potter wore, but of calm concentration, as he cast and blocked and countered, swiftly dodging
spells instead of whirling and turning and twisting like Potter did. There was a talent to the
way he duelled, and Aurora could recognise it now she was watching him from afar, and
could recall the way he had duelled with her, sharp, precise, but also powerful.

Potter, however, was stronger than Theodore, no matter how much practice he had. He
managed to knock him back with a carefully timed Flipendo, and then bound him with the
Binding Jinx. When Theodore conceded, Potter broke into a wide smile and helped him up,
to Moody’s applause.

“That’s it for tonight, folks!” he said, clapping his hands. “Ruddy good work, Potter. And
you, Nott, pity you left yourself exposed, rookie mistake.”

Theodore tensed his jaw, releasing Potter’s grip and hurrying towards Robin and Gwen.

“We’ll meet the same time next week,” Flitwick told them cheerfully as Moody spoke lowly
to Potter. Aurora rolled her eyes — surely he did not need congratulated so much, just
because he had beaten four people. “If you choose not to come anymore, please let us know.
We’re going to organise a little differently next time now we’ve more of a grasp on your
abilities, and we’ll sort you into groups. Have something to drink before you go, and catch
your breath. If you’re hurt, please tell us. Madam Pomfrey is displeased with us enough as
is.”

Aurora let out a small laugh as she went to join her friends, bumping against Theodore’s
shoulder when she arrived. “Nice jinxing,” she told him in a conspiratorial way, “you
could’ve maimed Potter a bit more for me, though.”

Theodore’s cheeks flushed slightly as he said, “Well, I thought best to leave that for another
day. Lull him into a false sense of security, you know.”

“Mhm.” Aurora hummed, raising her eyebrows sarcastic. “Very good, Nott, very good.”



“Besides, I thought you might gain more satisfaction doing it yourself anyway.”

Aurora shrugged. “It’d be fun to watch too, though, I suppose.” She flicked her ponytail over
her shoulder and stood up straighter, watching her fellow students begin to trickle out of the
hall. Mad-Eye Moody eyed her little group warily, she noticed, and she gripped her wand a
little tighter.

“Come on,” Gwen said, catching the direction of her gaze, “don’t know about you but I’m
exhausted from that.”

Aurora grinned, turning around. She caught Potter’s eye across the hall and smirked. He did
not smirk back, just rolled his eyes, and for some reason the unexpected reaction annoyed
her.

“Yes,” she told Gwen anyway, turning away and grinning at her, then Theo, “before we’re
blocked by that gathering swarm of Hufflepuffs.”

Gwen and Robin laughed, but Theodore’s gaze seemed to have been drawn across the hall, to
Moody and Flitwick, and then the shadows beyond. Someone looked like they were standing
there, a tall and heavy silhouette, eyes observing from the darkness.

But then Aurora blinked, and Theo turned, a bemused expression on his face, and the shadow
was gone.



Hogsmeade Conversations

Duelling Club the next Saturday was much the same — Aurora was placed in a group with
Theodore, Potter, Granger, Leah MacMillan, Frida Selwyn, Susan Bones, and Terry Boot,
winning four of her seven matches but still not managing to beat Potter, much to her
frustration.

The final Saturday in January, Duelling Club was called off for the event that was the
Hogsmeade weekend. Aurora couldn’t bring herself to be disappointed, not when she met
Cassius in the courtyard at ten o’clock and he slipped his hand into hers, causing a small thrill
to go through her and a smile to curve her lips.

She was due to meet with Callidora again at two o’clock in the Three Broomsticks pub, but
that still gave her plenty of time to spend with Cassius roaming the streets of the little village.
“Honeydukes first?” he asked, swinging their hands lightly. “I promised Viola I’d send a box
of Sugar Quills on for Louise’s birthday next month.”

“Of course,” Aurora said warmly, happy to go into anywhere that was warm by the time they
reached the end of the long path between the school and the village. It seemed everyone had
the same idea, as Honeydukes was even more crowded than usual, and they had to fight
through the swarm of people to reach the sugar sculptures: mice and flowers and quills, the
most popular item by far. They sampled chocolates and Aurora blushed when a salesperson
advertised Valentine’s couples boxes. It wasn’t that Aurora was inherently opposed to the
idea — though she didn’t really think she needed heart-shaped chocolates from Cassius to
prove that he had feelings for her — but the concept of a ‘couple’ was strange and rather new
and unnerving. It had a definitive air about it, which she wasn’t sure that she could quite
attach herself to yet. The idea was exciting, but it came with a dangerous and uncertain thrill,
too, rather like trying a dangerous racing dive on a broom for the first time.

She was glad to be rid of the store, even though she did buy chocolate frogs to send on to her
father, and other bars of chocolate for the Tonkses and Remus Lupin. Cassius did seem rather
bored when she went to buy herself a new winter cloak from the robes store, but she tried to
keep up healthy chatter about the start of the Quidditch League season. Cassius, as it turned
out, was a recently converted fan of the Tutshill Tornadoes, and with Aurora a Holyhead
Harpies fans, there ensued a rather passionate but friendly debate over both teams’ chances.

With the weather as cold as it was, the pair of them decided to visit the Three Broomsticks
sooner rather than later, finding a small booth near the back where they were relatively
secluded from the rest of the pub. Pansy had suggested Aurora try to get Cassius to go to
Madam Puddifoot’s with her, but the spot was known for being a couple spot, and she wasn’t
sure that she could stand being around so many other couples. Public affection, beyond that
which they had engaged in at the ball — which was still relatively hidden and private, in its
way — seemed a rather intimidating idea.

She twisted her family ring around anxiously as she waited for Cassius to return with
Butterbeers for them. It was another heirloom which she had brought with her today, hidden



safely in a pocket on the inside of her cloak — the strange Lapis Nocte ring. Callidora
claimed she was familiar with the stone, and though Aurora didn’t want anyone to touch it
but her, she thought she might be able to have her look at it and confirm their suspicions. It
was a better lead than anything else she had, after all. Lapis Nocte could, she discovered,
hold remnants of old magic and spirits. They were not real, only traces of memories. The idea
was appealing, but she didn’t know why it was placed in this ring, beyond her family’s
apparent interest in death magic, nor did she understand the malevolence that radiated from
it. If it did contain any traces of ancestor’s spirits, she thought, surely it would not cause her
to feel so ill at ease. Family magic ought to welcome her, and most of the time it did — so
there was something different about this ring. She just didn’t know what, yet.

“Rosmerta’s finest,” Cassius said, as a bottle of butterbeer was placed in front of Aurora,
startling her out of her thoughts. She snatched her hand away from her ring and put on a
smile, picking up the cold bottle and shivering.

“They couldn’t have had warm butterbeer, no? No one thought to invent that? It’s January.”

Cassius laughed, and slid into the booth, taking a place beside her rather than across from her.
His knee bumped against hers. “It’d probably taste like crap if it was warm.”

“I’m sure Rosmerta could come up with something,” Aurora sighed, rolling her eyes. She
raised her bottle, tapping it against Cassius’s. “Cheers anyway.”

“Cheers,” he said back, and relaxed so that his shoulder was pressed against hers as he drank.
Aurora was unnaturally aware of how close he was, of the way the end of her pleated hair
swept over one side, just brushed against his own shoulder.

It took a moment for Aurora to find something to say, searching for a sentence to start a
conversation, before she finally asked, “Do you have any predictions about the second task?”

Cassius raised his eyebrows, and then frowned. “I don’t know really. I know they got given
that clue, and Krum mentioned something about needing to practice swimming while he was
near us at dinner last night, but other than that...” He shrugged. “Maybe it’s something in the
lake?”

“Could be,” Aurora admitted. “At least they don’t need the Quidditch Pitch yet.” They had
gotten out for quite a few more practices since term restarted, despite the cold and snow, but
Snape had informed Graham a few nights before that use of the pitch would be required for
the tournament from the end of March, something which was greatly annoying for all of
them. “Susan Bones seems to think Diggory’s been practicing summoning charms, and
location charms. But she isn’t sure.”

“I don’t know then,” Cassius said with a shrug. “Wish I did, though. I mean, it’s all anyone’s
talking about.”

“Do you wish it was you?” Aurora asked curiously, and he seemed to tense. “Sorry, but you
did seem enthusiastic.”



She worried that was too blunt, and her question had misstepped, but Cassius laughed it off,
however forcedly. “I guess I’d like to have everyone talking about me for something good.
But if I’d messed it up like Diggory did in the first task, maybe not.” He chuckled, that same
uncertain sound, and then turned slightly, looking out of the booth. “Speaking of — there
goes Bagman.”

“Really?” Aurora leaned around him, getting a better look. “Can you see Crouch with him?”

“No,” Cassius said, “but I don’t think he’s really the type for the Three Broomsticks, do
you?”

Aurora laughed, leaning back, though still trying to watch as Bagman approached the bar,
looking flustered. “No, I suppose this place is far too frivolous for him. Though I doubt he’d
fair better in the Hog’s Head.”

Chuckling, Cassius leaned back too, and put an arm around Aurora’s shoulder. Her heart
thudded again and she bit back a smile, leaning against him and his warm chest. “Now I
would like to see him try and get a pint in there. I’ve only been once and it was enough.”

“Really?” Aurora asked. “Why on earth were you in the Hog’s Head?”

Cassius groaned. “It’s all Graham’s fault, first of all.”

“Naturally.”

“He was the one who dared me. It was last year and obviously none of us were of age, but he
wanted to see if the bartender would serve us firewhiskey. So we flipped a coin for it and I
had to go in and ask. It was proper weird inside, like. Really dark, I swear I saw a vampire in
one of the booths, the whole floor was sticky, and to be honest, I wouldn’t have trusted any of
those pint glasses. He didn’t serve me anyway, told me to get out before he owled the
headmaster, which to be fair he probably wouldn’t have done, he doesn’t exactly look like the
type of bloke that’d know Dumbledore, but it was a bit stupid of me to wear my school
robes.”

“Just a bit,” Aurora conceded. “Though I don’t know about that Dumbledore point. I think he
knows everyone on some level.” And he had sent her father to the Hog’s Head Inn, she was
sure, when he had fled last year. It was where Buckbeak the hippogriff had been sent, before
going to a magical conservation park in the Hebrides under the pseudonym Witherwings.

“Maybe. It is a bit creepy how he knows everything. Or he acts like he does anyway.”

“It is rather annoying,” Aurora agreed. “Anytime I see him he just looks at me, you know that
way, when his eyes are just focused on you and it’s like he’s telling you off without even
saying anything? It’s like — you know what you did? Even if I didn’t do anything!”

“Exactly! Bloody weirdo if you ask me, I’m sure I overheard him talking about vanishing
toilets the other day.”



Aurora laughed, taking another sip of her butterbeer. “D’you think we’ll be able to fly
elsewhere once the Quidditch Pitch is being used?” she asked Cassius, when the conversation
lulled, and his hand found its way over her shoulder, fingertips tracing the warm wool of her
cloak. “On the grounds like in first year lessons?”

“I dunno,” Cassius said in a distracted sort of way, looking at her. His eyes roamed over her
face and she felt hot under his gaze. “Maybe. Did I...” He cleared his throat. “You look really
great, Aurora.”

“Oh.” She blinked at the sudden change in conversation but it didn’t stop a blush from
climbing over her cheeks, and the warm feeling growing in her chest. “Thank you.”

It was clear why he’d said it when he leaned in, and Aurora wasn’t quite sure what to do. It
didn’t feel as natural as it had at the Yule Ball, perhaps because of Cassius’s rather obvious
attempt at instigating a kiss. Nevertheless, she responded, enjoying the feel of his arm around
her shoulders, their knees pressed together and their lips against one another.

The kiss broke apart sooner than usual, both of them flustered and uncertain, but Aurora
smiled at Cassius and took a sip of her butterbeer to avoid any resounding awkwardness.
They were spared the ordeal of mentioning it by the sound of Harry Potter shouting across
the pub at Rita Skeeter, who was clad in lime green and looking around with great interest.
Aurora retreated further into the seat, hoping that Rita Skeeter hadn’t seen her and that she
wouldn’t try and spin gossip out of that kiss.

“Idiot,” she muttered, hearing Potter yell about Professor Hagrid. “She doesn’t care, she’s
only going to generate scandal.”

“How about the Hagrid you know?” Rita Skeeter asked Potter, eyes bright as she held a quill
poised over a notepad. “The man behind the muscles? Your unlikely friendship and the
reasons behind it? Would you call him a father substitute?”

Even Aurora felt that was low, and swept a great feeling of annoyance through her. The
woman had no right to question Potter, especially not in that subject area.

“You horrible woman,” Hermione Granger was saying, voice shaking with fury. “You don’t
care, do you, anything for a story, and anyone will do, won’t they? Even Ludo Bagman—”

“Sit down, you silly girl, and don’t talk about things you don’t understand. I know things
about Ludo Bagman that would make your hair curl... Not that it needs it.”

The pub was near silent as Granger stormed to her feet, hailing Potter and Weasley out of the
pub with her. Aurora kept quiet until the volume picked up again, and murmured, “She’s
going to have Skeeter after her now. She won’t appreciate being talked to like that.”

“Did you hear what she said about Bagman?” Cassius asked, twisting around to get a better
look. “I wouldn’t think Hermione Granger would care — that was Hermione Granger, wasn’t
it?”



Aurora nodded sharply. “Hermione Granger cares about strange things sometimes. She’s
taken a dislike to Skeeter already — not that I can blame her, I hate the woman too.”

“Even though Draco worked with her?” Cassius asked, and she groaned.

“I’m furious with him. Not because of what he said, though I think it was wholly unnecessary
and the bit about Vincent and a fucking flobberworm was wholly fabricated — but it’s her.
She’s awful. Didn’t you read what she wrote about me last year?”

“Can’t say I did,” Cassius said lightly, “I know there was something nasty in the Daily
Prophet, but I didn’t think it was worth my time to read what other people thought of you.”

She wasn’t sure if she could take that as a compliment or not, though it seemed it was meant
as such. With a tense smile, Aurora checked her watch, seeing that it was just past noon, and
she had an hour before she had to meet Callidora. She and Cassius finished off their
Butterbeers before heading out into the cold of the village, where he went to find Graham and
Aurora went in search of a book about magical geology — Stones, Rocks, Sand, and the
Magic of the Natural Unalive. It had a wretched title, in her opinion, but seemed promising
and informative, and when she had asked Madam Pince if the library had a copy she had been
told that such books were not for children to handle, though Pince likely thought that about
most books.

Aurora started on her book as she waited for Callidora to arrive, making notes in the margins
of the introductory pages while she sipped a mug of hot chocolate. Theodore, Millicent and
Daphne came in while she waited, casting her curious looks as they passed. Theodore wound
up taking a seat across from her as he waited for the girls to get their drinks, and he frowned
over at her book.

“Magical geology,” she said before he could ask what she was reading, “Stones, Rocks, Sand,
and the Magic of the Natural Unalive, by Herbert Mite.”

“That’s a bit of a mouthful,” Theodore said.

“I thought so too,” Aurora said, taking a sip of hot chocolate. “It is interesting though. I wish
we learned more of this sort of thing in school.” Her eyes flicked up to meet his blue gaze.
“Sorry, did you want something?”

“I was just curious,” he admitted, “you’ve been so engrossed in reading recently, but I know
it’s not all for class because you’d have discussed it with me when you don’t understand it.”

“Who said I don’t understand what I’m reading?”

“No one,” Theodore said, “you just get that look on your face sometimes and I can tell. Not
that I blame you, geology sounds both dull and confusing.”

“The second definitely,” Aurora admitted, smiling as Millie and Daphne came over. “The
first, perhaps, but I’ve a project to work on.”

“What sort of project?”



She grinned teasingly. “Something of great importance to me, at any rate. You’ll find out if
I’m successful, Nott.”

“Warrington ditched you?” Daphne asked, leaning over Theodore with a cup of tea in hand.

“No, I have to meet someone is all. He’s gone to catch up with Montague. And speaking
of...” She glanced at her watch and then at the door, just as Callidora strode in, looking
extremely bothered by the group of teenagers behind her, and by the cold weather which had
caused her cheeks to flush. “I hate to be rude, but she’s just arrived.”

They all looked to the door, and Daphne raised her eyebrows when she saw Callidora
approach. “I recognise her.”

“Well, obviously. She is somebody.”

“I think that’s Aurora for piss off, by the way,” Millicent put in helpfully, and Theodore
slipped out of the booth.

“So eloquent, Millie.”

Aurora chuckled, closing her book and setting aside the refilling quill she had brought. “I’ll
see you all at dinner. Don’t let Daphne force you to look at too much jewellery.”

The three of them smiled and moved off, just as Callidora arrived, her eyes bright. “Lady
Black,” she greeted again, as Aurora rose. “I hope I didn’t interrupt.”

“Not at all,” she said brightly, “I’m so glad you could make it — and thank you, for all your
help. The ring has been bothering me for some time.”

“I could tell,” Callidora said. “Might I treat you to something to drink?”

“It’s alright,” she said tensely, indicating to her mug. “But you go ahead.”

Callidora returned a moment later with a cup of coffee — a rather surprising choice to Aurora
— and set a small leather journal on the table between them.

“My father’s,” she said. “It took some time to find it amongst his old things. He kept an
account of the family jewels. I don’t know if what you are looking for will be there, he may
not even have been aware of it, or interested, but you may be able to find a link. As for the
stone itself, I may know a little more. If I could see it...” She trailed off as Aurora tensed.
“But I understand you may be reticent.”

“The ring is of importance to me,” she replied tightly. “But that is also why I need to
understand it.”

She fished for the ring in her pocket, and Callidora watched with curious eyes. “Why, might I
ask?”

It took Aurora a moment to come up with a decent answer. “I suppose, it has intrigued me.
Ever since I took it out of the vault at Gringotts. It calls to me, yet I do not understand what it



says. I cannot help but wonder, especially with what you have told me...”

“That it may provide connection?” Callidora nodded. “I can see why you might think so.
However, I would not be so certain. Even if it is the stone I believe it to be, its properties are
ranging and often uncertain. Too few have been able to do any conclusive research into it.
But I can, perhaps, help with the curses.”

Aurora nodded, and placed it on the table, turning so that she could shield it from the view of
any outsiders. Callidora picked it up, held it between thumb and forefinger. “Yes,” she
murmured, “the stone is as I suspected. But you said — you felt curse magic?”

Confused by the tone, Aurora nodded. “I always have. Dark magic, but there’s always been a
level of benevolence which was hard to reconcile. And it still... Well, it still doesn’t feel safe.
Even if it wants to welcome me.”

Frowning, Callidora placed the ring back on the table. “I can sense no curse,” she said.

Aurora blinked in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“I mean just that. I can sense that there are enchantments — my mother ensured that I was
adept at recognising magical traces. But the curse you speak of... No, I cannot feel that. It
does not extend itself to me.”

“But it is... there. I can feel it.”

Callidora shook her head. “Whatever you are feeling,” she said, “it is either not there, does
not want to be seen by me — or, does not affect me. For...” Her eyes combed Aurora’s face,
making her feel oddly insecure, aware of her every movement and every breath. “Whatever
reason, that may be.” She did not like the sound of that. There were many ways in which
Aurora was different from Callidora, but few which a cursed ring would recognise, or have
been made to recognise. The thought unsettled her, the idea that a part of her family’s magic
and legacy did not accept her, did not want her. And yet, it did not call to Callidora. She was
not affected by that aspect of it, either, and that had her perplexed. If the ring was indeed a
remnant of the traces of her ancestors, then why would it reject her family magic, yet also
exclude Callidora from the most tangible element of its legacy.

“Lapis Nocte usually works best with ritualistic magic,” Callidora said, “which Hogwarts
does not like to teach. There will be plenty of material in the manor library, if you would
permit me—”

“I will be returning home in the Easter holidays,” Aurora said, cutting Callidora off. “I will
be able to access the library myself.”

Even if Callidora seemed trustworthy, and was family, Aurora did not like the thought of
someone else being in the manor without her. That place and its memories were hers, and she
did not want someone else to walk through and disturb them. Callidora’s eyes glimmered,
and Aurora snatched her ring back. There was nothing malicious in her gaze, but that didn’t
mean that Aurora could ignore her feelings of unease and paranoia. “Do you have any
recommendations?” she asked. “I have the Mite book you recommended, which may help,



but it would be good to know how the stone might have had the curse afixed to it, or any
other enchantment.”

Callidora hummed. “Let me think of a list for you. That sort of stone usually requires older
magic, much more attuned to nature.” She finished off her coffee and pulled a face. “I do
miss the old coffeehouses of Hogsmeade. These pubs are filled with students, and you simply
cannot get a decent brew anywhere. None of you students know quality.”

Rather offended by this, Aurora frowned, and Callidora chuckled. “I thought you might pull
that face. I am surprised at you, you know. Your attachment to the family.”

Aurora blinked. “Family is family. Why wouldn’t I feel attached?”

Callidora waved her hand. “I am hardly attached. Not that there is much to be attached to
these days. I would have thought, a young, strong-minded girl like you, might have broken
away. Yet you do seem rather too eager to connect yourself to a history which, I’m afraid to
say, would not particularly embrace you.” Much like the ring, Aurora thought wryly. Perhaps
that was a part of it, perhaps blood magic which could identify that she was not pureblood —
but she did not know how that might be possible. “Marius certainly isn’t.”

“Marius was disowned,” Aurora said, “when he was a child. I don’t — not that I approve,”
she added at Callidora’s stare, “but I have memories to protect as well as legacy.”

“Memories?” Callidora raised her eyebrows. “Do you think you remember your family so
well?” Aurora didn’t like the way Callidora said your instead of our. She clutched the ring
tighter in her hand, even when it started to burn and rebel against her touch. “You were only a
child. Do you think that Arcturus was so perfect? So welcoming?”

“He loved me,” Aurora said defensively. “He cared for me. Who are you to question that?”

“I have no doubts that Arcturus did love you, and care for you,” Callidora said. “Rather
fiercely, if I recall. But certainly, it was not always that way. Did you know that he tried to
arrange a betrothal for you, to a Carrow?”

Aurora blinked. “Of course not — you were a child, these things are always liable to fall
through before children reach maturity. But they rejected it, when he was asked about your
mother’s blood. Apparently it was rather a sore spot. I believe he said that you were a Black
before you were anything else. Your mother’s blood did not count.” Her heart hammered. All
this she knew — though not the betrothal part — but hearing it reflected upon by Callidora
made it feel more insulting, somehow. “He put down all the rumours, of course, or as best as
he could. It was then I believe that he decided you were to be raised as you were, under his
rule. No doubts he was kinder than some might have been, but it was out of necessity. To
ensure no unwelcome outside influences. I recall you and Draco telling me one Christmas
that he was your only friend. It saddened me.”

“Arcturus taught me my worth,” Aurora countered. “And I know it well. I do not need you to
criticise my upbringing. Whether you claim to be family or not.” She downed the rest of her
hot chocolate, which was by now lukewarm, and stuffed her book and quill into her satchel,
alongside her ring.



“I did not intend to insult you, Aurora,” Callidora said slowly, “nor Arcturus. I always did
care for him, and he was a good man. But you do not remember him as I do.”

“I remember him as the most important person in my childhood,” Aurora told her sharply.
“You certainly did not make an impression.”

It was perhaps rude, and Aurora regretted saying it, but Callidora smiled slowly. “I believe
we have gone into rather unwanted territory,” she said, standing up. “Best, perhaps, to leave
the conversation for another day? I shall write to you with your list — believe that I truly did
not mean to cause offence. Merely to... Question, your memory. The legacy you are so fond
of.”

“Of course,” Aurora said, struggling to maintain a polite facade. She wished Callidora would
leave, before she said something else that made Aurora feel the urge to hex her. Her blood ran
hot and furious, and her heart was pounding with anger in her chest.

“Lady Black,” Callidora said, taking Aurora’s hand, shaking it lightly, then releasing it.

“Mrs Longbottom,” Aurora replied, and Callidora’s lips twitched up in amusement.

“Oh, you truly are displeased with me.”

“Not at all,” she lied. “Please, let me walk you out. I must be returning to the castle anyway.”

Callidora’s faint smile was infuriating.



A Change in the Wind

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

It was a relief to receive a letter from her father two days after the Hogsmeade trip and her
meeting with Callidora. She was not sure at what point he had come to be comforting, but
when he told her that he wanted to visit at her next weekend in the village, at the end of the
month, she found herself smiling unexpectedly in the safety of her dormitory. She needed
someone to talk to about what Callidora had said, about her suspicions about the ring and its
magic. More than that — she wanted to tell him of her accomplishments, wanted him to be
proud when she told him that she was in the top group of the fourth years’ Duelling Club. It
didn’t matter that Potter was too, and that she had yet to beat him — she was sure that she
would have the opportunity next time, as she had realised his overreliance on the same
handful of spells, and that he always tried to finish things by Disarming his opponents, rather
than knocking them down with an objectively stronger spell.

 

And she wanted to hear from him too, about Remus and the Tonkses, and her father’s
apparent new obsession with Muggle vehicles after he had struck up a friendship with Arthur
Weasley. Dora thought it was cool — Andromeda thought Sirius was determined to frighten
her to death every time he arrived to Sunday lunch.

 

The thought sustained her throughout February, which felt at the beginning like a remarkably
dull month, aside from the upcoming Second Task of the Triwizard Tournament, due to take
place on the twenty-third. Her relationship with Cassius was growing stiff and awkward, and
neither quite knew what to do about it. They exhausted conversation quicker and quicker and
turned to Quidditch, something which Aurora usually loved to talk about, but grew repetitive,
and frustrating. She felt like she should be able to talk to a boyfriend about a broader range of
topics, that they should be able to make conversation easier. They shared some things, and
she trusted him, but didn’t feel that she could open up to him about most of her life. He, like
most of her friends, had no idea about any of her work on the ring, and only the basic idea of
her conversations with Callidora. They were both most at ease together when flying or
cracking jokes, but anything beyond that, Aurora kept finding herself apprehensive. It wasn’t
his fault. Just that the thought of opening up, the thought of what it meant to be in a
relationship, to actually commit to something like that, frightened her. He tried, and she tried,
but too often it didn’t work, and they turned to kissing instead of conversing. Aurora didn’t
mind it, it was pleasant — but it wasn’t really what she felt she wanted or needed. She just
had no idea what she was supposed to do about that, whether to keep going and hope that
something clicked that made the relationship work better, or to talk to him and break it off.
But she didn’t want to hurt him by doing so.

 



The day before the Second Task, an article appeared in the Daily Prophet which snatched
Aurora's attention from any other worries.

 

"There's been a riot in Azkaban," Robin said when he greeted her and Gwen at breakfast,
holding a borrowed copy of the paper, "Lara Jameson - that sixth year - told us. Look."

 

He put the paper down flat on the table, a corner dipping into Aurora's plate. She glared at
him, shifting it away before leaning over and reading. Behind Robin, Theo was as pale as a
ghost, wringing his hands together and refusing to look anywhere but at the floor. Apparently
only a few had been involved, mostly making a lot of noise and disrupting the Dementors,
but according to the Prophet, Bellatrix Lestrange had attempted to break out of her cell.

 

She had screamed that her target was Peter Pettigrew, but that didn't stop Aurora from feeling
a fresh wave of nausea washing over her, bringing sickly flush to her cheeks. Stomach
churning, she looked up at Robin, who had an expectant look on his face, as though awaiting
gossip. Gwen, on the other hand, looked rather green.

 

"These people," she said slowly, "they're the Death Eaters, like you told me about?" Aurora
nodded, saying nothing. Her friend swallowed and shoved her breakfast away. "Why're they
trying to escape? Why now?"

 

"It doesn't technically say they're trying to escape," Theo pointed out weakly, but his voice
trailed off at the end. He sounded more like he was trying to convince himself than he was
Gwen.

 

"I mean, they wouldn't exactly want to stay there, would they? It's mad, though."

 

"It's not mad," Aurora said, ruffled by his too-eager tone.

 

"No, just that it's happened. The world's gone mad, is what I mean."

 



"It says here Lestrange said she wanted to kill Peter Pettigrew," Gwen said, giving Aurora a
questioning look. "As in..."

 

"Yes, the one who framed my father. Presumably he's blamed for the Dark Lord's downfall.
Why this is happening now..." Honestly, she didn't want to think on why it would be
happening now. "Hopefully it's a one off."

 

None of them looked convinced. Even Robin's expression sobered up. "Do either of you
know much about Bellatrix Lestrange?" he asked, glancing between Aurora and Theo. Her
stomach churned; sometimes she forgot how little she told other people and how little they
knew as a result.

 

"Too much," Aurora admitted, "she's the worst of that lot, that's all you need to know."

 

Meeting Theo's eyes, a quiet understanding passed between them. His mouth was set in a
grim line as he nodded to her and then sat down, taking the paper back over and folding it up.
"They're all awful," he said, and Robin patted him sympathetically on the arm, with the kind
of wince that betrays when someone simply has no idea what to say. "And I doubt it's a
coincidence."

 

None of them said anything else. They didn't need to. Even if no one else wanted to admit out
loud - if Robin was too uncertain, Gwen and Aurora too scared - they all could feel
something brewing, the danger lurking in the air and the swirling grey clouds above the Great
Hall, just waiting to break.

 

-*

 

The Second Task came the next day, a freezing cold day with a wind that scraped Aurora's
cheeks. She attended the Second Task with Cassius, who made a point out of letting her
borrow his spare scarf, which she thought was rather sweet. The rest of it was a regrettably
dull affair — whoever thought it would be a good idea to have the three champions in a lake
for an hour, in the middle of February, no less, in a tournament with spectators, was an idiot.
She suspected Crouch of trying to suck all the fun out of the tournament — he sat by the lake
with all the other judges, looking completely unbothered. Questions and whispers had gone
round all morning about him and about Azkaban prison. As Ministry representatives, both he
and Bagman were being looked at, but Crouch had far more history in the area and was



generally more authoritative. He ignored any and all questions directed by the few journalists
who had been allowed by the lake though. His face remained blank and impassive even when
Fleur Delacour came out of the lake struggling and crying, her arms covered in angry red
lines where she had been ensnared by grindylows.

 

Aurora sat in the freezing cold, huddling into Cassius for warmth, while the lake rippled and
stilled. The champions had all apparently had someone important to them taken down to the
bottom of the lake to be guarded by merpeople. She thought it was rather cruel, and was glad
she didn’t know any of the champions — drowning seemed like a rather awful way to go,
especially during a sports tournament.

 

Only Cedric Diggory resurfaced within the time period, having pulled off a very successful
bubble-head charm. He hauled Cho Chang out of the water with him and she held tight to
him, shivering. They were only just within the limits of an hour though, and everyone
watched with bated breath for Viktor Krum to return. Potter had a thunderous look when
Diggory had appeared with Chang, but as time went by, he and Weasley both grew more and
more anxious-looking. Granger was not with them, and judging by the choice of hostage for
Diggory, it was with a rather sick feeling that Aurora realised Granger must have been taken
for Krum.

 

The stands were cold and quiet with tension, and Aurora pulled her scarf and cloak closed
around herself. “This is a bit shit,” Cassius said after five minutes waiting for Krum, “isn’t
it?”

 

“Maybe if it was in the summer it wouldn’t be so bad,” Aurora admitted, shivering. “But I’m
fucking freezing.”

 

Cassius chuckled and wrapped an arm around her, drawing her close to his side. Along the
row of seats from them, Draco glared protectively and Aurora pulled a face at him before
curling further into Cassius’s side. Despite her uncertainty about the future of their
relationship, it was still nice to be with him, feeling warm and safe.

 

The end of the second task could not come quickly enough. Aurora even felt sorry for all the
champions and their hostages, as they looked so dreadfully cold. It took some time for Fleur
Delacour’s sister to be brought up from the bottom of the lake, neither sister looking
particularly pleased by the situation. It all ended with Cedric Diggory having pulled into
second place, Krum in the lead and Fleur Delacour in third, due to her inability to get past



Grindylows. Aurora couldn’t help but feel that the whole thing had been a giant waste of time
for the spectators, and went wearily down the steps of the stands towards the shore of the
lake.

 

Hogwarts students were waving yellow banners with the school crest, cheering Cedric
Diggory’s name. She and Cassius tried to make conversation out of it, poking fun at over-
eager Hufflepuffs singing some song about badgers and claws.

 

But she couldn’t shake the feeling that she and Cassius just weren’t fitting quite right. It was
an unfortunate feeling, one which she most certainly did not want. She wanted to be happy
with him. Holding his hand lightly as they headed for the castle was nice, made her feel
warm and good, but that feeling was stifled by the quiet between them, the uncertainty that
they had to work to break through. Yet she didn’t know how to solve it without ruining the
friendship which had built up between them for the last two years. It would throw the entire
Slytherin Quidditch team off balance — how could she contribute as third Chaser next year if
she ruined things with Cassius? How could she maintain the finally growing friendship and
camaraderie she had with Graham if things didn’t work out? But maybe she would ruin
everything anyway if she didn’t do anything. Or, things would work themselves out and
everything would be perfect.

 

Somehow, Aurora doubted that the universe would let her life be so easy.

 

She was still mulling the issue of her relationship over the week after the Second Task, in
Potions class with Pansy. “I just don’t know what he wants,” she whispered, though the
chatter around the Slytherin half of the class was more than enough to disguise their voices.
“I don’t know how this whole relationship thing is meant to work.”

 

“I can’t believe you’re asking me for boy advice,” Pansy muttered as she measured out
armadillo bile with a look of disgust.

 

“Nor can I,” Aurora grumbled, “I’d rather not have to ask anyone for boy advice, but here we
are. It’s so confusing. I like Cassius, I like...” She could not bring herself to say kissing,
though Pansy gave her a knowing look. “Being with him.” Her friend snickered and Aurora
grimaced, slicing a shrivelfig. “He’s a good friend, and I like talking to him but I don’t feel
like it goes anywhere? But I also don’t know if it’s supposed to go anywhere yet and I don’t
know if I want it to because I don’t really know what that means yet and I don’t have anyone
who can tell me in the way that I want that’s it’s actually okay. And it’s not like I particularly



want to tell Cassius any deep stuff, but I don’t know if I’m supposed to feel like I can, and
right now I’m not so sure that’s the case. Quidditch is good when we can’t find anything else
to talk about, but there is only so much you can say about Quidditch.”

 

“And this coming from you?” Pansy wrinkled her nose. “Sack him, Aurora.”

 

“Pansy!” she said, too loudly. Snape glared in her direction, but was thankfully distracted by
Granger reading something under her desk. In a hush, Aurora went on, “I can’t just do that. I
like Cassius. I want to be... Like this with him.”

 

“Aurora, if you can’t say the words boyfriend, girlfriend, or relationship, that probably means
that’s not what you’re ready for.”

 

“But who says I have to be ready for something? I think I’m ready! I want this. But I don’t
know... Maybe I want what I think it should be but not what it actually is.”

 

Pansy hummed. “Maybe.”

 

With a sigh, Aurora stirred her cauldron, watching it change to a smoother consistency.
“Well, what about you and Draco? I don’t need details, thank you very much,” she added at
Pansy’s smirk, “but how is your relationship? How do you be in a relationship?”

 

“I don’t know,” Pansy said, “we can hold conversation just as much as usual, there’s no issue
there. The snogging’s great—”

 

“Pansy, I said no details—”

 

“That’s hardly detailed, Aurora.”

 

“I still don’t want to hear the word snogging in relation to my cousin,” she said, disgusted.



 

“You’re the one who asked me, mind!”

 

“Well then, what do you talk about? Has it changed?”

 

“Somewhat. Obviously we’ve always been close but it’s like now that we know how we feel,
we can talk about other stuff, too. Other feelings. Or, we can just have a laugh like normal.”

 

“See, I have half of that. Almost, anyway. And I don’t know if I should wait, and let the rest
come naturally — because we’ve always been friends, but not as close as this, and it might
just take time — or maybe I should just... Let it go. But then I’ll never know if it could have
been better.”

 

“Yes, but if it isn’t, do you really want to keep asking yourself the same questions over and
over?” Pansy fixed her with a stern look, usually reserved for telling Gwen or Millicent of
accidental fashion faux pas. “I don’t know, Aurora. If you’re happy with Cassius, then stay
with him. If you’re not...” She shrugged. “Don’t.”

 

“But—”

 

“You’re overthinking,” Pansy said, in a tone that was so gentle Aurora knew she was
concerned. “And over-complicating. If you want to be with Cassius, tell him. If you don’t,
tell him.”

 

“But I don’t know what I want. There are too many variables that I have to take into
consideration.”

 

“Yeah, well, there’s always variables.” Pansy sighed. “But you just have to stop letting your
head get in the way and listen to your heart.”

 

“I’m not particularly in the business of ‘listening to my heart’, Pansy.”



 

Her friend rolled her eyes. “Well, maybe you should. Really, the Warringtons are perfectly
respectable, Cassius is perfectly respectful, and you’re fifteen. Perfect time to listen to your
heart, I say.”

 

Aurora wrinkled her nose. “Why does that sound like something my dad would tell me?”

 

“Ew.” Pansy pulled a face and Aurora tried not to giggle. “Is that meant to be an insult or
compliment?”

 

“I can’t decide.”

 

“That’s weird.”

 

“Oh, I know. I don’t actually know what I’d say if I tried to approach him, he seems to go
between this weird laissez-faire approach, thinking I should be the rebellious person he was
at my age and try to burn the school down or something, or else he’s ridiculously protective.”

 

Pansy smirked. “Sounds like you’re having a great time navigating that too, then.”

 

Aurora bumped her shoulder. “This isn’t helping, you know.”

 

“Yeah, well, at least the potion’s stewing a bit more. Much like you.”

 

“Sod off, Pans.”

 

They both laughed, but were cut off sharply by Professor Snape’s crisp voice from the other
side of the classroom.

 



“Fascinating though your social life undoubtedly is, Miss Granger,” he was saying, looking
down on Potter, Weasley, and Granger, “I must ask you not to discuss it in my class. Ten
points from Gryffindor.”

 

Aurora rolled her eyes and exchanged an annoyed glance with Pansy, going back to her
potion ingredients. She was lucky that this year she had gone back to working with Pansy or
Draco most of the time and didn’t attract as much of Snape’s comments as the Gryffindors
did — not that it stopped him from taunting her and giving scathing glares when she made
one minuscule error.

 

“Reading magazines under the table as well? A further ten points from Gryffindor ... but of
course, Potter has to keep up with his press clippings.” Aurora glanced up at that. She hadn’t
heard anything about any magazine about Potter, and she felt sure that someone would have
mentioned it, whether Draco gloating or Potter complaining. “Harry Potter’s secret
heartache... dear, dear boy, whatever’s ailing you now... A boy like no other, perhaps... Harry
Potter’s well wishers may hope that, next time, he bestows his heart upon a worthier
candidate. How very touching.” Snape rolled up the magazine — Aurora noticed it looked
very typical of a Witch Weekly — which he had confiscated from them, while the class
snickered and smiled in amusement. “Weasley, you stay here — Miss Granger, over there,
beside Miss Parkinson—” Pansy groaned loudly, though Aurora withheld her own grimace;
she could not continue her conversation about Cassius with Granger stood next to them “—
Potter, that table in front of my desk. Move. Now.”

 

Aurora did not envy Potter his cauldron position. She offered Granger a tight smile when she
put her cauldron and ingredients down beside Pansy, looking furious, hair a mess of frizzy
curls. For a second, Aurora debated suggesting her usual protective potion to keep her hair
from being affected by potion steam and humidity, but decided against it. Granger would
probably take it as an insult, if it came from her.

 

She and Pansy whispered under their breath the rest of the class, though Granger seemed far
too curious about the subject of their conversation. Just as Aurora was adding in her ginger
roots, there was an unexpected knock at the dungeon door. She thought nothing of it, until
Karkaroff stalked past her desk, cloak billowing around him, and the whole class turned to
watch him.

 

“We need to talk,” he said as he reached Snape’s desk.

 



“I’ll talk to you after my lesson, Karkaroff.”

 

“I want to talk to you now, while you can’t slip off, Severus. You’ve been avoiding me.”

 

“After the lesson,” Snape snapped, and Aurora and Pansy raised their eyebrows at one
another, intrigued.

 

Karkaroff said nothing more, but lingered for the rest of the lesson, his gaze roaming the
classroom. If ever it settled on Aurora or Pansy, one of them would shiver — he was
discomfiting, and whatever he had to say to Snape, she was sure that it couldn’t be anything
good. Aurora couldn’t get out of the room soon enough, but noted that Potter had stayed
behind, rather obviously pretending to clear up armadillo bile. If there was anything
important, she was sure she could get him to tell her, even if was only out of annoyance.
There was something deeply amiss with Karkaroff, she could feel it, just as there had been
something wrong with Crouch at the Second Task.

 

She suspected she would have to wait for answers, though.

 

-*

 

She met her father in Hogsmeade in the Three Broomsticks at noon, the next weekend. Potter
was, apparently, due to meet them later, but for at least an hour, Aurora had her father all to
herself.

 

He was in a small booth in the back corner, so as to avoid all the people who would
undoubtedly seek him out for gossip. Aurora had warned him — if Rita Skeeter was sniffing
about like she had been last time, then she was sure that she would find a story, and that was
the last thing Aurora wanted. When she entered the Three Broomsticks, however, there was
no sign of the journalist, and she felt optimistic as Madam Rosmerta led to her to the back
booth, where her father was already sat, looking around anxiously with two cold bottles of
butterbeer sat on the table before him.

 

She paused when she got to the table, considering how to address him. She could not yet
decide what to call him — Father or Sirius or Dad, all felt strange in their own ways — and



so settled on clearing her throat. He looked up, startled from seemingly dark thoughts, and
then broke into a broad grin, leaping to his feet and hurrying towards her.

 

“Aurora,” he said, voice thick, and wrapped her in a tight hug. She put her arms around him,
holding on tight, clinging to him. “Oh, I’ve missed you.”

 

“Missed you too,” she mumbled, smiling where she rested her head on his shoulder.

 

“You’ve grown,” he told her, standing back assessingly, one hand still on her arm. “How’ve
you grown?”

 

“That does tend to happen to teenagers.”

 

Her father grinned, squeezing her shoulder, and they sat down. “You do like Butterbeer, don’t
you?” he asked. Aurora nodded, taking a sip for good measure.

 

“How have you been?” she asked him, looking across the table. He looked healthier than he
had been even the last time that she had seen him, but that didn’t mean that he felt alright.
Azkaban and the Dementors no doubt still had a lingering effect on him, as well as the
continued impact of the war and its end. He had tried to hide it, during the summer, but
Aurora knew it still hurt him, still bothered him. Her father was not so well as he wanted her
to know.

 

“Round at Andromeda’s every Sunday,” he said in a way that sounded as though he only said
it to appease her. “Tonks wants to move out to London, she said to tell you. Her friend’s
graduated from an apothecary apprenticeship, another has a solid Ministry job, the three of
them are looking for a place together.”

 

“Penny?” Aurora asked, recalling the name of Dora’s Potioneering friend, and her father
nodded.

 

“Something like that. She got a boyfriend, did you know? They’ve split now though.”



 

Aurora nodded. “She did mention something about a boy. I don’t think she was too enthused
with him, in all honesty.”

 

Her father chuckled, then took on an expression which Aurora supposed was supposed to
make him look serious. “This Cassius Warrington bloke...”

 

Aurora groaned. “I don’t know. Pansy and I have gone over the subject too many times.”

 

Her father raised his eyebrows and she flushed. “Not that! I just... Well, I can’t just ask you
for advice!”

 

“Advice? Is something wrong?”

 

“No! I don’t know. Cassius hasn’t done anything wrong, don’t get that look. He’s been
perfectly brilliant and a gentleman. I just don’t know if this is working. Not the way that I
want it to. I don’t know if my expectations were too high or...” She shrugged, sipping her
Butterbeer to avoid continuing.

 

Her father said, quietly, with a hint of amusement, “You know I doubt I’m brilliant at advice.
And I don’t know this bloke, either. You’re my daughter, and I don’t want you hurt by some
boy—”

 

“I’m not hurt,” she said defensively, “it’s just that I don’t think a... relationship, if that’s even
what this is, is what I wanted it to be. And I don’t know if that’s what I want and it’s weird
but it’s because I don’t know what it’s meant to be either. But that doesn’t really matter,” she
said before he could reply, “I’ll figure it out.” She forced a smile, bracing herself. “But more
importantly — I’m doing well in Duelling Club!”

 

Her father’s face lit up and he moved the conversation on hastily. “Yeah? You said Moody
was helping teach — I worked with him, a bit, during the war, taught me loads.”

 



“Teach is perhaps a strong word for the Duelling Club,” Aurora said, “we mostly pick up
spells, then fling them at each other and he and Flitwick make sure we don’t all end up in the
Hospital Wing. Mainly Flitwick, I don’t think Moody cares too much about school safety
regulations. Madam Pomfrey hates him.”

 

“I wouldn’t expect him to,” her father said, chuckling. “Tell me about the club, then.”

 

“Well, it started off with a lot of us, but most of my friends dropped out. They put us through
a couple of tournaments first and then we were placed into groups for our skill level. No one
said, you know, who is in a ‘top group’ and who might be in a less skilled group, but I’m in
the same group as Theo, and Harry and Hermione, Frida Selwyn, Leah MacMillan, Terry
Boot, and Susan Bones — Amelia Bones’s niece — and I regard them all as being some of
the most capable in our year. I’ve yet to best Potter, but we have another meeting next week
and I’m determined to do it then. He makes the same mistakes every time, it really shouldn’t
have taken me this long.”

 

Her father’s lips quirked into a smile. “Oh, really?”

 

“Yes. I have beaten Theodore a few times, I’d say I’m most evenly matched with him and
Susan.”

 

“Theodore Nott, yes?” She nodded and her father looked thoughtful, frowning at the table.
“Harry’s last letter mentioned him, too.”

 

“Really?” Aurora asked, frowning. She hoped that it had been nothing negative, but it
seemed Potter rarely considered most Slytherins — often including herself — as anything but
negative.

 

“Only to mention the club. He said he wasn’t as annoying as Malfoy, though.”

 

Aurora scowled. “Well I’m sure Draco has plenty of choice words to say about Potter, too.”
She let out a sigh. “You should have seen them that day when Potter let me know you were
visiting back in November. They were both just glaring at each other, it was so frustrating.”
Her father chuckled with a knowing glimmer in his eye. “They were both doing my head in.



At least Draco’s cooled off a bit now, after I told him to — though did you see the article
about Professor Hagrid?”

 

Nodding, her father took another sip of his drink. “Yes, I was rather unimpressed. Nothing
wrong with being part-giant.”

 

Aurora wasn’t entirely convinced of that point, but she let it go. “Well, I was rather furious
that Draco had spoken to Skeeter, and I told him so. We didn’t fight, not really, but he was
rather funny with me for a while after. We’re fine now though,” she insisted hastily, “and he
hasn’t said anything since. I think maybe I’ve gotten through to him a bit.”

 

This did seem to disconcert her father, and he didn’t seem at all believing of her, but he
changed his expression when Aurora gave him a hard, unimpressed look. She could feel
whatever she wanted about Draco, but the thought of her father not liking him, or thinking of
him negatively at all, simply did not sit right. She hoped that they could meet one another,
properly, some day soon, but somehow she doubted it. Or that such a meeting would be in
any way positive.

 

“I saw Callidora last time, too,” she said quietly, before she could forget. “About the ring that
I told you about.”

 

“The cursed one?”

 

She nodded. “She said that she didn’t think — that she couldn’t sense any curse around it. It
seemed perfectly fine to her, it didn’t reject her like it rejected me, but she also said it didn’t
call to her, the way it whispers to me. I don’t understand why. I thought perhaps, some form
of blood... Purity, magic.” The words were difficult to get out. It was hard to give a voice to
her frustration and insecurity, to acknowledge that which set her apart from the society she so
desperately wanted — even needed — to be a part of. “But I don’t know how such a curse
would be able to recognise blood purity.”

 

“It wouldn’t,” her father said flatly, “no matter what Callidora might have suggested to you.
Blood purity’s all a construct, really. It hardly means anything to magic in its deeper forms.
Callidora had no right to make you feel ashamed of anything.”

 



“I don’t think that was her intention,” Aurora said quickly, “nor am I ashamed.”

 

“Blood purity, in truth, has no real weight to it. You’re just as magical as I am, and you’re
just as magical as Hermione Granger is.”

 

“I know that.”

 

“What else did she say to you?” her father asked, a hint of agitation to his voice.

 

She debated how much to say while she drank her Butterbeer. He would not be impressed by
what Callidora said, or rather, how it made Aurora feel, but she did not know whether he
would agree with what Callidora had told her about Arcturus, and how willing he might be to
voice such an agreement. “She told me that — that Arcturus had tried to arrange a betrothal
for me, when I was a child. To a Carrow — she didn’t know beyond that. But that they didn’t
want me because of my... questionable heritage.”

 

“And did he?”

 

“I don’t know. I don’t think I believe it, but I — well, I was a child. If it didn’t come to
anything, then why would I know? I don’t want it to get in my head, because I know the
childhood that I had, and I know Arcturus valued me and loved me. But it was like she
wanted to worry me, make me question it, and him, and everything, and that’s hardly fair!
Why should she get to — to try and tarnish my memory of him? It doesn’t change me, right?
He made sure I knew I was worthy, and he didn’t — I won’t say he didn’t care about my
parentage, because I’m sure he did, I know he did, but he didn’t hold it against me. He knew I
was still a Black, and he made sure that I knew it. And it isn’t fair of Callidora to suddenly
get in touch with me after so many years with two disowned family members in tow and start
trying to tell me how to remember my own life.”

 

She hadn’t realised quite how angry and confused it had made her until she started talking,
until she couldn’t stop herself from telling her father everything that she thought and was
questioning, all while he sat there, a pensive look on his face — but listening. “I’m sorry,”
she said quickly, “I didn’t meant to say all of that.”

 



“Don’t apologise, sweetheart,” he told her, voice gentle, “you said what you needed to say,
didn’t you?”

 

Aurora nodded, twisting her family ring on her left hand, taking comfort from the familiar
feeling of its imprint. “Is it bad that I don’t want to know... If Arcturus did try to arrange a
betrothal? I mean, I don’t know when, and after he always said... It’s my decision. My life. I
want to remember that. It shouldn’t matter what Callidora wants to tell me.”

 

“No,” her father agreed, “but I think it’s okay to recognise that... People aren’t always what
we think they are, or what we hope they can be. Especially the people we’ve always been
taught to look up to. It’s a truth everyone has to learn for themselves, and I know how painful
it can be, Aurora. Challenging how you’ve always thought about the family, and your place
in it, it doesn’t necessarily make you any less loving. It isn’t wrong of you. It was wrong of
Callidora to talk to you about it the way she did, I think. You were a child. You still are. Your
feelings about everyone and everything — family or not — are always going to get more
complicated at the age you are now. People have a tendency to disappoint.

 

“I know this might not be what you want to hear, and I hope you trust me enough by now to
know that I’m not saying it to hurt you, or to score some arbitrary points against our family’s
memory. But the Black family has rarely tolerated those outwith the bounds of the term
pureblood. You know that. It’s why I was so insistent you live with anyone but my mother, if
I couldn’t care for you, not merely because of my own hatred for her but because I feared she
would kill you.” The words were so blunt it was painful and yet Aurora knew, in the most
wretched and suppressed part of her, that he wasn’t exaggerating. That he wasn’t saying that
to hurt her, he wasn’t saying it merely out of anger. He was saying it because it was the truth.
And it was one that now, she truly needed to understand. She kept silent, bile rising in her
throat.

 

“People are complicated and they change, but sometimes, at our core... Not everyone can
shake off the way they were raised. Perhaps they can look past some parts of us, and love us,
but if ever they were to look, to see us as we truly are... I’m sorry, I’m saying this horribly,
sweetheart.”

 

“It’s alright,” she said, though a lump was forming in her throat.

 

“It’s not. What I’m trying to say is this. You should never be made to feel lesser for your
family, for your blood, on either side. But I think it’s important to acknowledge — now more



than ever, perhaps, with everything that seems to be going on — that those we love don’t
always think the way we do. Sometimes they aren’t as good as we imagine them to be. And
sometimes that hurts. Sometimes a lot.

 

“It’s like Arcturus told you. This is your life, and it is your decisions that matter. You can
come to your own conclusions. Just... Know that you may be disappointed, in the way he
acted. In the way any of the family acted. But don’t simply let Callidora make you unhappy.
She has no right to try and tell you these things, it’s not her place. If I ever do see her again,
I’ll tell her so myself.”

 

A faint smile crossed her face at that. “Please don’t. I’m sure she got the message that I was
ticked off with her anyway. I just think... Well, I don’t know what I think. And I think part of
it is because I don’t know how Arcturus or Lucretia or Grandmother truly thought of me. I
was too young to ask, or to realise. And I was too alone to ever have a chance of recognising
if — if it was odd. If my childhood was different than it should have been.” Her cheeks were
burning now, but all these confusing thoughts were starting to pour from her, everything that
had been building under the surface for the last few years. “I love them. I love my family and
I miss them and I miss what I could have had and what I could have known and what I could
have asked?” Her father simply nodded along, silent, but his eyes were bright and silver, and
the familiarity gave her strength. “I know what I believe. I know it’s different from what most
of our family has believed, and I know that the likes of Draco...” She quietened, feeling she
had said too much. She hated to criticise her cousin, at least to other people. It felt like a
betrayal. Anything said could — and should — be said only between them. “But I don’t
know what, by the end of his life, Arcturus really believed. I’ll never know.”

 

“Then you have to come to terms with that. And know that, whatever legacy you think the
Black family ought to have? That’s your legacy, now. You get to define it. You have the
power to make change, Aurora. You are Lady Black because you recognised the power you
could have and you grasped it. You’ve proven that so much this year, even limited by your
age. You’re Lady Black because you are Aurora. Not in spite of your blood but because of
everything that has created and shaped you, everyone that has ever loved you and who you
love too.”

 

She admitted, softly, “I’m not sure everyone would agree.”

 

“Everyone should,” he told her firmly, and despite herself, Aurora smiled.

 



“Thank you.” It felt odd to say, and Aurora couldn’t quite look at her father when she said it,
but she knew he was smiling. “I know you’re right.” She winced and he laughed softly. “I
know that I don’t fit the mold that our family typically has confirmed to. I can see it every
time I talk to the pureblood lord’s — Malfoy and Travers and Nott and Carrow — and I know
it’s not my world. Not like it should be. And I think for a long time I really wanted to fit that.
Except I can’t and everyone knows it, and I also know now that those people aren’t the
people I want to conform to. I don’t want to be filled with hatred like they are. And I don’t
want to be ashamed of my blood. I know now that I shouldn’t be.”

 

There was a flicker of pride in her father’s eyes when she glanced up and saw his bittersweet
smile across the table. “Good,” he told her. “You are brilliant, Aurora.”

 

“I know,” she said flippantly and laughed in a desperate attempt to ease the atmosphere. Her
cheeks were still burning. Admitting such things, such buried thoughts, aloud, still felt
wrong, but there was a catharsis in it too, and now she felt somewhat lighter. “And speaking
of my brilliance—” Her father grinned “—something decent did come out of meeting
Callidora. She recommended me some books which I’m going to look into, which might help
me figure out what’s cursed in the ring, and why it responds to me the way that it does. She
wanted to go to the manor to pick them out herself from the library, but I said no.”

 

“Why?” Her father tilted his head, curious.

 

“I just didn’t like the idea of her being there. Someone I hardly know. It’s... I’ve only been
back a handful of times since Arcturus died. Everything’s as I left it. I don’t want to let
someone else intrude.”

 

He nodded in understanding. “I think that’s fair enough.”

 

“You do?” She breathed a sigh of relief. “I worried it was unfair of me. Or rude.”

 

He shrugged, and said, “Who cares if it’s rude?” which wasn’t exactly reassuring.

 

“I do have a responsibility.”



 

“Yeah, but you also have the right to choose who gets to go inside your home. Because it is
your home. And let’s face it, Callidora has had years to get in contact with you, and only
chose now, because I’m free and she probably thought she could take advantage.”

 

“I don’t know if that’s the case. She seemed genuine, even if it was genuinely harsh. Marius
and Cedrella I think were genuinely just curious to meet a younger family member, at any
rate. Marius is nice, too, he’s been writing to me. His grandson is the same age as me,
actually, and the granddaughter, they’re now near certain she is a witch. I might meet her in
Easter, but I’m not sure. It depends how things go.”

 

“Regardless,” her father told her, voice oddly stern, “you don’t have to feel guilty. For any of
your emotions, no matter how confused they might be at any point.”

 

“I don’t!” Aurora insisted.

 

“Good. Your feelings are important, Aurora, just as important as duty or responsibility or
whatever else you’re worrying about.”

 

“Duty and responsibility are important. To me at least. Someone had to be head of the
family.”

 

“I never said they’re not important, sweetheart.” His voice had tensed and Aurora felt a
twinge of guilt.

 

“I know. Sorry. I know you’re just trying to help.”

 

“And you shouldn’t have to shoulder all of the responsibility. I know you’re so, so capable,
but you’ve a life, an education to worry about. More than that — you’re a teenager. You’ve
got your happiness to think about. Don’t force yourself to do something that’ll make you
unhappy.”

 



“I won’t. I just... I think with Marius most of all, I owe it to him to welcome his
granddaughter, if she is a witch. After everything. It’s not just my duty as head of the family,
it’s more than that?”

 

She didn’t need to say aloud that she felt guilty, respectively and perhaps irrationally, that
Marius had been disowned merely for being a squib. She didn’t have to admit to her father
that it twisted her stomach, and that it scared her to wonder how different her own life could
have turned out, had her family made different — perhaps easier — choices regarding her.
Because he already knew. He, like Andromeda, had felt that guilt, too.

 

“I know,” her father said, though he didn’t need to. She could see the understanding shining
in his eyes. “But, to my point, Andy and I have been talking. You might think you’re being
subtle when you mention paperwork, and all the letters you have to reply to, and the admin
for the estates and so on and so forth, but you’re not. We can both see right through it.” She
flushed. It was true that ever since her Assembly debut she had been receiving more and
more correspondence from her fellow peers about different petitions or acts of legislation, or
from constituents asking about local regulations which she knew nothing about and had to
research in the library between bouts of homework. But she was managing. She always
managed, because she was Lady Black, and she had to.

 

“You forget, I was raised to inherit, too, Aurora. I’ll admit I’ve no mind for politics and
frankly I hate the entire system. Up until I ran away, my parents held out hope I might
reform, take up the mantle, as it were. If it gets too much — if you want someone you trust to
look over the admin, the estates, the details of inquiries — you know you can ask?”

 

“I’ve managed fine on my own til now.”

 

“I know. But, Aurora, you’ve exams coming up soon, and O.W.L.s next year. You’re a great
student and you’re great at what you do managing everything for the family. But you
shouldn’t have to do both. Especially at your age. I should have been there to help. Frankly, I
think Andromeda should have said something.”

 

“I’d have told her no.”

 

“I suspect she knows that. Listen, I’m not saying you have to delegate anything. I’m just
saying, consider it’s an option? Consider that you deserve to be a normal teenager, alright?



And that that’s what we’re for. To help you in any way that you need, for your future, yes, but
also for your happiness right now. So if you need to take the load off — especially when it
comes up to your exams — I’ll be there. I’ll do it.”

 

“And here I thought you hated all of that stuff.”

 

He chuckled lowly. “My love for you definitely outweighs my dislike for admin. I mean it,”
he added when she looked down.

 

“I know,” she said quietly. “I’ll think about it.”

 

But how could she? When she had always thought she would have to do it alone, grown used
to that, when the very last person she would have thought to ask for help would have been
her father. Even a year ago, she would never have considered entrusting him with anything
pertaining to her duties as Lady Black. And placing that trust in him was something that,
even if she felt bad about it, she wasn’t sure that she was ready to do yet. She wanted to be
able to, but held herself back. It would also have been the last thing that Arcturus or Lucretia
or her grandmother would have wanted, so how could she bring herself to do it? But then
after everything they’d said, everything she was slowly coming to realise, it was her future to
define.

 

“So,” her father said after a few moments of stifled silence, bringing her out of her anxious
musing, “on another note, because I don’t want to pressure you — Remus was over on
Thursday. He told me about your class on Hinkypunks last year.”

 

“Oh, no,” Aurora said, stomach dropping. “I was tired, and it was dark, and everyone
struggled. I didn’t know I was going to end up standing right in front of it or that it would
singe my hair off!”

 

Throwing back his head, her father laughed, a smile stretching wide across his face. “Remus
told me you screamed so high-pitched it sounded like a whistle!”

 

“So would you if your hair was being singed off! I had to go to Madam Pomfrey and
everything. And aren’t professors meant to keep those sorts of things confidential?”



 

“I’m fairly certain there’s no rules against telling me about that. I thought it was funny.”

 

She grumbled, “Of course you did,” but secretly found herself smiling again, glad that her
father found something to truly laugh about. “And I managed to subdue it eventually once I’d
realised where it was. I did fine in the exam.”

 

“I know you did,” he laughed. “You did brilliantly.”

 

The laughter faded, and Aurora watched her father closely as his features tensed again. “How
have you been faring?” she asked carefully. “You’ve told me everyone you’ve seen, but not
how that’s helped you.”

 

“You don’t have to worry about me, Aurora.”

 

“Well, it seems that I do, so answer the question.”

 

A faint smile traced his features as he took in a deep breath, trying to phrase his reply. “I
suppose, better than I had been. Getting to be around other people helps. It doesn’t fix
everything. When I’m with Remus or Hestia, it reminds me of Marlene and James and Lily,
and I — I still don’t know how to get over them. Other things make me think of Azkaban, of
the war and everything that happened. Not just losing them, but all of the battles. The terror
of not knowing...” He cut himself off, taking a deep breath. “You don’t have to listen to this,
sweetheart. I don’t want to worry you—”

 

“You’ve worried me already,” Aurora said bluntly, “I’d rather know what’s going on than you
try to protect my feelings. I’m not so sensitive, you know. I can hear whatever it is you have
to say.”

 

“I know,” he said, “but that doesn’t mean I want you to. And I am okay, day to day. I’m here,
aren’t I?” The ghost of a smile passed over his features. The way he phrased it bothered her,
too. “I don’t think Azkaban is going to leave me for a long time, not truly, maybe not ever.



Nor will the war. But I’m going to be better. I’m determined to be better. I miss you, though.”
His face fell into a sad sort of smile. “Will you be home at Easter?”

 

“I don’t know,” Aurora admitted, not knowing quite where ‘home’ was, anyway. “If you want
me to be.”

 

His smile was broad. “I most definitely do.”

 

“Just us?” Aurora asked, seeing that the time on the clock was approaching one o’clock. “I
mean, obviously we’ll see Andromeda and Dora and Ted, but...”

 

It didn’t seem to please her father, the unspoken question, of who she was leaving out, but he
nodded. “Just us, sweetheart. Since I didn’t get you for Christmas.”

 

“Next year,” she said quickly, and meant it. “I promise.”

 

“Sirius!” Aurora turned sharply at the sound of Potter’s voice, just as she had started to smile,
and now closed her mouth tightly, withholding a glare.

 

Her father, however, broke into a wide grin as he rushed up to greet his godson, engulfing
him in a hug. It was stupid of her, but Aurora almost felt jealous, possessive, even — that was
her father, and she didn’t like that he smiled at Potter the same way that he smiled at her.

 

“Sorry I’m a bit late,” Potter said breathlessly, “Ron got stuck by a joke mousetrap thing in
Zonko’s, he and Hermione are sat just over there, they’ll come and say hello once they’ve
stopped arguing about Viktor Krum. Hi, Aurora.”

 

She offered him a curt nod in response. “Afternoon, Po — Harry.”

 

“I’ll go get more drinks,” her father said quickly, looking between them. “Butterbeer, Harry?”
Potter nodded enthusiastically. “Same for you, Aurora?”



 

She shrugged. “Might as well. Thank you.”

 

“I’ll get some chips too, you haven’t had lunch yet.”

 

“I’m sure I’ll manage—”

 

“I’m getting chips,” he said decisively, and then hurried towards the bar, leaving Aurora and
Potter in a stifled silence.

 

Bottles and glasses clinked against one another, people laughed and the volume of
conversation ebbed and flowed around them, the small bubble of their booth, until Potter said
awkwardly, “So, Duelling Club?”

 

She glared at him. “Don’t gloat, Potter. It is unbecoming of you.”

 

“What?” He frowned, and then it cleared. “Oh — I wasn’t trying to gloat! Just... Well, we
should probably talk about something.”

 

“How about your dreadful sense of tact?”

 

“How about your awful sense of will.”

 

“Excuse me?”

 

“When you’re duelling,” Potter clarified. “You never seem to be certain enough of what
you’re doing.” He shrugged. “And you don’t adjust your grip often enough. You’re good at
magic, but not in a duel.”

 



Her mouth fell open in surprise. “I’m in the top group!”

 

“Yeah,” Potter said, with a cocky grin, “but you haven’t beaten me, have you?”

 

“Oh, and are you the gold standard of Duelling Club now?” she sneered.

 

Potter shrugged. “Just saying.”

 

“Well, don’t say.” Though, when she thought about it, perhaps Potter had a point. She could
use his feedback, no matter how annoying it was that it came from him. “I’m sure your
attitude could use some adjustment.”

 

Shaking his head, Potter tapped his fingers against the side of the table. “I didn’t mean to say
it like that, if you were insulted.” Aurora huffed. “You are good.”

 

“Thank you, Potter. I’m sure your criticism was really a tremendous peace offering, but I
won’t inflate your horrific ego by telling you what I think of your Duelling skill.”

 

He laughed, and said, “Thanks, Black.”

 

She almost smiled, but didn’t, thinking of something. “You stayed back after Potions the
other day,” she reminded him, “when Karkaroff came in. What happened?”

 

Potter frowned at the memory. “It was weird. I hid under a desk.”

 

“Lovely.”

 

“Karkaroff was definitely worried about something. I mean, that was obvious anyway, you
noticed that, it’s why I stayed behind.”



 

“What’s this?” Sirius asked, returning with a tray of three Butterbeer bottles. “Rosmerta’s
coming over with the chips when they’re ready — what’s happened to Karkaroff?”

 

“Nothing,” Potter said, brow furrowing as he and Aurora picked up their Butterbeers, “I don’t
think. But he came into our Potions class the other day.” Her father’s eyebrows shot up. “He
wanted to talk to Snape, said it was urgent and that Snape had been avoiding him, but Snape
wouldn’t talk to him until after class. I stayed back, pretended I had to mop up some
armadillo bile—”

 

“Lovely,” Aurora’s father said in the same tone she had used, and Aurora couldn’t help but
smile.

 

“—and he showed Snape something on his arm. He said it was getting clearer, but I don’t
know what it is, Snape caught me.”

 

Her father frowned, sipping his Butterbeer. “Something on his arm? Well, I don’t know what
that could be. But if Karkaroff’s genuinely worried about something, and he’s going to Snape
for answers...” He raked a hand through his hair.

 

“There was the Yule Ball as well,” Aurora contributed. “I overheard them in the grounds.”

 

“Yeah!” Potter said quickly. “He and Snape were arguing. Karkaroff said the same thing,
about something getting clearer. Snape said he’d make his excuses if Karkaroff fled, but, he’s
still here, isn’t he?”

 

“You both heard this?” her father asked, with a curious frown. “You were in the grounds
together?”

 

“No,” they both said quickly, at the same time.

 



“I was just walking with Ron. Getting away from Percy. Aurora was...”

 

Potter floundered, a slight flush to his cheeks. Aurora glared at him, the obviousness of his
awkwardness. “I was with Cassius,” she said in a low voice, feeling her cheeks burn.

 

Her father raised his eyebrows. “I see.”

 

“Yeah,” Potter said, “I was surprised Snape didn’t find you two when he started blasting
those rose bushes apart and you were so obviously—”

 

“Shut up,” she told him urgently, and Potter grinned.

 

“You were what?”

 

Annoyed, Aurora turned to her father. “Nothing.”

 

“Didn’t look like nothing.”

 

“Were you spying on me, Potter?”

 

“Didn’t have to. It was pretty obvious, your lipstick was all over—”

 

“Stop talking!” she said, cheeks flaring hot.

 

Potter grinned, seemingly amused by her embarrassment. Her father cleared his throat. “Well,
I’m sure we don’t need to hear anything more detailed than that. I’m more concerned about
Karkaroff at any rate.” Though before moving on, he did give Aurora a pointed look as if to
say that this was not the last of it, and he would no doubt continue to tease her about Cassius,
which was incredibly annoying to think about. Then, his face turned serious again.



“Especially after that riot in Azkaban last week. I've been in there. It takes a lot of strength, a
lot of hoped to be able to fight back. On that scale shows they managed to organise. They
didn't do that alone. And they have hope. For the first time in thirteeen years, Voldemort's
followers think they have something they can fight for. Even if it is only because they want to
kill Pettigrew, now he's in reach." A disconcerting shadow crossed his face and his eyes
glinted steely as he looked down at the table. "I don't like it one bit. And strange things have
been happening all over. Bertha Jorkins, that Ministry witch, never came back from Albania.
And people have been speculating about Barty Crouch, that he hasn’t been well, has taken
loads of sick days — and he never takes sick days.”

 

“He did look ill,” Potter said thoughtfully. "He spoke to me after the Second Task. He wanted
to know how our Defense Against the Dark Arts classes were going. Apparently he’s
interested in it, used to be a part of Law Enforcement. I mean, I knew that anyway, because
of...”

 

“My trial,” Aurora’s father said wryly, “or lack thereof.”

 

“He didn’t seem odd, just... Not well.”

 

“Millie mentioned last year,” Aurora said, remembering with sudden clarity, “Millicent
Bulstrode, that is — before we all went home, her parents wanted to know if anyone had
heard any gossip from parents in the Ministry, because apparently he had been unwell.”

 

Her father shrugged. “Can’t say I care for him personally. But I wouldn’t be surprised if this
is the first time Crouch has ever been off sick in his life.”

 

“He was the same at the Yule Ball,” Potter said, “but sometimes I swear I see him here during
the days, which doesn’t make sense because Ron says Mrs Weasley told him Percy’s been
working overtime trying to keep up with the work Crouch has had to offload on him.”

 

“Perhaps,” Aurora said. Something deeply unsettled her about all this.

 

“How much do you know about Crouch, Harry?” Sirius asked. “Other than his involvement
with me, and whatever Percy Weasley’s told you.”



 

“Er, not much,” Potter admitted sheepishly.

 

“Don’t feel bad,” her father said breezily. “It’s not like he parades his past around, after all.
Aurora — you know about his son, don’t you?”

 

She smiled tightly. “Arrested for Death Eaters activities, the torture and use of the Cruciatus
Curse on the — on two prominent Aurors,” she caught herself, refraining from mentioning
the Longbottoms, feeling that it was not her place to reveal the story of Neville’s parents to
Potter, “with accomplices Rabastan, Rodolphus, and... Bellatrix, Lestrange.” She hated the
name in her mouth, knowing what the woman had done not only to Neville’s parents but to
her own mother, and to Aurora herself. And she was her own flesh and blood.

 

“What?” Potter asked loudly. “His son was arrested?”

 

Aurora’s father nodded.

 

“Not so loudly,” Aurora hissed, glaring, before nodding for her father to go on.

 

“During the war, Crouch was Head of Magical Law Enforcement. Tipped as the next
Minister for Magic. He is a great wizard, Barty Crouch, but power hungry — never a
Voldemort supporter,” he added hastily, seeing the look on Potter’s face, “but even so, that
didn’t mean he was a good person. He was very outspoken against the Dark Arts and the
Dark side, but... You wouldn’t understand,” he said, and Aurora bristled.

 

“Don’t you dare say we’re too young,” she told him before Potter could.

 

He grinned, for a split second, but it faded as he wrung his hands together and sipped
Butterbeer anxiously, considering. “Imagine Voldemort’s powerful now. You don’t know who
to trust, who is on whose side, who might change sides. You know that Voldemort can make
people do terrible things without them being able to control themselves. You’re scared for
yourself, your family, your friends. Every day there are more deaths reported, the Ministry’s



in chaos, nothing seems to be getting any better. They’re trying to keep it from the Muggles,
but the Muggles keep dying too.

 

“Times like that, they bring out the best in some people and the worst in others. Maybe
Crouch’s intentions were good in the beginning, but he started to rise in the Ministry very
quickly. He gave the Aurors new powers to use Unforgivables, he was very harsh on
Voldemort’s supporters. He became as ruthless and cruel as many Death Eaters. That’s not to
say he didn’t have supporters — he had plenty, and once the war ended, there were
apparently a lot of people who wanted him to take over as Minister for Magic — but needless
to say, once his son was discovered with a group of Death Eaters, trying to resurrect
Voldemort, and everything came out, Crouch was ruined.

 

“I don’t know if his son was a Death Eater or not — he came into Azkaban while I was there,
most of what I know I picked up in the last year and a bit — but Crouch sent him to Azkaban
anyway.”

 

“His own son?”

 

“He couldn’t show favouritism,” Aurora’s father said. “Ruthless, like I said. At least his son
got something of a trial. He came in later, screamed for days... Then he went quiet.” A
strange, haunted look came over him then. “They all did, eventually.”

 

He fell silent, and Aurora and Potter exchanged a nervous glance, neither knowing what to do
or say. “Dad?” Aurora said quietly, and that seemed to break him from his thoughts.

 

“Yes? Sorry.” He winced.

 

“Is Crouch’s son still in Azkaban, then?” Potter asked tactlessly — Aurora had been about to
try and steer them away from the topic.

 

“Oh, no. No, he died about a year after he was brought in. Happens to most,” he added, at the
horrified look on Potter’s face. “They go mad, or lose the will to eat. Then they lose the will
to live. His parents were allowed a deathbed visit. Last time I saw Barty Crouch, he was
carrying his wife past my cell. She died herself not long after — grief.



 

“And so Crouch lost it all, just when he thought he had it made. Apparently had a big drop in
popularity, not that that’s surprising. Fudge became Minister for Magic, and he was shafted
into International Co-Operation.”

 

He went quiet again and Aurora sipped at her Butterbeer, just as Rosmerta came by to drop
off the plate of chips. Aurora smiled tightly up at her and murmured thanks, before taking
one and eating it, while her father and Potter thought things over.

 

“So, Crouch,” her father said at last, clearing his throat. “Not a nice fellow at all, but he’s
always been very strict about his work. Relentless, even, ruthless. Maybe he’s getting old,
maybe he’s struggling considering the complete fuck up of my case. Either way, it doesn’t
look good for him. But I wouldn’t be surprised if someone had it out for him, too.”

 

“There’s always a tension, I’ve noticed,” Aurora said, “between him, Moody, and Karkaroff.
They all seem to hate each other. Moody and Karkaroff most of all, but, there’s definitely
something off about it.”

 

“Moody’s always been fairer. Always tried to bring people in alive if he could. Always tried
to get justice, never descended to the level of the Death Eaters. He’s a bit odd, you’ll know
that by now, but I’d take him over Crouch any day. As for Karkaroff... Well, I wouldn’t trust
him at all.”

 

She and Potter nodded at one another. “We thought as much,” he said, and Aurora wondered
when he had decided he could speak for her. “He’s a creep. Especially since he knows Snape,
that makes everything about him even worse.” Aurora and her father both cracked smiles at
that.

 

“Crouch gives me the creeps too,” she put in. “And Theodore.”

 

“Nott?” Potter asked, surprised. “Does he know him?”

 



Aurora shifted uncomfortably and exchanged a glance with her father, who nodded slowly.
She didn’t know quite how much he knew, and assumed Potter knew nothing about Albert
Nott, Theodore’s father. “Like we said. He sent a lot of people to Azkaban.”

 

Realisation dawned on Potter’s face, curdled by sudden disgust. “You mean to tell me, Nott’s
dad—”

 

“Has nothing to do with Theodore,” Aurora cut him off before he could say anything that
would anger her further. “Theodore rejects everything he and his grandfather stand for. He is
a far better person than them, and you will not hold their actions against him.”

 

Potter blinked in surprise at her defensive outburst. She had surprised herself, too, but it was
true. Though her situation now was different, she had once been judged by the crimes of her
father — sometimes was still judged for them, or for any of his other choices — and she
would not let Potter think of her friend in that way, regardless of whether or not Theodore
knew about his opinion. “I wasn’t going to,” he said quietly.

 

“Good.” She huffed, as they fell into silence once more and took more chips.

 

Weasley and Granger came over a few minutes later, seeming excited to see Sirius, as
Granger badgered him for his opinion of house elf liberation and some new society she was
founding, before Weasley mentioned Crouch and the conversation yet again veered in that
direction. It quite slipped her mind the incident in Snape’s classroom, with Granger being
sent to sit with her and Pansy, but when her father and the boys started talking about pranks
her dad and his friends had once pulled, she turned to Hermione, slightly nervous.

 

Granger caught her stare and frowned. “What?”

 

“I just wondered,” she said quietly, “last Friday, in Potions, what Snape was saying and that
magazine. What was that all about?”

 

Instantly, Granger’s cheeks took on a furious red flush. “As if you don’t know!”

 



She blinked, confused. “I really don’t?”

 

Granger looked for a second like she didn’t believe her, then softened and leaned closer. “It
was Rita Skeeter,” she admitted, voice cold. “She wrote an article about me.”

 

“About you?”

 

“She essentially said I was leading Harry and Victor on and said all this horrible stuff about
Harry that really was none of anyone’s business. It was so ridiculous, but other people from
school had obviously spoken to her anonymously because she had some quotes and they...
Well they weren’t very nice about me.”

 

“Anyone who speaks to Skeeter isn’t worth your worries,” Aurora told her sharply, seeing the
downcast look in Granger’s eyes and feeling a twang of sympathy, of solidarity with her.
“She’s no right publishing anything about you. You’re a private citizen.”

 

“I’m sure she’d argue it was about Harry and Viktor, really. How they’re getting their hearts
broken by my—” She broke off, frustrated tears growing in her eyes. Aurora resisted the urge
to reach out to her.

 

"Don't listen to Skeeter," she told her instead, softer than her usual tone.

 

"I don't. But other people do." Granger scowled.

 

"I don't," Aurora reminded her and grinned. "And frankly Granger, I couldn't give a shit how
many guys you're allegedly leading on. I'm far more interested in which of us got the highest
mark in that Arithmancy test."

 

Granger scoffed, but Aurora caught the glimmer of a smile on her face. "Is that your way of
being nice, Black?"

 



"Haven't you figured that out yet?"

 

Granger laughed, and met her eyes with an honest smile. "You hate her too, don't you?"
Aurora nodded, rolling her eyes. "Then I suppose we'll both just have to get our own back on
her."

 

The prospect, however lightly said, made her grin.

 

A moment later, the conversation turned back to Duelling Club and they were both drawn in,
recounting their most recent duels, and Professor Moody's strange mannerisms and habit of
shouting random advice that sounded more like insults, something that patently hadn't
changed in the fifteen years her father had known him. They were ready to leave by three
o’clock, and her father walked herself and Potter out to the edge of the village while Weasley
and Granger went tactfully on ahead.

 

“Keep an eye out for Karkaroff,” he warned, not for the first time, as they came to a halt.
“And Snape, though I know you both hate him anyway.”

 

“We will,” Aurora said.

 

“And Harry,” he added, “you will tell me if you have anymore strange feelings, or your scar
hurts.”

 

Potter shifted uncomfortably. “Yeah,” he said, “alright. But I don’t know what you can do
about it.”

 

“I will find something,” her father promised. “I’ll find a way to help you. In the meantime,
you can talk to Dumbledore about it too.”

 

Potter nodded, and then Aurora’s father pulled him into a quick hug. “Be careful,” he told
him before releasing Potter.



 

Then he opened his arms to Aurora, holding her close to him. She relaxed, hugging him back.
“You too, sweetheart. I’ll see you soon.” He kissed her forehead gently. “I love you.”

 

“I know,” Aurora said softly, letting him hold on just a moment longer, before she stepped
back. “I’ll see you soon. I’ll tell you everything about Duelling Club, I promise!”

 

“I’ll hold you to that,” her father said, squeezing her shoulder. He seemed reluctant, as if
there was something more that he longed to say, but he refrained. “Get back to school safe,
sweetheart. And don’t get up to anything with that Cassius Warrington!”

 

“Dad!” she protested in embarrassment, the title slipping from her as he laughed and ruffled
her hair in much the same way as Dora always did.

 

“I’m only teasing, sweetheart. On you go.”

 

Aurora’s cheeks were flushed but she smiled, waving goodbye. Her father watched them go
as she and Potter made their way back up to school, and the sun lowered behind the clouds
and hills on the horizon.

Chapter End Notes

Happy new year everybody! Sorry this chapter took so long - 2021 did not go out on a
high lmao. Here’s to a better 2022!



Gathering Shadows

March cycled on, the chilly weather giving way reluctantly to warmer days and sunshine to
melt away the frost. Aurora had only two weeks to make use of the better weather for flying
practice, however, as at the beginning of the second week Professor Snape informed them at
breakfast — sneering at her, as usual — that the Quidditch Pitch would now be required for
planting.

"Of what?" Graham asked, wrinkling his nose. "They're not gonna make the champions do a
herbology test, are they?"

"If they were," Snape said, lip curling, "Montague, I am quite sure that even Ludo Bagman
would see the sense in commandeering one of the school greenhouses, rather than an entire
Quidditch Pitch."

Graham's cheeks flushed red, and Snape gave only a curt nod before sweeping away. Cassius
snorted and clapped him on the shoulder. "Brutal one, mate."

"I don't think that was a favourable comparison, Graham, I'll be honest."

"Piss off, the both of you. What do you think they're doing with it?"

Aurora shrugged. "A non-forbidden forest? Rather pointless, but it might be easier to spectate
than the actual one. Plus, centaurs."

Cassius winced. "That could work."

Graham rolled his eyes. "Well, it's ridiculous. I mean, we've only just started getting back our
decent conditions."

"I mean, I think they've already shown they don't give a toss about Quidditch, to be fair,
mate."

"We should get Viktor Krum on board," Aurora suggested drily, glancing down the table to
where the Durmstrang champion sat alone, looking particularly sullen. "Perhaps the press
would even pick it up."

"Yeah, cause we'd get you to speak to the press, right enough."

"That was something called a joke, Montague."

"So was that, Black."

Aurora rolled her eyes and Graham stuck out his tongue, and Cassius laughed, his shoulder
brushing warmly against hers as he did so. It only took a second for her to laugh too then, and
Graham followed suit, and for a second it was like there was a bubble around the three of
them that just felt... Nice. Natural and warm, something grown organically and nurtured, their
little Quidditch bubble, and odd a thought as it was, Aurora liked it.



"Guess we'll just have to really put in the work over summer then, eh?" Cassius said,
grinning. "I'm sure we could find a time to meet and practice."

"Can't," Graham said, "I'm doing that stupid Ministry internship my dad's gotten me in my
grandfather's office. I can't get out of it — he's standing for re-election."

Cassius pulled a face, as did Aurora. It had slipped her mind recently, but the elected part of
the Legislative Assembly was due an election this summer. Campaigning wouldn't start until
the assembly dissolved in late June, but from what she remembered Arcturus saying during
the last election five years ago, it was a chaotic nightmare of epic proportions. She didn't
have to do anything — actually, she wasn't really supposed to say anything on the election so
as not to influence it, though that had not stopped countless lords and ministers from doing so
in the past — but no doubt more paperwork would come across her desk than usual.

"Then we'll break you out of the Ministry, won't we?" Cassius suggested, to an eye-roll from
Graham. "I'm sure Aurora and I could pull it off between us."

"I'd be offended if you thought we couldn't," Aurora replied, and Graham smirked over at her.

"That'd be another great headline, right enough. Is this a new direction you're going in?"

"Just you wait, Montague. I'll force you to play Quidditch with us if it's the last thing I do."

"I think that's meant to be Graham's line, actually," Cassius said, and they both laughed.

"More of a Marcus Flint, I'd say," he said, tilting his head, "but I'll give you it."

The warning bell rang for first period and they all groaned. Aurora downed her glass of
orange juice and grabbed an extra slice of toast in a napkin. "What do you two have to go
to?"

"Free period," Graham said smugly.

Cassius rolled his eyes and replied, "Double Potions."

"Oh, joy of joys."

"You're with Binns, right? You've got an extra book in your bag."

"Regrettably." She shrugged and stood up. "I figure I might as well make more use of my
time, since he consistently fails to tell us anything that isn't in the textbook." Glancing down
the table, Aurora spotted Daphne and Millicent waving her over and grinned, waving her
back. "The girls are hailing me, I'd better go. See you at lunch?"

Graham, again, rolled his eyes, but Cassius grinned and, before Aurora could process it, had
leaned in and pressed a quick, chaste kiss to her cheek. It was warm but unexpected and she
could feel her cheeks burning as she looked back at him, caught off guard and feeling
suddenly exposed in the middle of the hall. There was a second of silence before he cleared
his throat. "Yeah," Cassius said quickly, "see — see you at lunch."



"Yeah," Aurora squeaked out; a reaction which only made her more horrifically embarrassed.
"Er, thanks."

Cringing, she hurried over to Daphne and Millie, both of whom looked greatly intrigued by
what they had just witnessed.

"Oh, darling," Daphne cried as Aurora reached them, "you're as red as a Skrewt's blast-end."

"Shut up."

She cackled, throwing herbhead back as she drew Aurora into her side, and Millicent grinned
across at her. "Merlin, you are. What did he say?"

"Nothing. Just — just a kiss."

"But you're so red!"

"It's adorable."

"It's not adorable. I wasn't expecting it, is all! And it's really warm in here anyway."

"It's bloody freezing, actually."

"No it's not, Millie, thank you very much."

Millie squinted, with a slight smirk. "Kind of bloody freezing."

"Oh, Merlin, I hate you both."

"Oh, wait til we tell Pansy. She'll be sorry she missed you like this, she and Lucille are doing
something in the library."

"At this time?"

"I think they're panicked about that Arithmancy homework. Anyway, Draco looks like he
wants to either laugh you into hell or fight Warrington for whatever's made you blush so
much."

"I'm not even blushing that much, I just — I have a rosy complexion."

"Aurora, if anyone has ever described you as rosy in your life I'll eat my hat."

"Thorny, maybe."

"Prickly."

"Merlin, I can't catch a break with you two this morning, can I?"

Millicent giggled as they came to the doors of the hall, veering off towards the main
staircase. "It's to make up for the blissful hour of silence in History later."



"I wouldn't really say it's blissful when you snore so loudly, Millie," Aurora pointed out, to a
gasp of false offence, "when I'm trying to read."

"In her defense, no one else is every trying to read."

"Theo does sometimes."

"Theo's a nerd," Daphne said, and rolled her eyes. "And he usually just reads homework at
the last minute."

Aurora tutted. "Disgraceful."

"Well, we cant all be swots like you."

"Theo definitely could," Millie countered.

"Theo is a bigger swot than I am," Aurora said, offended, "and I will not hear a word
otherwise."

"She's got a point," said Theo's voice, appearing stealthily on Aurora's right. "Unfortunately,
Aurora, I am your only competition. Within Slytherin, anyway."

"Morning to you too," Aurora acknowledged, eyebrows raised, "and yes, but Slytherin is the
only house that really counts, isn't it?"

Millie snorted unpexctedly and turned to them, a glint in her eye. "I suppose Hermione
Granger won't fancy giving you too much competition now anyway."

Confused, Aurora turned to stare at her, mind slowly trying to catch up to what had just been
said. "What do you mean? Granger'd fight either of us to the death for the highest grade."

"Didn't you see her this morning?" Daphne asked in a conspiratorial tone.

"Or were you too busy with Warrington?"

Theodore made a sound as if to tut and said, "I didn't see it either — just get to the point,
Daph."

Looking rather put out, and giving Theo an unusually sharp look, "Hermione Granger got
sent a bunch of letters this morning, and then ran out. It looked like her face was swelling up
or something, and her hands, and she was crying."

"What? But who would do that?"

"I suspect it had something to do with that article. You know, the one last week about her and
Potter, by Rita Skeeter."

"I don't read Rita Skeeter," Aurora reminded Daphne irritably, unlinking their arms with an
annoying souring feeling in her chest. "What did she say about Granger?"



"What didn't she say, more like," Millie said under her breath, "it said she and Potter were in
some secret relationship but she was stringing him and Krum both along, and that she was, I
don't know, thinking herself too clever for this place. It basically made her out like some kind
of freakishly nerdy seductress, which is ridiculous, but there you go. Oh, and Skeeter said
some stuff about Potter, that he's still traumatised and grieving his parents, that he's on some
desperate search for a father figure—" her insides twisted uncomfortably "—but he's trying to
be comforted by Granger, who'se apparently only after his money — but to be honest I don't
know how rich Potter even actually is — and yeah."

"There were also some anonymous sources," Daphne breezed, making Aurora feel even
sicker, "mainly testifying either to her always following behind Potter like his lapdog, or to
her really not being pretty enough to get anyone without a love potion—"

"That's a rather unfair accusation—"

"—or her general, well, Grangerness." Daphne made a vague gesture and pulled a face that
had Aurora pulling further away from her. "Anyway, it wasn't very complimentary about her
having more brains than beauty."

"Well, I'm sure no one with any brains would believe whatever Rita Skeeter has to say,"
Aurora said, perhaps more scathingly than was necessary, as Daphne's cheeks lit pink. "And
personally, I wouldn't say that Skeeter has either brains or beauty." Scowling, she swept on
just ahead of them.

"I'm only saying this all to explain," Daphne said hastily, "I'm not agreeing with Skeeter's...
Existence." She furrowed her brow. "It is only Hermione Granger, though."

"I know," Aurora said lightly, "I'm just saying, there are far more pressing journalistic issues
than whether someone is smarter or prettier. Personally I don't see why someone can't be
both, but Rita Skeeter must have some sort of complex about it." She gave a loud sigh and
turned back over her shoulder, seeing Daphne's annoyance coupled with Millie's bashfulness
and Theo's look of shy sympathy.

Daphne shrugged and said, "It's Witch Weekly. And I'm only answering your question. I'm
sure Granger will be fine, really."

Still, even though Aurora didn't feel she could say anything more to Daphne, there was a
sense of guilt in her chest, a semblance of pity that went out to Hermione Granger.
Understanding, she supposed, what it was to be on the wrong side of Rita Skeeter's venomous
green quill. Any gratitude she had felt at having the attention pulled from her recently
diminished when she considered the context of Skeeter's accusations, that she had painted
Granger — a girl who, from all Aurora knew of her, simply wanted to keep her head down,
so well and school, and whom occasionally got drawn into ridiculous plots by Harry Potter
— as some seductress, as a terrible person simply for entertaining the attentions of a famous
boy, had used her intelligence to bring down her beauty. That angered her in a most
unexpected way, the suggestion that a woman could not be both, the suggestion that a witch
was at fault for having romantic pursuits, though perhaps it was because Aurora knew there
was nothing romantic between Potter and Hermione, perhaps it was because she knew
Granger's character too well to think so lowly of her.



The way Skeeter treated her was still wrong. The way she treated both of them was, and the
frustration over that hummed through her all the way to History class.

"I'm sorry about Daphne," Theo said when they sat down together at the front, "I'll talk to
her."

"There's no need. She's entitled to her opinion."

"I personally think Skeeter's awful."

A smile ghosted her lips. "I know you do, Nott. Haven't I always said you're the most
intelligent thinker in Slytherin? Besides myself, of course."

He raised his eyebrows, though she sensed a low flush to his cheeks. "I think she's well out of
order. I'll see if I can nab a copy of Witch Weekly from Daph if you want to see exactly what
was written."

"I'll get one from Pansy," she said, waving a dismissive hand and taking out her quill and
parchment. "It's what I used to do."

At that, Theo gave only a short, forced laugh, and when Binns came through the wall they
fell into their usual silence. But Aurora could not focus on taking notes and reading as she
normally did. Instead, frustration burned beneath her skin, irritation and the desire to read
that article, to know what Skeeter had said and where she got her sources from, and, for some
reason, an urge to see Hermione Granger and see that she was alright. Granger had a thick
skin, but she always got the sense that there was insecurity there, too, which had revealed
itself last year, and Rita Skeeter had a knack for finding the parts of a person they least
wanted the world to see. It was something she had felt too often to let go now.

She was the first out of the classroom when the bell rang, swiftly followed by an alarmed-
looking Theo, but when they arrived at the edge of the Forbidden Forest, Hermione Granger
was nowhere to be seen among the cluster of Gryffindors. She stopped for a second, double-
checking. "Sweet Merlin," Theo said, halting just behind her, "you don't half have a brisk
walk at times, Black."

"I didn't ask you to follow me, Nott."

"Well, I sensed it would be rude not to considering we're going the same place, and you left
in quite a worrying rush. I wanted to see if you're alright."

"Sorry," she said unapologetically. "Course I'm alright, Nott, are you alright?"

"Why wouldn't I be alright?"

"Exactly. Splendid." Locking eyes with Harry Potter across the yard, "I have to speak to
Potter, I'll see you in a minute."

"Lucky Draco isn't around to see this," he muttered sarcastically, just loud enough for her to
hear as she hurried off.



Aurora turned around, half-grinning, half-smirking, catching his eye. "Lucky I left class
before anyone else woke up!"

Then she turned, and stride forward towards Potter. Parvati Patil and Lavender Brown swept
out of the way as she passed, both glaring fiercely, and she rolled her eyes, smirking lowly as
she came to stand before Potter and Weasley.

"Morning, boys," she said briskly, "where's Hermione?"

"Why d'you want to know?" Weasley asked, suspicious.

"Because I heard she was upset and hurt this morning and in light of Rita Skeeter's article, I
want to make sure she's alright." She turned her gaze on Potter, having a feeling he would not
be quite as hostile as his counterpart. "Well?"

"She's in the Hospital Wing," Potter said lowly, gaze flickering up behind her head, "those
letters she got had Bubotuber pus in them." A shiver went through Aurora at the thought. If
she didn't have all her post vetted, that could have been her. "And no, she's not alright." He
narrowed his eyes. "Why do you want to know?"

"Because," Aurora said, feeling no need to beat about the bush, "I know how it feels. And I
think — and think Granger may agree — Skeeter needs to be stopped."

"Listen," Potter said, stepping closer, "be careful what you say. Hermione reckons Skeeter's
got some way of listening in on the castle."

That was not as much of a shock to Aurora as it should have been. She had gotten Draco and
the boys to speak earlier in the year, but it was possible she had been skulking around since,
especially with this new article. Still, she thought, any journalist could get anywhere if they
were determined enough. "I wouldn't be surprised," she told him softly, "you be careful, too,
Potter. If you've captured her attention... She'll be building to something, mark my words.
You have to figure out how you want her to spin it."

"Yeah." He winced. "I kind of already mouthed off last time I saw her in Hogsmeade."

"Of course you did."

"I couldn't help it, she was there and taunting Hermione and anyone would have done the
same!"

"I wouldn't."

"No, you'd have just given her your blank look until she got the message and pissed off, but it
still wouldn't have made her like you."

He had a point, Aurora thought, annoyed, and pursed her lips. "Very well," she said, glancing
over her shoulder as she heard her housemates approaching, "when you next see Granger, tell
her I hope she's feeling better, won't you?" She fiddled with the leather strap of her book
satchel. "And, er, you be careful of Skeeter too. There's enough going on around here without
you worrying about her, too."



She hurried back to Theo by going behind the cluster of Gryffindors, but not without already
hearing Draco call down, "Where's your girlfriend, Potter?" and Vincent, Greg, and Pansy all
laugh.

Aurora pursed her lips, but it was Pansy's voice that caught her. "You haven't split up with
her, have you? Is that what had her so upset at breakfast?"

It gave her pause, caught her off guard. Pansy hadn't been at breakfast — presumably she had
heard about it from the boys, or Daphne or Millicent — but where exactly had she been? She
hadn't expected Pansy to comment, not in the context, not when she knew Aurora's opinion
on the matter. But then, Aurora wasn't with them. Maybe she hadn't seen her. If so, that
thought sat uncomfortably in her stomach.

Rejoining Theo, he gave her a questioning look. "All is well," she lied with an over-
enthusiastic smile, and hailed Robin and Gwen over.

"You and Potter had a heart-to-heart?"

"We like to always start Mondays off with one. It's good for the soul."

"I see."

"Hagrid hasn't brought some new freaks here, has he?" Robin asked when he and Gwen
joined them, glaring over at the crates by the hut.

"There can't be anything worse than Skrewts," Theo said with a shrug.

"There definitely can," Gwen countered. "For example, dragons."

Aurora winced at the memory of Barty Crouch being caught off-guard during the First Task.
"I think you may be incorrect there, Nott," she said, and he tutted, moving forward, so that
they followed.

It turned out there were nifflers in the crate — small black furry creatures which were
especially good at finding shiny jewels and coins. Professor Hagrid paired each of them up
with a niffler of their own to find as many leprechaun gold coins as they could. Aurora had
immediately set all her jewellery in her most tightly buttoned pocket, having seen one niffler
attempt to snatch Pansy's watch clean off her wrist.

Aurora's niffler was painfully unco-operative, though. By the time Hermione Granger showed
up, almost the end of the lesson, she had given up and the creature had found only two
measly coins, and was now attempting to chase after Apollo Jones' niffler instead, which
seemed rather scared of this advance.

Once they'd caught sight of Granger, Pansy and Draco and immediately sought Aurora out.
"Have you seen her?" Pansy asked, sounding both scandalised and enthralled. "What do you
think happened?"

"Nothing to bother any of us, I'm sure."



"She looks wretched," Draco said gleefully.

"Mhm." Aurora glared after her niffler. It was now trying to eat a daisy, and kept sneezing.

"Do you know anything about it?"

"No," she lied, clapping her hands to call her niffler back to her. Nearby, Potter looked over
his shoulder with a frown. "I'm sure it's nothing. Probably some Potions experiment went
wrong."

Before her friends could say more, Hagrid was calling them all back to count up their coins.
Miraculously, Aurora's niffler wasn't the worst. Neville Longbottom's had failed to find a
single coin, which amused everyone in the class greatly. At the end of class, Draco and Pansy
tried to hang back and eavesdrop on Granger and the boys talking to Hagrid, but Aurora left
them to it, quite done with it for one day. Still, at lunch she managed to persuade Pansy to
part with last week's copy of Witch Weekly, and read it through. It was even worse than she
had imagined, for both Granger and Potter, and she came away quite incensed. Worst was
that it seemed Rita Skeeter did still have sources within the castle — anonymous, but
students nevertheless — and she dreaded to think what more might be said, what sort of
rumours were going around, including about herself.

It seemed nowhere was quite safe now. She clung to her secrets even tighter and wished for
the holidays to come quickly, so that she might escape the suddenly oppressive feeling that
the castle had gathered around her being.

Aurora was sat cross-legged on the edge of her bed, clutching her cursed ring in one hand,
with her ladyship ring in the other. She had hoped they might react to one another — a very
feeble hope, though a hope nonetheless — but there was nothing, and so she was left staring
at two rings, twinkling quite innocently up at her. From around her neck, Julius the snake
hissed, "Thisss isss enthrallling."

"Don't start getting an attitude now," she muttered in response.

"I only learn from you, mistressss," Julius replied, and when she glanced down she swore she
could see the little bastard smirking.

"Well, don't. I'm a terrible example, clearly."

"Yesss," Julius agreed, and now he was definitely smirking. "Of manners and of cursecraft."

"Alright, now you're just being unnecessarily rude."

Aurora dropped her family ring onto the bedspread and leaned over to read back over her
books. So far, nothing had worked to allow her to unlock the curse inside, or even to let it
breathe somewhat so that it didn't continue to build and build the way it did, with this murky
smoke lingering beneath the onyx surface and misting over the gold band. Yet something
Callidora had said had been picking at her mind almost obsessively over the last few weeks.
The suggestion that there was something that was setting her apart from the rest of the family,
burned at the forefront of her mind. All she could think of was her blood status, but her father



had been right. How would any magical object really be able to recognise such a construct as
blood purity — unless it had been created with that intention?

Callidora's father's journal was enlightening, too. He too had been named Arcturus — her
own great-grandfather was the third lord to have borne the name, but it was frequent among
the rest of the family tree — and his writing had a regal script to it, as he kept a meticulous
account of all the jewellery and talismans that had passed through family hands, right down
to the beads his daughters had shared at Christmas. The ring section was extensive, of course,
and had taken her some time to puzzle through until she found a few notations which might
have been intended to mean lapis nocte. Only one suggested an actual enchantment upon the
item, and this was the one she was working off.

Because there was one other thing that seemed to set her apart from the rest of her family.
Her father had mentioned Death before, but only in passing. No one else had ever shown any
hint of personal connection with him.

So, Aurora clutched the ring tightly and closed her eyes, trying to trace back her magic to all
the times that she had seen Death, when he had appeared to her unexpectedly, unwelcome.
Now, she invited him in. Cold splintered through her chest, and the ring burned into the tight
skin of the palm of her hand. She didn't know any enchantments or incantations — for who
would create such things and allow access to a fifteen year old? — but she did know the
feeling of his presence, of his approach that always prickled the hair at the back of her neck,
of that sense of foreboding that accompanied him, as sure as the deep cloak around his neck.
She let herself sink into that feeling, to the memory of the sting of loss and the numbing of
grief, as the pain from the ring slowly faded into familiarity. Still, nothing.

The dorm door banged open and she sat up with a shock, looking up to glare at Gwen, who
had skipped inside.

"What?" Gwen asked at her expression. "Am I breaking up a family snake party again?"

"I'm trying to summon Death," Aurora said in a flat voice, and Gwen laughed.

"Yeah, okay, my bad." She sighed, but didn't think there was any adequate time to expand.
"Cassius is looking for you, by the way. He wants to 'hang out'."

Aurora tried not to flush. "I'm busy," she said regretfully, and Gwen rolled her eyes.

"Ah yes, summoning death. Come on, what are you doing that's more important than
Cassius? Have some fun!"

"I'll go later," she promised, "if you see him just say I'm swamped with homework."

Gwen rolled her eyes and plucked a lipstick from her bedside table, quickly applying it.
"Well, I'm going out with Robin. He's organised a picnic by the lake."

Aurora tried not to laugh. "How romantic for Robin."



"It is, actually," Gwen said with a hopeful little sigh, "it's awfully sweet of him, he never does
things like this. I think he's making up for Valentine's Day."

Considering Valentine's Day had ended with mud in Gwen's hair from slipping when Robin
tried to prank a group of fifth-years, and a significant lack of anything that Aurora would
consider a 'date', she thought he had better be. "Well, have fun," she told Gwen, "don't do
anything I wouldn't do."

"That's just about anything at this rate," Gwen retaliated, and Aurora stick her middle finger
up at her. Julius hissed.

"Tell Oliphant I hate him."

"He hates you, too!" Gwen blew a kiss as she breezed out of the room, shutting the door
behind her. Aurora let out a loud groan of frustration and leaned back against her pillow to
stare at the ceiling.

Maybe she should just go and find Cassius, she thought, annoyed. She wasn't getting
anywhere here. But if she kept thinking like that then surely she never would get anywhere.

No, she thought, sitting back up and pursing her lips and pushing those other thoughts away.
She had to try again. Death would come to her; he had to.

She tightened her grip on the ring and closed her eyes again, and wished, prayed, for answers.
There was a cold breeze picked up in her room, but nothing came alongside it, no new
presence like she had anticipated. When the cold died down she opened her eyes, and there
was nothing.

"That is not how it works," Julius taunted in a sing-song voice.

"Well then how does it work?"

"My child, I have no idea," he sang, "but most certainly not by closing your eyes and
wishing."

"I'm not wishing, I'm manifesting."

"Not very well." Julius laughed. "Death doesn't come just because you want him to. You
should have realised this by now, child."

"I don't have much else to go on. I may as well try everything I can. Unless you have any
more secrets you want to unveil for me?"

"I know nothing," Julius admitted, "you're the most fun we've had in two centuries, Lady
Black. I don't care what you do, just try not to die."

"Thanks."

"And I'd suggest you let go of that ring for a moment, I can feel the tension all the way in
your shoulders."



Sighing, Aurora obliged and set the cursed ring to the side, instead slipping her own ring
back onto her finger. More reading, it seemed, as she drew the book of talismans back
towards her alongside her geology textbook. Yet again, more reading.



Don’t Be Suspicious

As term turned closer to the summer and the Easter holidays inched ever closer, Aurora found
herself swamped. Though Quidditch was now out the window, as the pitch was unusable and
Snape said they weren’t allowed to fly anywhere in the grounds in case they damaged
whatever was growing there, Aurora still filled her nights with dance club and duelling club,
cramming in homework between learning new spells and techniques and trying to crack the
secrets of the cursed ring, and trying her best to keep in contact with scattered family
members and requests and letters from other Assembly members and Carrick Bratt. If she
wasn’t in the library, then she was in an alcove she’d found on the Marauders’ Map hiding
from the rest of the student body for some quiet and change of scene, or else in her quiet
room on the seventh floor, doing the same but in more comfortable surroundings. She hardly
saw the common room, for it was too noisy for her to concentrate, and she had to be dragged
in there on Saturday evenings by either Pansy or Gwen — on one occasion, both, looking
incredibly annoyed about the situation — who insisted she ‘socialise’ and join the ridiculous
parties the upper years had taken to hosting. No matter how much she protested that she was
busy and didn’t have the time to relax right now, her friends insisted, and though Aurora
knew they meant well, the time lost only contributed to her growing feeling that life was
escaping from her, leading to frustrated outbursts when no one else was around.

It was around a fortnight before the Easter holidays when she and Cassius called it quits. She
had barely had time to see him, which she knew was her own fault, but hearing him say the
words, “It just doesn’t seem like you’re into this,” with his wide eyes and concerned frown
still made her want to cry.

“I’m sorry,” she said in a small whisper, leaning against the common room wall. He had
found her on her way back to her dormitory in search of a book she’d left behind about the
creation of ghosts. “I — it’s not a good time.” Cheeks flaming, heart pounding and palms
sweaty, she glanced around in search of her friends, but only Daphne and Lucille were
around. She had no excuses to make to get out of this, and she knew, deep down, it needed to
happen. “Cass, I really…” Her cheeks heated even further and she forced herself to meet his
eyes. “I really like you. I just don’t know if I can, er, make time for… This, right now.”

There was a sad but resigned look on his face that ate her up with guilt. She wished she knew
how to make this easy, or how to make a relationship work, or communicate that it wasn’t his
fault, and she wasn’t mad, and she just wanted things to go back the way that they were. But
she could. Her tongue felt too large in her mouth, stuck in place.

“Right,” was all Cassius could seem to manage to say. Aurora winced. “Yeah, no, I — I kind
of got that.”

He just looked at her and she had no idea what to say. Heart pounding, she clasped her hands
together and her head spun. “I’ve been really busy, and I don’t know how to—”

“I get it,” Cassius interrupted, and she bristled. He clenched his jaw for a second. “Our
relationship — or whatever it is by this point — isn’t a priority.”



“I didn’t say that.”

“It’s pretty obvious it’s the case,” he said, shaking his head and stuffing his hands in his
pockets. “You don’t have to try and lie and make it better. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine—”

“It’s fine.” His voice was harsh and his eyes stony, yet Aurora could detect that familiar
flicker in his gaze, of uncertainty and of hurt. He backed away, and when Aurora tore her
gaze away from him the rest of the common room blazed into view again. Her eyes burned
though, her vision blurring. “I’ll… Ill see you around, Black.”

He didn’t give her a chance to reply before he turned away, and whatever she had been about
to say — another fruitless apology, an excuse, a broken sentence of justification — died in
her throat.

Horror rose in her chest as Aurora realised she was close to crying. She tightened her grip on
her stack of books, tensing around it and afraid to let go. She held them to her chest like a
child hugs their knees, and told herself, don’t cry. It was stupid. But even though she had
known this was coming, even though it wasn’t a surprise, she felt herself splintering just
knowing that it was over and that she had messed it up. She was incapable of holding onto a
relationship. She had tried to build something and had failed and she knew she had gone
wrong in a million ways in the last three months and still could not pinpoint what they were.
Just that she, unsurprisingly, was not cut out for this type of thing. Perhaps she was not cut
out for any meaningful relationship that lasted.

The thought made her want to burn with shame, as she held her book close to her chest and,
with bleary eyes, hurried from the common room. The library, she decided, was the first place
she could go. It would be a refuge and a distraction, keeping her away from her own
thoughts.

It was stupid to get upset, she told herself. That old familiar saying; don’t cry. It was only a
silly little romance, only a boy. There were more important things in the world.

It didn’t stop the tears from coming to her eyes, part sadness and part just pure frustration at
the situation and the feeling that she had ruined it herself. She clattered up the stairs from the
dungeons, hurrying along the corridor and to the nearest secret passage she could find,
hoping to hide herself and her surely reddening face.

Then she saw a figure in her peripheral vision and stepped neatly out of the way, blinking
through her tears to see Potter, hair a wind blown mess and his eyes wide when he looked at
her. He’d been walking rather fast but now slowed, and she felt sick to see the look of
concern on his face. As if he could be concerned for her.

“Black?” he asked in a tentative voice.

She swallowed around the lump in her throat and forced her face to return to neutrality, all
the while clinging to her stack of books for dear life. It’s stupid, she reminded herself, to get
upset over a boy.



“Potter.” She kept her face stony and ignored the weakness that betrayed her voice. “Why are
you skulking about here?”

He blinked, surprised, but brushed the question off and stepped closer. “Are you alright? You
look a bit…” She raised her eyebrows and he trailed off. “Nothings happened, has it?”

“Nothing you need to know about,” she said coolly, and though he still looked curious, he
seemed to take this as an adequate answer. Aurora took in a deep breath and made to breeze
past him, asking, “Why are you hanging about here then?”

Potter turned and hurried after her, which Aurora found rather amusing to note. “I was
actually coming to find you. I need the Marauders’ Map.”

“Why?”

“Because we said it was to be shared between us but you’d keep it most of the time and
you’ve barely given it to me.”

“You’ve barely asked. Why now?”

“I… Ron, Hermione and I.” He had lowered his voice considerably. “We reckon Karkaroff’s
been sneaking about a lot, and Hermione says Krum said he disappears from the Durmstrang
boat a lot.”

“And let me guess, you want to follow him in the dead of night and land yourself in mortal
danger?” Somehow, taunting Potter made her feel better about her own situation. It was a
familiar distraction that still required her to think and pay attention.

Potter glared at her but it seemed rather half-hearted. “I think I’d leave out the mortal danger
part, Black.”

“You say that but it seems awfully difficult for you, Potter.”

“Can I borrow the map or not?”

She glared at him, suspicious. “If I let you borrow it, will you tell me whatever you find
out?”

Potter matched her glare with a scoff. “I’m sure you’ll find out anyway. I’m not the only one
who snoops around, after all.”

“So you admit you snoop around?”

“Can I please just have the map, Black?” Aurora fought an amused grin.

“Well, I suppose you did ask nicely.” She frowned, fighting her protective urge over it. Of
everyone she knew, she knew that Potter really was the person with the most reverence for
the map. If there was anyone she could trust to truly desire to protect it, unfortunately, she
had to admit that it was him. “You better only do as you say though. And no loaning this out



to anyone else. And if any part of it is damaged I will hold you accountable and you do not
want to have to find out how I got my revenge like in second year.”

Potter scoffed, rolled his eyes and said, “You didn’t do anything, Black. We both know
you’re all talk.” She couldn’t help but smirk back at him at that. “Can I get the map now?”

“You’ll return it immediately after breakfast tomorrow morning.”

Fire and relief leapt into his eyes and he said swiftly, “Yeah, sure!”

Pursing her lips in annoyance, Aurora finally conceded, “Fine,” and reached around herself to
withdraw it from her satchel.

Something cold, a breeze, fluttered over the back of her neck as she did so. Aurora shivered,
fingertips tightening around the golden buckle on her bag. She stilled, for just an instant,
feeling frozen air around her. A shadow stole across the floor and then was released, the
moment broken by the snap of her bag opening. She found the secret pocket with the map in
it swiftly, and handed it over to Potter with a grim feeling in her chest.

“You don’t want to make me regret this.” She couldn’t bring herself to say it with the usual
malice though. And Potter didn’t take it as such.

He just grinned and took it. “Cheers, Black. See you at breakfast!”

“After breakfast,” she corrected, wrinkling her nose. “Not during, thank you very much.”

Potter grinned, backing away for a second and then turning so that they fell into step together.
“Like I want to visit the Slytherin Table.”

Aurora glared sideways at him. “Like I’d expose people I actually like to your personality.
Put that in your bag, safe, now, Potter.”

“You’ve really no trust in me.”

“No. Put it away.”

This only seemed to amuse him but at least he obliged, and though she still felt a shivering
discomfort at having Potter walk with her, they separated as soon as he spotted Granger and
Weasley at another table.

It wasn’t an entirely awful encounter, she thought to herself as she drifted over to her
favourite quiet corner, by the window overlooking the growing Quidditch pitch. She chose to
face away from it, though — looking at it made emotion spring forth in her heart again,
reminded her of Cassius’s face and the pain and fear of knowing something had torn in the
threads binding them. Instead she thought to Potter’s apparent quest, and what it might mean
for the future. Everything seemed to scare her now; every challenge looked darker and
loomed larger.

At least Easter, Aurora thought, could be something of a reprieve.



-*

It was odd to think about going home for the holiday. Most people stayed for the two weeks
in April, and Aurora had never left Hogwarts for the occasion. The morning after her
conversation with Potter, Snape came round the table to check who was planning on staying
in the castle and who was going home. When Aurora told him, without looking up at him,
that she was going to spend Easter with her father, he had given a haughty sort of snort and
moved on to Draco beside her, who himself gave a quizzical look. She wasn’t sure if it was
because of the company she would be keeping or simply because it was unusual for her to
leave the castle in Easter at all. As far as she knew, this year the only other Slytherins from
her year who were also going home were Gwen and Theo — Gwen because her siblings were
all off for the two weeks and it was expected she would be home too, and Theo because he
was worried about his mother, and had insisted all his siblings join him too.

Aurora just wanted to see her family.

When Snape had moved out of earshot, Draco glanced around the table and said, “You’re
really having Easter with your father?”

She said, shortly, “Yes.”

Draco raised his eyebrows. “There’s no need to say yes like that.”

“What shall I say yes like?”

He stared at her, glanced over her shoulder, narrowed his eyes and then said, “You’ve fallen
out with Cassius.”

Not sure quite what to do, Aurora stared at him, voice stuck. “We… Broke up.”

“Yeah. I knew something was up when you came back to the common room yesterday.” She
nodded grimly; part of her wanted to protest that any potential mood was not only to do with
something so stupid as a boy, but also didn’t dare give voice to her and Potter’s concerns
about Karkaroff. “Are you okay?”

“Obviously.” Aurora blinked, giving him a blank look, though her mind was racing. “What
does this have to do with my Easter plans?”

He shrugged. “I mean, it just has to do with you. You’re not yourself.”

“What’s myself, then?”

Wrinkling his nose, Draco gave her a cool look. “Not as snappy as this. I’m only asking,
Aurora.”

That did give her pause a little. Aurora glared at the toast on her plate, took a quick, sharp
bite, and then looked back to Draco. “If you must know, I think I’ll be alright. I’m probably
in a mood right now but I don’t think that’s entirely unexpected, but it was doomed to fall
apart anyway and frankly I’ve bigger things to worry about.”



Her cousin fixed his shrewd gaze on her for a moment, looking her over as though scanning
for signs of weakness. It occurred to Aurora suddenly, with a twist in her gut, that she didn’t
like that her mind jumped to that. Not when, seeing the genuine concern in her cousin’s eyes,
she realised that wasn’t really what he was doing.

“If you say so,” he said eventually, “I mean, you’re too good for Warrington anyway.”

“Thanks,” she said drily, “but there’s really no need to say so. It’s amicable enough.”

He snorted. “Yeah, okay, tell me that after we start playing Quidditch again.” Aurora huffed
in annoyance and shoved his shoulder and he laughed. For a second everything was alright;
the world had slotted back into place and so had they. Then he asked, “But really — you
never said anything about going to your dad’s?”

And there it was, the ice cold sliver of uncertainty in her stomach. The fear of judgment and
the newfound defiance of it, too. “It slipped my mind,” she admitted, not meeting his eyes, “I
know we usually all stay here, but I think I’d like to see him and he’d like to see me,
especially since I wasn’t here at Christmas.” Her voice was slightly tight but she pushed on,
forcing honesty out of herself. “We’ve a lot of catching up to do still. I’m rather excited about
it, actually. I might even meet Marius Black’s granddaughter — he thinks she may be a witch,
see.”

The words were out there and she couldn’t take them back now, even though her voice had
trailed away into a whisper at the end, even though Draco had had to lean closer in that
conspiratorial way they had done when they were younger which didn’t quite feel the same
anymore.

“Oh.” It was all he managed to say for a moment before he could recover. She could see the
conflict playing out in his own mind as he grappled to make sense of what she had said and
how that fit into his own vision of the world. Aurora held her breath, partway between
wishing she hadn’t said anything and being relieved she’d forced herself to do so, yet scared
of his answer. “Well, that’s… Good, I suppose. To have more… Witches in the family. Does
she have a Muggle name?”

“Nope. She’s a Black too.”

“Merlin. I thought they would change it. You know, acclimatise.”

“Assimilate. And I’ll have you know Black is a rather common Muggle surname. But Elise
seems nice, and I’m excited to meet her too and if she is a witch then I expect you’ll be glad
to know her as well.”

There was a flicker behind his eyes but Aurora felt a sharp, warm burst of triumph when he
smiled and said, “I expect I will. Especially if you like her.”

“I don’t know her yet. But I hope that I do. Like you said, it’ll be nice to have another witch
in the family.”



And when Draco grinned the relief surged through her, so strong that had she not been in
public she thought she might, irrationally, have cried or else simply beamed. But somehow
she felt the acceptance beneath his words and felt the promise of hope.

“Well. I guess I’ll have to remind Mother to send your Easter egg on to you personally this
year.” His smile faded but it remained. “As long as you can still kick every Gryffindor’s arses
in exams, right?”

“That was never, and should never be, in doubt,” Aurora promised, and pleased with herself
and her morning — despite how wretched it could have been — she ate her breakfast with a
smile and pointedly avoided looking near either Cassius Warrington or Harry Potter.

By the end of breakfast they had lapsed into an amiable quiet, but when Aurora made to
stand, she caught the eye of Harry Potter across the hall and froze. He nodded, slowly but
clearly — rather missing the point of the slow movement, which Aurora assumed was
supposed to be something resembling subtlety — and she folded her napkin gracefully with
an unsettled feeling in her stomach. Then she nodded back, and swung her satchel onto her
shoulder.

“I have to pick something up from the library,” she told Draco, “I’ll see you in class.”

“Sure,” he said distractedly, breaking from the story he was telling Vincent and Greg, “I’ll
save your seat.”

With a brief smile, Aurora hurried from the room. When she passed Cassius Warrington, her
gaze caught on his face, and her heart hammered violently in her chest. But he didn’t look at
her and so she hurried onwards, ponytail swinging behind her.

Aurora found Potter outside Moaning Myrtle’s bathroom on the first floor; she had seen him
head this way and was glad he’d stopped before she’d had to call on him. Still, it was an odd
place to choose, and she wasn’t sure what had made him think to pause there. At least he was
alone, she thought to herself as she caught up to him. It was too early to deal with Weasley
and she wasn’t entirely sure what ground she and Granger were standing on.

“This is rather a creepy place to hang out,” she told Potter by way of greeting, causing him to
glare at her.

“I was waiting on you,” he snarked back, “how do you walk so slow?”

“I do not walk slow, Potter.” To prove her point, Aurora hastened through the last couple of
steps until she was by his side. “I merely take my time, so as not to arouse suspicion.”

Potter snorted, and took the Marauder’s Map from his pocket. “If you say so, Black.”

“Did you find anything out?” Aurora asked him as she took the map with a forced smile.

Potter shrugged. His gaze darted around the hallway, landing on the few other students
milling about. “Not here.” Disturbingly, he moved in the direction of the entrance to the



bathroom, but decided against it when he saw Aurora’s face. “Um, there’s that secret passage
—”

“Potter, you and I disappearing into a secret passage would definitely register as suspicious.
Just tell me, but lower your voice, and look vaguely antagonistic, and then no one will
question it.”

“Right. Yeah, that’s fair, just — you’re still standing far enough away that you look like you
think I’m infectious.”

Rolling her eyes, Aurora moved closer, leaning against the wall and facing him with one arm
propped up. “Good enough now?” He nodded, glaring.

“Alright, so, the three of us were following Karkaroff. He’d snuck out of the Durmstrang ship
about half eleven — I don’t know if I said, but Hermione said Krum says he’s been doing that
a lot and it’s definitely weird.” Aurora nodded along, holding the map defensively to her
chest. Neither of them were doing a particularly good job of antagonism; Potter kept
furrowing his brow and then wound up looking worried, whereas Aurora was too impatient to
really be sure what she was doing with her face. And in any case, the gravity of Potter’s voice
told her their perceived enmity wasn’t the most important issue at stake. “He was headed
towards the dungeons at first, when we saw him. So we came down here and looked for him
and followed, and we thought he was going for the Potions cupboard, so he might nick
something, but then he just ended up talking to Snape.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows. “That’s rather late, but there’s always people left in the common
room by then, it’s not so strange. Snape would certainly be awake normally. Did you get to
hear any of what they spoke about?”

“Only a bit,” Potter said sheepishly. “I think Snape realised someone could be outside, he put
some charm on the door and then we couldn’t hear. And we couldn’t hear much to begin
with, but from what we could make out… They were talking about Azkaban.”

“Oh?”

“Karkaroff’s worried. Thinks that if anyone gets out they’ll come after him, and that Snape
had better help him get Dumbledore’s protection. Which Snape didn’t seem impressed by. He
just seemed to want to get out of the conversation, and he kicked Karkaroff out pretty quickly
so then we followed him again. He was trying to break into Moody’s office.”

It took a second for all this to sink in, for Potter had spoken very quickly, and really the idea
of anyone being so bold as to attempt to break into Professor Moody’s office had her at a
loss. “Did — he didn’t manage it, did he?”

“Obviously not, but it’s more the fact he was trying. He had all these weird little trinkets and
gadgets with him, there was this gold thing that he was trying to pick the lock with but then it
set off some alarm and we all had to leg it back down the corridor.”

“Surely Moody would know if Karkaroff was trying to break in. He’ll have some way of
identifying a potential thief.”



“Well, he hasn’t done anything so far,” Potter said, disgruntled, “and Karkaroff’s been so
obviously up to something, hadn’t he?”

She couldn’t bring herself to disagree, especially in light of this. Potter was prone to over
excitement when it came to potential plots and adventures, but this time he had evidence.
Something was amiss — had been for most of the year, in fact. Aurora leaned against the
wall and bit her lip, thinking. “If we can see it,” she said slowly, “and Granger and Weasley,
presumably, surely Moody will know something’s amiss too. After what happened at the First
Task, too. If he hasn’t acted against Karkaroff, if he’s been skulking about for so long —
Hermione said Krum told her he’s been sneaking out for a while, yes? — then it may be for a
reason. He’s biding his time, perhaps. And I imagine Dumbledore will be too.”

“Or they don’t think it’s important enough,” Potter grumbled, “or they’re not really paying
attention to the right things. Moody doesn’t like Karkaroff but Dumbledore says that he trusts
him, and everyone just… Agrees.”

“Mhm.” At this Aurora paused. Dumbledore had proven himself wilfully ignorant in the past,
and though she liked to think he would be more vigilant to such an obvious threat, the man
had a most terrible habit of disappointing her. And Potter, it seemed. “You really still think
he’s trying to kill Crouch?”

Potter’s gaze drifted to the ground. “I think he might. Hermione doesn’t, but I don’t want to
rule it out.”

“I think that’s fair.”

He released a quick sigh of relief and looked up to meet her eyes. “You do?”

She blinked in surprise. “Well, yes.” Aurora shrugged. “We can’t rule out anything.
Especially…” Yet again she did not want to give voice to the words inside of her head. “I
don’t think that is what he wants to do. There are far more discrete ways of having murder
arranged, and doing it during the course of a highly publicised tournament just wouldn’t
work. Unless he’s stupid. But he’s been acting suspicious so he’s up to something and if
Crouch does end up dead, well… I don’t want to be the one who said you’re wrong.”

“You always tell me I’m wrong.”

“Not about this. I hate to admit it but you do have decent instincts, Potter. Of course there is
the possibility that he’s trying to move against Moody, though he must have a death wish to
try that.”

“That’s what Ron said.” Aurora tried not to pull a face at the comparison. Potter went on,
“After Karkaroff legged it he just went back to the Durmstrang ship. But I saw him trying to
talk to Snape when we were on our way to breakfast and he did not look happy about it. Not
that Snape ever looks like anything but a sour git anyway, but…”

Aurora nodded along, musing. There were so many possibilities to explain Karkaroff’s
behaviour and none of them she particularly liked. Unsettled, she folded her arms and



avoided meeting Potter’s gaze. “D’you think Snape knows? Or suspects? I mean, in first year
he was the one who was onto Quirrel, wasn’t he?”

This made Potter shift uncomfortably, and when Aurora glanced up at him, he was frowning.
“Maybe.” He was even more reluctant to admit Snape’s singular quality than Aurora was. “I
wouldn’t trust him to do anything about it, though, would you?”

Aurora shrugged. “He doesn’t seem particularly fond of Karkaroff. If we could figure out
why then we could manipulate the situation into one where he takes care of Karkaroff for
us… But I think we’re the two people least capable of finding that out.”

Potter snorted and scuffed the ground. “Probably. Still…”

Questions lingered unanswered in the air. With a chill crawling over her neck, Aurora tucked
the map carefully away in her bag and looked back up at Potter. “I could see what I can find
out,” she said slowly, hoping he’d say no but feeling like she needed to do something. And
still, against her judgment, feeling that old familiar bite of curiosity. “I mean, if Karkaroff
snoops about the dungeons then, I’m more likely to be able to do something than you are.
And someone must have seen or heard something of he has, people sneak out to the old
rooms all the time and…” Her cheeks heated up and she stopped short at the memory of
herself and Cassius, laughing silently and hurrying through the hallways, hoping Snape
wouldn’t find them sneaking about. Her heart thudded in her chest as the thought snatched
her away, to a place and time where she could still feel his hand in hers and the warmth of
their relationship in her very blood.

“Aurora?”

The use of her name startled her out of it. For a second she stared at Potter in surprise, then
narrowed her eyes. Sheepishly, he said, “You… were saying people sneak about at night?”

“Obviously, Potter, it’s a boarding school.”

He cleared his throat, cheeks going pink. “Right. Well. You — you think you can ask about
making anyone suspicious?”

With a tone of confidence that was in no way warranted, and in truth not reflected in her own
feelings, Aurora tossed her hair and said, “I’m certain of it. You just have to know to ask the
right people.”

“Right.” An unsteady grin came to Potter’s face, then spread. Aurora was rather taken off
guard by it, merely raising her eyebrows nd hoping she hadn’t sounded too silly. She had
been going for impressive, but Potter was awfully difficult to impress. “Well, we’re going to
do what we can. Talk to Moody, sneak about Snape’s office — if you think we’re in the
dungeon don’t tell anyone.”

“So long as you don’t come near me,” she said cheerfully, “because I will curse you.”

“Course you will,” Potter said flippantly, and Aurora caught herself between grimacing and
smiling. A moment later, he had resolved himself to a strange sort of certainty seen in the set



of his shoulders and the glimmer in his eye. “We’ve a plan then?”

Pursing her lips, Aurora admitted, “Potter, I think we just might.”

They both pushed off the wall at the same time, straightening up. Breakfast was almost over
and already halls were becoming busier. “Thank you, Black,” Potter said and she almost
hated the earnestness of his voice.

“It’s a trade of information, nothing more.”

“Still. I thought you’d think I was mad.”

“Oh, I do. And completely daft and stupid and all the rest of it. But I don’t think you’re
making something out of nothing.”

“You did.”

“I have a brain, Potter. It thinks and it changes.”

Then she looked at him and sighed, gritting her teeth. The boy looked so weirdly hopeful, yet
so determined at the same time and she couldn’t understand it. Yet the curiosity she saw in
him now — that, she understood. The need for justice or vengeance or simply to know, that
was something she had felt. She didn’t care much for Crouch or the state of the world and
Ministry, but she did want to know.

And she didn’t actually want Potter to fail at anything he turned his hand to anymore.

So as she tugged on the strap of her bag and secured the lock, she avoided his gaze but said,
“I hope you know what you’re doing, Potter. Are you — you staying here for the holidays?”

“Yeah, obviously.” He said it so easily. Aurora had, once, too.

She hated herself for the words she wanted to say just as much as she hated herself for not
wanting to say them. But she did. Because there was something else reflected between the
two of them now, too. It was like the world had turned inside out and suddenly they weren’t
so different and they didn’t need to be on different sides and Aurora let the words rush out,
“I’m staying with my father if you’d care to join us.”

Potter stared at her, slack-jawed. Silence fell and Aurora half wished she could turn and run
and never see him again. Or better yet use a Time-Turner and stop herself, even if she did tear
a hole in the fabric of the universe in doing so. At least then she wouldn’t have to deal with
his horrid, chipper, “Really? That’d be brilliant?”

At least then she wouldn’t have to respond with her own forced smile and push away the
instant regret and anxiety of how on Earth she would explain Potter’s residence to her friends
even though she knew it was what her father would love, even though she knew that it was
the right thing to do, because for so many holidays she had been the one with no family,
either, and if she had had a chance she would have wanted the invite.



“Let me know about Karkaroff,” was what she managed to say, in the end, before giving a
final strained smile and hurrying away politely just as the bell rang, feeling horribly like she
had made a mistake, like selfishness was actually vastly underrated — and yet, feeling like
she might actually have done the right thing.

And who knew? With the way the world was turning right now, anything was possible.



Miss Black the Younger

After spending the better part of two weeks trying to avoid Cassius, keep on top of
homework, and subtly semi-stalk Karkaroff, Aurora was only too glad to get away from
Hogwarts Castle for a couple weeks. There were few of her friends travelling back with her;
only Theo and Gwen, though as agreed Potter was now joining her with her father. He didn't
join her on the train though. They met one another briefly on the quiet platform, where he
explained he was getting a compartment with his fellow Gryffindor Dean Thomas, and
Aurora was only too glad to hear it. Having to interact with Potter in front of her friends
seemed too great an ordeal, even if Theo and Gwen were the more neutral pair.

As it happened, Aurora was sure Potter was only a few compartments down, but it didn't
bother her. She sat in an unusually spacious compartment with Stella curled up purring in her
lap, legs stretched out as she flicked through one of Gwen's Charles Dickens books. Theo sat
opposite her against the window, brown hair glistening with gold in the streaming springtime
sunlight, while Gwen snoozed against the compartment door, having complained about the
early rise all morning.

The train rattled on through the countryside and they all sat in quiet but amicable silence,
until the trolley witch came by, muttering in annoyance about some greedy first years. At
that, the prospect of lunch, Aurora perked up considerably, as did Gwen once she had roused
her. Theo, though, she noticed, only picked at the sandwiches he had and barely finished his
chocolate frog. Gwen noticed, and she and Aurora exchanged concerned glances when Theo
looked away, but neither would say anything yet. When Gwen excused herself around two
o'clock, Aurora took the opportunity to hand one of her books over to Theo, who was staring
blankly at his own textbook.

He stared at her, blinking slowly, head tilted to the side. His gaze roamed over the title. "Your
geology book?"

"It's a worthy read," she said lightly, with a shrug, "I'd recommend it. You can come to visit
me and return it whenever you need to — or to get another recommendation, whatever you
fancy."

Understanding dawned on Theo's face, and a faint smile grew over his lips as he took the
book. "Thank you," he told her softly, "I'll keep that in mind."

"And, you know," Aurora carried on before she could overthink her way out of it, "if you
would like to discuss the particulars at any point — or to discuss any subject of your
choosing, book-related or not — you need only visit. Libraries are convenient for
conversation when none of your household dare set foot in one, and returning a book is
always an essential journey."

The smile grew and Aurora's conscience settled somewhat to see it. "Thank you. I — I'm not
sure the particulars of what I might discuss right now." Coming from his mouth, the mimicry



of the words sounded so stilted and almost comical. "But… Yeah. It's going to be an odd sort
of holiday, I think."

She caught his eye with a twinkle of understanding and knew he understood her, too. "Offer
always stands," she told him, "book or holiday or none."

With a grateful smile, Theo nodded and placed her book carefully in his satchel. A moment
of quiet silence passed before he asked, "Do you mind, what actually was the project you
were working on with this? You never did say."

"I haven't completed it yet," Aurora told him, "but I'm getting there. I'm hoping to get a lead
on it during the hols, but… That's all I can really say."

Theo raised his eyebrows at that. "And here I thought you'd be dedicated to your studies."

"You and I both know the miracle of multitasking," she said, and to her relief, Theo laughed.
"I love taking a study break to crack curses."

"Oh, you think there's a curse involved?"

"Well, now I'll have to kill you for knowing my secret."

It was more than she would have admitted to anyone else, Aurora knew, but it made Theo
relax somewhat, and engaged him in the first true conversation he'd managed all day, and so
she figured it was worth it. Whether he thought she was being serious or not, she did not
know.

"I assume this book will contain all the rest of your deep secrets?"

"Of course, Mr. Nott, but you mustn't tell a soul."

"Lady Black, I wouldn't dare."

Aurora laughed, and leaned back in her seat, just as Gwen scraped the door open and hurried
in, some kind of blue powder in her hair. "I bloody hate first years," she declared, and sat
herself down with a dramatic huff on the seat next to Aurora, planting her head on her
shoulder. Aurora patted it awkwardly.

"Unfortunately, we are now technically outwith the bounds of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft
and Wizardry," Theo said drily, "and so there is simply nothing any of us can magically do to
fix this. Ministry rules, I'm sure you know."

"I hate the bloody Ministry, too," Gwen said with a scowl. Aurora grinned, and was glad to
see both her friends did the same.

The rest of the journey had a more upbeat feeling to it, thankfully, even when Harry Potter
appeared round the door 'just to check' that Aurora was actually there, and proceeded to ask
Gwen why she'd turned her hair blue, something which Theo really seemed to be struggling
not to laugh at.



They arrived at King's Cross station to dying sunlight coming soft through the glass paned
ceiling. Aurora got off the train with Gwen and Theo, already searching the platform for any
sign of her father. Before she could, she felt Theo stiffen next to her, and followed his gaze
along the platform, to where his grandfather and mother stood. The former was aloof, always
with his cold stare and harsh lines; Theo's mother, by comparison, looked like she was trying
to shrink into herself despite her height, wan and pale. Greying hair wisped around her face,
and she was clearly clutching onto a cane. Pity surged through Aurora all at once, wrenching
around her heart as she looked at Theo and saw reflected on his face the most terrible
emotions she herself could ever remembering feeling.

She couldn't bring herself to try and tell him that it would be okay. She knew she wouldn't
have appreciated it.

"Don't forget to read my book," she told him instead as she spotted his siblings careening
along the platform towards them.

He turned slightly, so their gazes met, and swallowed tightly. "I won't." For a second, he
moved a little towards her, and then stopped himself. His gaze lifted. "Gwen, I think I can see
your little sister."

"I wish you bloody didn't," Gwen muttered, because Jessie had clearly spotted them too and
was yelling across the station very loudly. Gwen turned to them with a sarcastic sigh, but
Aurora could see the fond sparkle in her eyes. "Aurora, don't kill Potter. Two weeks gives
you less time to figure out how to cover it up than the summer holidays does. Theo… Try to
enjoy it, yeah? And bloody write to us, at least Robin because he does actually worry about
you and he's just too much of a boy to tell you himself."

A short laugh. "Cheers, Gwen."

Gwen saluted, hugged them both quickly, and then darted away, her suitcase swaying
precariously on its wheels behind her. Theo said, "I'd really best be going. My grandfather's
giving me a look. Can you spot your father?"

Aurora looked again, searching for her father's long hair and stupid leather jacket. There he
was, leaning against a wall and trying to look cool but really coming across as rather anxious;
she recognised the expression he wore as her own, too. And Potter was somewhere
swimming in the mass of people, presumably. "He's trying to act nonchalant," she told Theo,
"but he's here." With a faint smile she added, "Look after yourself, Theo."

"You too, Aurora," he said, and with tight smiles, they parted ways, headed in opposite
directions.

"Evening," she greeted her father, sneaking up behind him. He jumped, turning sharply, and
broke into a grin. Aurora waggled her fingers in greeting and then he swept her into a tight,
warm hug. She hated to admit how much that gesture made her smile — but, really, she hated
it a lot less than she used to.

"I was starting to think you got lost," he chided, holding her close. "Did you get lost?"



"I couldn't see you," she said, "and the train only got in five minutes ago. I was with Theo
and Gwen."

"Ah well, you made it here at least. And, God, I reckon you've gotten taller."

"I'd hope so," Aurora muttered as he let her go, but she was grinning. "I hate being short."

Her father chuckled and ruffled her hair, before taking her trunk from her. "It's funny, your
mum used to say she hated being tall."

"Well, that's ridiculous. Tall people can reach any books they want in the library. Short people
have to suffer the humiliation of finding a stool to stand on."

"You did get rather rotten luck there. We're all rather tall and you… You're tiny."

"Thanks," Aurora said with a glare, but she secretly rather liked to note that he had said 'we'.
Like he was including himself with the rest of her family, subconsciously.

"And speaking of tiny," her father said brightly, "here's your only slightly taller godbrother."

Aurora rolled her eyes but followed his gaze to spy Potter hurrying towards them, his cheeks
red, but beaming. "Sirius!" he was calling out, trunk bumping behind him as he ran. "Sorry, I
got held up talking to Dean's mum, they're just over there, Dean and I came down on the train
together." He said this all very quickly yet still seemed to walk even faster, catching up to
them and bounding to her father for a hug which was reciprocated with a hearty laugh and a
beaming smile. "Happy Easter! It feels like I haven't seen you in forever."

"You too, kid," Aurora's father said, and clapped him on the back. His eyes twinkled. "From
your letters it seems we've got a lot to get caught up on. From both of you," he added quickly,
gaze darted to Aurora as he and Potter parted. She forced a smile.

"Certainly," she replied, "Harry and I both have our share of gossip, don't we? And more than
gossip, I suppose."

"Yeah, Aurora," Potter said, eyebrows raised, "there's a bit of a difference between your
relationship problems and everything me, Ron and Hermione have been writing to Sirius
about."

A completely unnecessary comment. Aurora said quickly, turning her head to try and ignore
the sharp sting behind her eyes, "I never said that there was not. As for your problems, if you
wish to discuss them, I suggest we ought to get on home beforehand. Don't you?"

"Aurora's right," her father said, before Potter could get a word in. She held on tightly to
Stella's cat cage, and the cat mewed softly. "Come on, you two. We're taking the bike."

"We are not," Aurora said immediately, and turned to face him. He grinned. "We cannot take
that thing home!"

"It's a shorter journey than between Arbrus Hill and Surrey. And it flies well, you know it's
fine!"



"Yes, but…" She groaned. "Potter can sit with the luggage. And if Stella gets travel sick, it
will be your fault."

Aurora hated to admit the motorcycle was not as bad as she wanted to remember. Her father
had done a lot of work on it, as he had told her; the concealment charms were stronger,
everything ran smoother, and to the dismay of the part of her that wished to find something to
be irritated by, it really was not much worse than a broom. Even the engine barely made a
sound; it felt like a motorcycle in aesthetic only.

Still, Aurora couldn't help but make a show of what an ordeal it was when they finally
touched down outside the old stables at Arbrus Hill, and maintained the performance all the
way into the house and as she unpacked her trunk in her room. The emerald green walls
twinkled at her, speckled as they were with glitter. It was a strange feeling being there. The
colour reminded her of Slytherin House, but the noise around her and the chirping of birds
outside simply felt like home, reminded her of childhoods spent running through the forest at
the back of the manor and climbing up trees. Once she had unpacked and made sure
everything was in its place, nothing too far apart from anything else, not a single ornament
unbalanced or precariously placed, Aurora went to her grand bay window and stared over the
horizon of the rolling hill down to the glistening stream that marked the boundary of their
estate from the Muggle town below.

It was odd to see it at the beginning of spring instead of the height of summer. It was even
odder to feel as at peace as she did right now, assured by the gentle breeze that ruffled the
leaves and the quiet calling of gulls. Aurora smiled softly, feeling that calm in her heart, a
certainty that she hadn't felt in a while.

Dinner was a surprisingly civilised affair. It seemed something had settled between her and
Potter, at least for tonight, that Aurora didn't really feel a need to antagonise him, nor he her,
and they held conversation together. Even telling her father about their suspicions of
Karkaroff and Snape, they managed to fill in the gaps for each other. And it was oddly
comfortable.

She hoped the next two weeks would remain that way.

Two days into the break, Aurora was again unsettled for a reason quite separate from
anything to do with Harry Potter or even her Hogwarts life at all. As she had promised
Marius Black, she was to visit with him and his granddaughter Elise, today. She had thought
she was prepared — how hard could it really be? — but when she looked at herself in the
mirror, dressed in the Muggle jeans and pink t-shirt Dora had let her borrow when she had
been round at the Tonkses' the night before, a well of anxiety rose up inside of her and
churned her gut. She didn't know what to say, or how to act, and they were supposed to be
going to some cafe in Muggle London and she didn't even know what to expect. She had had
to get Dora to exchange money for her into Muggle notes, and she hated the too-crisp feel of
the bank paper when she had counted it out and put it in a purse.

Aurora toyed with the necklace around her throat. "You look…. Ssssilly," Julian said lazily
when she brushed her fingertips over the silver serpent.

"I look like a Muggle," she said.



"Even Muggles cannot dress so… Strange."

"They do nowadays. A lot has change in the last few decades, so Dora tells me. This is better
than the skirts she made me look at, they all feel far too short." Julian only let out a hiss in
response, which usually meant he desperately wanted to find something to complain about
but didn't know what.

There was a knock on her door and Aurora startled, tearing her gaze from her reflection.
"Come in!" she called, and her dad opened the door, eyes bright.

"You look different," he said first. "Very convincing."

"It still feels weird," she told him, looking at herself, "I feel like I'm going to be cold. And the
jacket Dora gave me looks flimsy." She nodded to the blue denim jacket lying on her bed,
random pins stuck in the breast pocket which she didn't understand the meaning of.

"I'll see if I can sort some charm out on it if it is," her father said, "I used to be right good at
that."

"What, tailoring?"

He nodded. "I count myself as having been rather fashionable, you know. Anyway, give it to
me and I'll see what I can do, but I'm sure Dora knows what she's giving you. And as for you
yourself, I reckon you've only got about ten minutes before we have to head. I've just told
Harry to get a move on, too."

The two of them were accompanying Aurora to London, where she would meet Marius,
Elise, and Cedrella, and go for a bit of a walk around London before her father and Potter
headed to Diagon Alley and she went with the rest to the cafe Cedrella had picked out. She
was thankful for the company, and for the fact that they knew when it was their turn to keep
their distance later on.

"Alright," she told her dad, "I'm almost ready, might just put a bit of mascara on."

He nodded. "I'll see you in ten, then. Want me to take the jacket?" With Aurora's nod, he
ducked into the room and picked it up from where it was strewn over her bed. "Give me five
minutes and we'll be grand."

"Thank you," Aurora said softly, and her father gave a gentle smile on response, before
closing the door behind him. His footsteps echoed as he headed downstairs.

Staring back into her mirror, Aurora took a deep breath. She took herself in, and wondered,
briefly, if Elise Black would look very much like her, or nothing like her at all. They were
barely related, after all, but then she had been determined to notice the similarities with
Callidora and Cedrella, in the eyes and the nose and the sharp jaw. Though, perhaps one
could recognise anything that they wanted, when searching for it.

In a last, impulsive bout of nerves, Aurora reached for her mascara and applied it, then a hint
of rouge and pale pink lipstick. Perhaps it was excessive but she felt better for wearing it,



more comfortable in herself. Forcing herself to smile and whispering, "It'll be absolutely
fine," Aurora grabbed her bag from where it was slung over the back of a chair, fluffed her
hair out quickly in the mirror, and then headed downstairs to meet her father, who true to his
word had placed a rather nice insulation charm in the lining of her jacket so it wouldn't let her
get cold, but equally wouldn't make her too warm.

Then, Potter bounded downstairs, running his hands through his hair, and together they
headed through the Floo towards London.

They met outside Charing Cross Station, not too far from Diagon Alley. Aurora spotted the
group immediately; Marius with his long grey hair and short beard in a navy blue jumper and
dark trousers; Cedrella, dark hair bound in a long plait behind her, trailing over a long but
light brown coat; and between them a short girl, with curly black hair and a bright smile,
wearing a denim jacket and a pink dress. The girl seemed to know who Aurora was as soon
as they made eye contact, or at the very least she could guess. Her whole being seemed to
light up with cheer and Aurora wondered if that was normal.

Marius noticed the girl looking and turned, smiling as she saw them and walking down the
street. At her side, Aurora felt her father stiffen, his gaze locked on Cedrella. Potter, on the
other hand, merely shoved his hands in his pockets awkwardly and meandered down the path.
That meant Aurora had to lead the way, of course.

"Aurora," Marius said once they had reached one another, smiling pleasantly. He held out his
hand and, slightly awkward, Aurora took it. Elise seemed to stifle a laugh when Cedrella
glanced at her. "It's lovely to see you again. I presume this is Sirius. And…"

"Harry Potter," Cedrella said in a whisper, before Potter could say it himself. Her gaze darted
around the street.

"Yes," Marius said, blinking, "of course, Aurora said you would be here — blimey, it's
strange, isn't it?" He looked at Potter, but all the boy could do was to shrug. Raising his
eyebrows, Marius turned swiftly to the little girl, who was watching them in confusion.
"Anyway, this is my Elise. El, this is Aurora, obviously — her da, Sirius, and Harry. He's…"

He flailed slightly, and glanced to Cedrella to fill in the gap. Aurora said swiftly, "My
godbrother."

Elise raised her eyebrows. "Sweet. I'm Elise." She glanced at Potter. "Cool glasses."

"Thanks."

Aurora wrinkled her nose. "Those glasses are the last thing he needs to get an ego about."

At that, Elise turned back to her, frowning, and Aurora forced herself to brighten. "You'll
figure that out soon enough, Elise. It's nice to meet you. I've heard so much about you
already."

"I know, like, nothing about you," Elise said quite bluntly, and Marius muttered something in
admonishment. Potter snickered. "No, really, Granda's hardly said anything other than you're



from his parents' side of the family and go to some boarding school. I like your jacket
though."

"Oh." Aurora blinked, but was oddly pleased by the compliment. "Thanks. It's my cousin,
Dora's. Er." She glanced at Cedrella, who was watching with amusement.

"We ought to get walking," Marius said, catching her eye, "down to the cafe."

"We'll walk a ways with you," Aurora's father said, as the group turned and made their way
back down the street, "Harry and I have a couple of errands to run though, if that's alright."

"Of course." Cedrella smiled and flicked her plait over her shoulder. "Elise, tie your laces up
before you fall, there."

"Yes, Auntie Drell," Elise said, and Aurora smiled, amused, to see that she rolled her eyes.
The others went on slightly ahead when she stopped, but Aurora lingered awkwardly. Tying
her lace, Elise looked up at her and grinned. "Do you really go to some fancy boarding school
like Granda says?"

"Yes. Well, I suppose. It is a boarding school."

"Then it's inherently fancy." Elise said the word inherently like something who was very
proud of having learnt it recently; a grin flickered on her face when she spoke, and she
enunciated it carefully. "I think it's kind of cool."

"Really?"

"Oh, yeah. Is it like in Enid Blyton?" When Aurora did not answer — she did not know who
or what Enid Blyton was — Elise added, "You know, with the midnight feasts and pranks and
everything."

"I suppose there's a bit of that," Aurora admitted, "I tend not to get involved, though."

"That's so cool, though." Elise straightened up and skipped onward to catch up to the others.
Aurora hastened to keep up to her, the girl swinging her arms by her side. "It's like getting to
have a sleepover with your friends every single night. I'd never go to sleep at all!"

"Oh, trust me," Aurora drawled, "I can never sleep for my roommate's snoring."

Elise giggled, and turned to her. "Still, it must be cool. Does Harry go to school there too?"
Aurora nodded. "That's so cool."

"Believe me, he is anything but."

Elise laughed at that too, which made Aurora quite relieved. Possibly she was doing
something right. "What about you then," she asked as they got close behind the adults and
Potter, "your school? I know it's probably a dull topic for you," she added, seeing the girl's
grimace, "but is there any subjects you really like? English… Maths?"



"I like History," Elise said after a moment of thought, "we studied the Vikings last term whih
was cool. And I like P.E., but only when we do gymnastics, because I'm good at that."

"Oh, really, you do gymnastics? I dance at school."

Elise nodded, quite pleased. "Yeah, I've been doing gymnastics for years. My coach says I'm
a natural, I've done really well in loads of competitions and stuff, not that they ever let me
show that in school, but I am the only one in my school class who can do the splits and all the
other girls think it's cool."

"I'm sure they do," Aurora said with a light laugh. "It's a useful skill."

"Yeah, I'm not sure it actually is," Elise mused, "but it is fun to see people getting all weirded
out by it."

That made Aurora grin, and she caught the glint in the little girl's eyes. Elise was kind of
cool, she supposed. She reminded her of how she thought Dora might have acted at that age,
especially when she ran her hands through her hair and skipped to catch up to Marius. It was
the energy, she decided, as she swept after her. Chaotic, excitable, with just a hint of
amusement in everything that she did.

They chatted all the way on the fifteen minute walk to the cafe, where Potter and Aurora's
father left them. The four remaining took a white and pink painted table by a wide window
that looked out onto a street of bustling people, yet it was oddly muted inside.

Aurora looked over the flimsy laminated menu and tried to remember how much Muggle
pounds were in galleons. How much was too much for a scone?

"I like the strawberry tarts," Elise said, leaning across the table to Aurora. "They're really
nice."

Aurora nodded in agreement. If strawberry tarts were approved by her company, then they
were acceptable for her to order. It made being in Muggle society a little easier to manage.

"So," Marius said once they'd ordered, "how's school been, Aurora? Elise, did she tell you
about school?"

"Only the basics," Aurora said, with a glance at Cedrella, "about dance club and such."

"Boarding school doesn't sound as fun as in Enid Blyton," Elise said, which made Cedrella
laugh.

"It isn't," Cedrella said, "but our family's gone there for… Well, generations." Elise wrinkled
her nose.

"Yeah, she said her brother went there too."

"Godbrother," Aurora corrected swiftly. She knew where this was going to go; she and
Marius had discussed it already. They would introduce the idea of Hogwarts slowly, and the



possibility of Elise attending. "But yes, Harry does. So does my cousin, Draco, and Dora
went there too, and my father."

Elise wrinkled her nose, and frowned, like she too was figuring out where this was going.
"You're not trying to indoctrinate me, are you?"

"Indoctrinate?" Marius repeated, laughing.

But Elise was still frowning, looking rather perplexed and vaguely insulted. "You didn't go to
boarding school, though, Grandad, did you?"

"No, sweetheart. I escaped all that nonsense." He winked but Elise's face had turned serious.
"Still. It'd be interesting, wouldn't it?"

"I guess," Elise said, looking between them all, "but I don't… I mean, I'm just going to St.
Anne's, right? Like everyone else?"

"Of course," Marius said quickly, "just, you know… Making conversation. Aurora's never
known any other type of school."

Elise shrugged, and looked sideways at her. "Yeah, that's definitely weird. You've been away
since you were, what, five?"

"Only eleven," Aurora told her, "I was educated at home until then."

"What, homeschooled?" Elise looked at Marius and Cedrella. "Granda, are all your family
like this?"

"More or less."

"Blimey. Right posh." At that, Aurora couldn't help but laugh. "Anyway, I don't want to talk
about school, Granda, it's the holidays, and you've just introduced me to some random — no
offends — long lost cousin, we do not need to talk about this."

"Well, what do we need to talk about then?" Marius asked, eyes narrowed.

"First of all, why you're all acting so bloody weird and sent the other two away." Aurora held
back a laugh at the affronted look on Marius's face. "Second of all, how the hell did you find
her?"

"She has a name."

"Okay, how'd you find Aurora. I'm not stupid, I heard you talking to my mum and dad about
it ages ago. How come now?"

"It's complicated, Elise, you know that."

"Yeah, but…" Elise looked to Aurora, brow creased. "No one tells us anything. Even Charlie
doesn't know anything. He's seventeen," she added for Aurora's benefit, "so, older than you,
so, what do you know?"



"I only know myself," she said, a distinct feeling of discomfort creeping over her. She got the
feeling this was not in Marius and Cedrella's plan. But she couldn't blame the girl for
curiosity. Really, someone should have given her some sort of briefing. "Whatever happened,
with your Granda, I don't… Really know."

Elise didn't believe it and Aurora knew it. She also knew that if it was true Elise was a witch,
she would have to be told everything. There was no other way for her to learn, to become a
part of Aurora's world, one way or another. "No one talks about much in this family," she
went on as breezily as she could, under Elise's surprisingly piercing stare, "even to me."

Again, Elise frowned. Aurora got the feeling she'd said something off there, but wasn't sure
what.

Marius said, "It's in the past, Elise. You'll understand when you're older."

"God, I hate when you say—"

"El," Marius warned, and she flushed. "Come on, you don't want me to have to tell your mum
you're misbehaving."

"I'm not misbehaving, I'm just asking questions!"

"Watch your tone."

"Oh my God—"

"El."

"Right. Fine." She shrugged, staring at the table. A moment of silence fell and Aurora shifted
uncomfortably in her own seat. "You are all acting a bit weird though."

No one could come up with an answer to that until Aurora said, "To be honest, Elise, I think
we're all finding this a bit weird. I… It's an odd experience for me, too. I mean, I didn't know
Marius or Cedrella until October, and that was weird enough and now I've met you and
finally there's another girl in the family around my age."

"There's a million of us," Elise said, "you haven't met my sisters and cousins yet. Which,
yeah, why am I the only—"

"I thought you'd get along with Aurora best," Marius said before she could finish her
sentence, "before she gets introduced to the whole circus."

Elise mumbled something none of them could make out, but which Marius seemed to
instinctively understand. "Can we just try to have a nice day?" he asked, and Elise closed her
mouth.

"Sure," she said, and tossed her hair. She glanced at Aurora, then at Cedrella and Marius.
"Aurora, have you been to London much? You don't sound like you're from London."



"I grew up here," Aurora replied, and caught Elise flush, "at least, until I was five. Then I
moved to Cornwall. I do like London, though, but it can get a bit overwhelming. I was in
Piccadilly Circus last year and it was… Rather awful."

"Yeah, but, that's not really London. That's just where all the tourists go, isn't that right,
Granda? Granda complains about tourists all the time."

"They get in the way, once you've lived here seventy years, you'll understand." Elise rolled
her eyes, but in a small, secret way, as though she had reacted to this many times before.

"He always says that. I've never been to Cornwall though, is it cool?"

Aurora smiled slightly at the phrasing, but caught Marius and Cedrella exchanging uneasy
looks. "Very cool," she said, and Elise grinned. "I grew up right by the sea and I'd go there all
the time…"

And it was easy to talk and then let Elise prattle on; once the girl got going she opened up
about her school and friends and family, and over tea and cake, gradually Aurora was able to
piece together the parts of Elise Black's life. She had a multitude of siblings — Charlie or
Charles, Lucy, Evelyn, and Jacob — of whom she was the youngest, along with her cousins
Mary-Anne, Ross, Chris, and Andrew. From what she said, they all got along wonderfully in
one great big happy family, all living near one another, and the thought made her hurt with
envy.

And, Elise told her, yes, she loved gymnastics, but also had a passion for books and histories,
for storytelling and acting, and the more she spoke about it the more Aurora could see the
performer in her, the creativity in her turns of phrase and the way she moved, the expressions
of her eyebrows and the timing of each line. She watched as the girl's life unfolded, harried
sentence by harried sentence, and she realised with an unsettling sort of clarity, precisely how
well Elise fit with her Muggle world, how she had a place in it despite her roots, and she felt
a sudden, cold unease in the pit of her stomach at the thought that one day very soon they
might have to tear all that away from her.

It seemed Marius we beginning to realise this, too. The sadness etched further into his
features, as he regarded his granddaughter with something between hope and despair. Aurora
supposed she couldn't blame him. He knew all too well the darker side of the world Elise
might wind up in.

When they finished eating and drinking and Elise had exhausted her supply of chatter —
Aurora still expected her to slip a random question about the day in there just to trick
someone into slipping up — they paid up and made their way back out onto the street. It had
brightened up somewhat, and warm sunlight reflected off a nearby building which seemed to
have been made entirely from glass and steel; Aurora imagined it to be an awful sun trap.

Marius pointed out different sights as they went, places he had been and seen. Muggle
London had always felt strange and overwhelming and it still was — so many people, so
much pollution and noise — but she felt slightly more grounded than she had the last time
she had ventured out here. There were patches of grass around, and trees by the sides of black
roads, and she was caught up and comfortable enough in chatter that she barely had to think



about the steel trap cars that rattled down roads or the trains she knew to be hurtling through
tunnels far below her feet.

When they got near to the Leaky Cauldron, where they had agreed to meet — across the
street, of course, pretending that the Muggle bookshop was the meeting point — Elise hung
back and they let Marius and Cedrella walk on. For once, Aurora wasn't worried about
punctuality even though it was nearing one o'clock; her father and Potter would almost
certainly be late anyway, left to their own devices.

Elise made what was clearly a pretense out of doing up her shoelaces, and then said to
Aurora, "Do you think Charing Cross feels funny, too?"

To that, she had no idea what to say other than, "What?"

"Charing Cross. This whole kind of area. I wondered why Granda wanted to come here to
meet you, because I hate the way it feels. It's all… Claggy and stuffy. Like when there's about
to be a thunder and lightning." She narrowed her eyes. "It's weird, right?"

"Oh, I — I don't know what you mean."

But she did. She knew how magic felt, like the beginning of a storm, that tingle of
anticipation along the arms. But she was used to that. Elise was not.

And yet. Elise grinned. "You look so creeped out right now," she said happily, "but you feel
like Charing Cross, too."

Then the girl skipped on ahead and Aurora got the distinct impression that Elise knew far, far
more than any of them had wanted her to figure out yet.

"Ravenclaw or Slytherin," she muttered to herself, half-annoyed, half-impressed, before
hurrying to catch up with the rest of the group.

Merlin help her. Elise Black knew far too much already; and if she could really sense magic,
well... She already had far more connection to it than Aurora could have anticipated. She
knew how to play on Aurora's mind, too; there was that mischievous glint in her eye that told
Aurora, yes, Elise knew something more was going on and she was going to exploit every
nerve they had about it until they cracked. Because why else would someone say something
so odd? Unless she believed she was on the right track with it, and knew the reaction she
would get, and the one that she wanted.

It was kind of impressive, really. And Aurora felt sure that she would be seeing Elise walking
the corridors of Hogwarts soon enough.



Stars and Souls and Shadows

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Aurora had not often celebrated Easter Sunday. It had always been a solemn occasion, one of
the few days a year when Arcturus would insist she attended chapel. Neither of them were
particularly religious, which was surprising for Arcturus’s age, but she had gotten the
impression that he had become rather disillusioned with organised religion as a whole, and
certainly the portrayal of God which he had been accustomed to. Nevertheless, Aurora hadn’t
minded it, and had liked to look at the stained glass windows.

But, until the Easter of her fourth year of school, Aurora had not yet been introduced to the
concept of an “Easter egg hunt”.

“What do you mean we have to look for the eggs?” she demanded of Potter in the morning
when he informed her that her father was out setting it up. “I’m not looking for chocolate
before I’ve even eaten my breakfast.”

“Oh my God, you are so…”

“Healthy?”

“I was going to go along the lines of close minded.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’ve never done an Easter egg hunt either,” he admitted, then tilted his head, considering.
“Well, I guess technically I have, but I was never allowed to win. Dudley would sit on me
and eat all the chocolate for himself. I just got whatever was left over and I could pinch from
the sitting room.”

“That sounds rather awful,” Aurora replied, wrinkling her nose. “I hope you don’t mind my
saying, but your cousin really does sound wretched.”

“They were all wretched,” Potter told her, shaking his head. “I was lucky if I got a rotten egg
for Easter.”

Aurora didn’t really know what to say to that. Potter did have a habit of saying such things at
times, with a tone of nonchalance yet in a rushed voice, like he was determined to play it
casual and yet felt a burning desire to let out something that he had always had to keep
hidden. She didn’t know how to keep up with it or what was the right thing to say, because
often he didn’t seem to want her to say anything at all. Instead he just needed to say it and get
back to the task at hand; which in this case was educating her about Easter traditions.

“Anyway, we have to go out and find as many eggs in the garden as we can, and once they’re
all found we have to come back and whoever has the most, wind.”



“Wins what?”

He frowned. “I’m not sure. Dudley always got all the eggs, so…”

“Well, I’m not giving you any of my chocolate if you win.”

“And I’m not giving you any of mine.”

They stared at each other for a moment, sizing one another up, until Potter asked with
eyebrows raised, “We play for glory?”

“We play for glory,” Aurora confirmed, and tried not to smile. “I’m eating breakfast first
though. Then I’m going for my morning fly.”

“No, we’re going for a morning fly,” Potter corrected. It had unfortunately become something
of a tradition that they flew together at some point in the day, mostly because neither could
stand the sight of someone else flying when they were not. “I’m not letting you scope out the
grounds before me.”

So he wasn’t as stupid as she’d hoped in that regard. Aurora scowled playfully. “As if I’d do
that.”

Her father chose that moment to walk back through the kitchen door, looking utterly
bedraggled and like he had started a fight with the local wildlife. Stray leaves fluttered from
his hair, and there was a distinct aura of dirt around him. It was like she was taken back to a
year ago, watching him stumble out a forest. Both Aurora and Potter stared at him.

“What on earth—”

“The eggs are out for the hunt,” he said weakly, “erm, turns out some magpies see things
wrapped in silver foil and think it’s for them. And don’t like when dogs chase them away.
Especially if those dogs are… People.”

Aurora was sure if she looked at either her father or at Potter she would surely burst into
laughter. Instead, she pressed her lips into a thin line and raised her eyebrows, then asked in a
rather high, strained voice, “Do you plan on cleaning yourself up before breakfast?”

He shook his head — shaking a leaf out in the process — and waved his wand over his body,
saying, “Scourgify.”

The dirt lifted but Aurora was still unimpressed. She was hungry, though.

Potter seemed dismayed by the prospect of not having chocolate for breakfast, so she
indulged him and agreed to swap over gift eggs at the table — though why they had to give
each other chocolate eggs when they were about to try and find more, smaller, chocolate eggs
outside, she did not know — and ate some of her own over pancakes, with strawberries. Her
father was giddy, in a most disturbing way, nattering on about Easter lunch with the Tonkses,
Remus, and Hestia. Aurora only tried to conceal her own excitement about it. Really, she
liked the idea. Perhaps it could be something like the family Christmas she had spent with the
Tonkses last year, yet even better, because she would have her dad with her, and also



wouldn’t have to try and put up with any random relatives she had never met before, as Ted’s
family had made different plans.

Even the Easter egg hunt, she had to admit, was some fun. Her father had insisted they do
that as soon as possible, lest the eggs melt in the sun, but had allowed them to take their
brooms out. Aurora privately thought of it as a competition between Seekers, but daren’t
admit such a thing, just in case she ended up losing. As it was, Potter had only one more egg
than her, and she declared that it was entirely unfair because his owl, Hedwig, had dove out
of a tree to stop her from getting two of the eggs she had rightfully spotted first, and Stella
was no good for aerial sabotage.

Once they were getting ready for lunch, though, the post arrived. An ornamental glass egg
from the Malfoys, which had bewildered Potter, cards from the Parkinsons, MacMillans, and
Gwen, Robin, and Theo. And a letter, the writing on the envelope distinctly Cassius
Warrington’s.

She opened it with no small measure of trepidation. No matter how she tried to disguise it,
her father had noticed her concealment of the letter while Potter showed something Molly
Weasley had knitted.

To Aurora, the letter read.
I’m sorry for having to write to you, especially at Easter. You probably don’t want to hear
from me, especially right now, but I wanted to let you know.

I’m writing this on Saturday, and earlier today there was a trip into Hogsmeade for the sixth
and seventh years to see family and friends. On my way back from meeting my sister, I saw
Rita Skeeter. I don’t know how she’s still allowed to hang about, but she is.

Anyway, she recognised me and started asking questions about you and your family. What
you’re like, if you get up to Dark magic, and she started asking about our— here there was a
blot on the page like he had hesitated, not knowing how to phrase his next words —
friendship. I told her no comment to everything obviously, other than that you’re a brilliant
witch and Quidditch player, but she was persistent. Kept asking about your dad, and Harry
Potter, too. I think she wanted me to tell her bad things, which of course I didn’t.

I’d watch out for her. I know you are already, but she seems to have it in her mind that she’s
getting a story out of you. I doubt I’m the only person she’s approached.

I’m really sorry to write to you about this, especially at Easter and especially since we’ve not
spoken in so long but I couldn’t no at least let you know. It felt dishonest of me.

I hope it hasn’t spoiled your day. I’m sure there’s nothing she can get on you anyway, but you
ought to know.

Happy Easter,
Yours,
Cassius.



She was sure she’d stopped breathing at some point while reading. Her father poked her in
the arm.

“Who’s that one from?”

Potter leaned over ingracefully and smirked. “Says Cassius Warrington.”

“Is that right?”

“Shut up,” Aurora told them both, “it’s not what you think.”

“What do I think?” her father asked. “That a boy is writing a heartfelt letter to you at Easter
—”

“Rita Skeeter spoke to him.” Her voice came out hollow, cold and detached. Her father’s face
fell, hardened into anger.

“What’s this boy said to her?”

“Nothing! Nothing bad anyway, he says, but he wanted to let me know… Bollocks.” Her
stomach churned. Rita Skeeter would never let her have peace, would she? Would never
leave alone until she had a story, just as she had done with Hermione. Aurora curled her hand
into a fist around the parchment. Then she turned to Potter, who had a bewildered look on his
face. “You know she’ll come for you next, right?”

“She already has, a bit.”

“It’ll get worse. She’s poking about for stuff about you too, that’s half of why…”

Her voice trailed off. There was something embarrassed in Potter’s face that she didn’t like;
not the sort he had when he had messed up in Potions, or when he felt guilty for saying
something wrong. No, this was the embarrassment of his being known. This was an
embrasssment where he tried to sink into the furniture as he was doing now, wearing a face of
guilt for existing.

“Cassius won’t be the only person she’s trying to get information out of. He says so himself.
He’s warning me.”

“What will you do?”

“I don’t know. Until she writes anything I don’t know what grounds I can defy her on, and I
don’t know what she will write. I just don’t trust her with my reputation, and not from how
Cass thinks she’s trying to spin it.”

Something lodged in her chest when she called him that, unthinkingly, the nickname slipping
out. Somehow the combination threatened to overwhelm her; the knowledge that Skeeter was
out for blood, the knowledge that Cassius had defended her even when he really didn’t have
to, and that he had slipped away and she had let him and yet here he still was, warning her.
As a friend would.



“We have to be prepared,” she told Potter, “if she wants a story, she’d better know there are
consequences.”

Everyone had some grudge held against them, after all.

-*

On Easter Monday, she went to the manor. Potter and her father were spending the day with
Dora, the latter likely pestering her with questions about being an Auror again — having
been taught by Mad-Eye Moody seemed to have given him a passion for the idea. Her father
made her promise that if there were any problems she was to return to Arbrus Hill straight
away. She also had to be back before two o’clock. Otherwise he would come and find her.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want her father there. But her childhood and her life now still felt so
separate, and she wasn’t sure that her father was entirely ready to bridge this gap yet. Perhaps
in the summer.

Today, she wanted to read.

She went to the yew clearing first though. She laid down carnations and lilies and lavender,
she spoke softly to the graves and imagined that she could hear the trees whispering in
response.

“I’m sorry,” she told Arcturus, “that you’re not here. But I hope I’m making the right choices.
That what I’m doing for the family, for all of us, that it’s the right thing to do, the good and
honourable thing. I don’t know what you’d have done. But I hope you know, that I’m trying
to — to do what I think is right. Like you did.

“I know now that I’ll never know for sure what you think, what you’d do in my place. That
even a painting or a portrait can’t bring you back — they’re just memories of memories of
memories.” Yet she knew she would visit the portrait too — she had to. “I miss you, GaGa.”
She brought herself to chuckle at the old nickname. “Arcturus. I’m doing my best to be Lady
Black. And I really hope that’s alright.”

She knew she only imagined it, but she felt the clearing, with its whispering breeze, was
telling her that it was. That the ground beneath her feet agreed. The land still knew her. That
had to count for something.

After giving it a few more quiet minutes, to grow to peace with the world, Aurora headed
back into the manor itself. She went through the old ballroom; Aurora herself could hardly
remember it being used, but for one Christmas, when Arcturus had had what felt at the time
like half the entire Wizarding World to the Manor, dancing the night away. She had only been
seven at the time, and not many her children her age had been invited; that had been the night
Draco and Pansy had introduced her to Theodore Nott, and the former two had convinced her
and Theo to run off for a while and play hide and seek with them. They both had wound up in
the same part of the library — Theo, Aurora thought, simply found a way to gravitate
wherever there were books to interest him — and had argued over who got to hide there so
loudly and for so long that Pansy had found them and given them both a great scolding for
being so terrible at the game.



Aurora had had to refrain from pointing out that it was only the second time she had ever
played it.

The ballroom itself was larger than she recalled from her hazy memories; the walls were
white and pale green, the borders of the paper trimmed with silver threads, woven into the
paper themselves. They echoed with old magic, and she could hear even now the laughter and
music of that night, as her heels clicked on the white marble floor. It was — she thought
mercifully — not as dusty as she had anticipated, not quite as cold. She put it down to the
spring sun flooding the glass doors and good upkeep on the part of her selves. Perhaps one
day, she thought idly, tracing faint footsteps in the flooring, she could relive those old balls,
with people she actually cared about. Breathe some life back into her memories.

For now, the library was once again her safe haven. She climbed the grand staircase in the
front of the house, and steadfastly avoided looking at the tightly closed door of Arcturus’ old
room. The library was on the right and down the hall, with grand double doors which opened
into it.

As soon as she entered, she could feel magic wrapping around her. It felt like home, here
more than anywhere else in the house. This was where she had found herself growing up in
the company of books, reading about everything Arcturus had mentioned that day, hoping he
would let her into the potions workshop across the hall and help him with his work.

Libraries had always been a safe place. Books helped her even now; she clung to them and
the escape that simple words could bring her.

At the front of library there still sat a collection of children’s textbooks; some about magic, of
course, but also her French textbooks, and her Latin and Greek, and some Old English which
she had never gotten around to devoting herself to. Her history books sat there too, beside
thick notebooks about politics from the many lessons Arcturus, Lucretia, and Ignatius had
given her. There was Madam Davine’s Etiquette for Enchanting; beside it, Numeracy or
Numerology, and the History of the House of Black. That latter one simply materialised
wherever it wanted in any of the houses, it seemed, like an overbearing parent. Aurora
regarded them fondly, remembering how she had pored over the pages and scribbled furious
notes to keep up with the quick snap of Aunt Lucretia’s lessons.

A heavy feeling unfurled in her chest, and she tore her gaze away, striding towards the deep
end of the library, where they kept their curse books and old family grimoiries and
genealogies. Here, too, the warmth in the air seemed to whisper back to her. It felt like she
had hardly left; unnervingly, it was not as cold as it should be.

Some shelves were less dusty than other, but in the way that someone had taken a finger to
sweep away dust, or collect a book. The house elves, she thought. She wondered what they
read.

At the back of the library, nestled in a bay window which was brightened by noon sunlight,
she found the section she was looking for.

The history of the Black family — and the history of blood curses. She would have to look
through them both, scour them for any sign of the curse death had alluded to, and whatever



might be affecting her, too. It could be centuries old, even a millennium. After all, the family
history did not just start when they came to England. It could belong to any one of her less-
known or unnamed ancestors, buried in the memory of tenth century Normandy.

With a stack of books in her arms, she took to reading. She balanced parchment on the
wooden shelf of the window, leaning back against old, soft cushions warmed by the sun,
dipped a quill in a bottle of ink that she had had to bring with her, and started to take down
notes.

As a child, Aurora had had to memorise all thirty-nine Lord Blacks, from Hydrus to Arcturus.
She knew their stories and their siblings’ stories, and could rhyme off various names that had
been in her family for generations; Cyphus, Ophelia, Castor. But one could never know every
detail of their lives and work, nor, she felt, had she been allowed to learn the darker secrets. It
was as Callidora had said, even if she didn’t like the way she had said it; there was far too
much that she did not know.

As Aurora read, she swore she could feel spirits wrapping tighter around her. There was a
case of Lord Antoine I in the early thirteenth century, who had suffered a curse of the
combined power of all four of his sons and bled out on the floor of the old Wizengamot
courtroom; the fifteenth-century’s Elric I who, along with his wife Lady Anette, had
allegedly cursed all of his brother’s children with infertility out of fear of usurpation; Lord
Dionysus, Arcturus’ great-great-grandfather, who had cursed his daughter to never be able to
slip beyond the veil and to achieve peace in her death, apparently because he did not trust in
God’s judgment in purgatory.

But nothing that indicated to her any true connection to Death, not in the form that she had.
Perhaps the last, but that was confined to one person. A family curse stretching back
centuries surely must have found a record somewhere; frustration built in a headache behind
her eyes as she set the first book aside, reaching instead for one about the family’s role in the
Norman Conquest, commissioned by Lord Caius — Cyphus’s eldest son — some four
decades after the fact. The book itself was rather dog-eared and battered, showing its age in
the annotations scribbled many years ago in the margins. But it was one of the earliest full
histories that they had, and the man who had written it was a Rosier, at that time close allies
of the Blacks. If there were whispers of a curse, he might know — she could only hope he
had not seen fit to omit it from the text.

“In the darkest of nights,” one passage told her, “Lord Hydrus, that mighty sorcerer of the
crown, stole away to a yew clearing with his three sons — Cyphus, the lordling, and Claudius
and Julius. Knowing of the battle that was to fall upon them, he had the three swear that as
long as they lived they would never allow mortal injury to befall the others. As brothers
three, they held exceptional power; though each did lust for more on his own, that wise lord
knew that pride and division killed the roots of a family, and so he had the three brothers
swear the most solemn vow never to spill blood of their own blood. This was done by
blessing and the incantation of ancient words, then a bright green light bore upon them, so
bright that it could be seen from the sea. From then it was known that no brother could be
harmed by the other. When practicing duelling and sparring, they found that their curses
could never take hold, and so pushed one another always until, with their blessing of blood
unity, the brothers three surpassed mortal knowledge and overcame all enemies.”



It then took a turn to describe in great and dull detail the marriage of Lyra Black to a non-
magical cousin of the king, and Aurora flicked through the rest of the next few pages,
scanning for anything to find her interest. A cool breeze fluttered in from somewhere, and she
swung her hair over one side, distractedly toying with the ends.

“And so it was said by this teller of fortunes that the Black family would live forevermore
bound to Death, knowing the blood that they had spilled in service of the crown; that they
would hold in their inheritance knowledge of the stars and souls and shadows…” Something
about that sent a shiver down her spine. Through an open window she heard a crow calling.

Somewhere she knew there was a collection from Lord Hydrus’ letters, and his own grimoire.
Arcturus kept it out of the main library, she didn’t know where, only that if ever she had seen
him with any of the old spellbooks, he had come from the portrait gallery. Yet the thought of
entering that room filled her with nerves. Her ancestors would be staring down at her with
judgmental eyes and whispers, like they had last time.

But she would only need Arcturus. It would be fine.

Aurora combed through the other books some more with little success, until it became clear
that she would have to venture further downstairs. A glance at the clock told her it was now
just gone noon — her father would worry if she wasn’t back soon. Of course, she could come
back, but it was always better to get things out of the way as soon as possible — she hated
running late, or feeling like she didn’t have suitable time left to accomplish everything that
she wanted to. No, she had to much to do.

So she gathered herself and her courage and pushed aside her nerves and creeping doubt and
dread and made her way to the downstairs portrait gallery, where the walls whispered with
the past and eyes followed her. She didn’t remember it having been so eerie before, so utterly
disconcerting to feel the gazes and weights of the past falling so suddenly and squarely upon
her.

Aurora kept her eyes focused on the grandest painting at the end of the hall, all too aware of
the long walk and every step she had to take to get there. When at last the shadows cleared
and she was before Arcturus’s portrait, her stomach was already tied in knots and her face
cool with flush of nerves.

“Arcturus,” she addressed him at the same time he said, “Lady Black.”

His dark eyes twinkled and that reassured her, somewhat.

“How long has it been now, dear? I’m afraid we’re all dreadful at keeping time.”

“Eight months,” she replied cleanly, then winced. “I had to stay at school over Christmas;
there was a ball, which I thought would be an important event.”

“Yes, Phineas told us they reinstated the Triwizard Tournament. I thought they never would.”

One of the portraits on the right asked casually, “How many have died so far?”



“You can’t ask her that, Castor!”

“Father, I’m only curious, you’re the one who told me the stories—”

“She is a child.”

“I’m sure Lady Black can handle death alright.”

They were far down the hall but Aurora managed to wrack her brains and determine who
they were; Lord Castor, who had died at twenty-two and been lord for four of those years,
apparently immature for his age and a regular nuisance to Henry VIII, which Lucretia had
once implied led to the English witch-hunt, though Aurora wasn’t entirely sure that she
believed that. She could see how he was a nuisance, though.

“No one has died,” she told the portraits, bored, “and the organisers have put a dreadful
amount of work into ensuring that no one does.”

“It’s all they talk about,” sighed Phineas Nigellus, a few behind her, “on and on and on and
they all simply drone on, bores me to sleep most evenings.”

Arcturus, she could tell, was trying not to smile. “What did you come to talk to me about,
Aurora?”

“Information,” she said, before she could let her nerves get the better of her, “about a blood
curse.”

The room fell silent. The family paintings on the left stopped moving entirely, she was sure;
her father, in his, was frozen halfway out the frame, tugging on his pale brother’s arm.

“Which one?”

That was not the answer she had wanted to hear.

“Any. But specifically one which might allow me to speak to, and communicate with… Well,
Death.”

Her words sent another ripple of whispers around the room. Back behind her, someone let out
a high wail — rather unnecessarily, she felt. Perhaps she was too accommodated to the
thought of him.

“We all can see Death, child,” said Phineas Nigellus, sniffing haughtily. “You’re not special.”

“Hush, Phineas,” Arcturus replied, and Aurora swore he was rolling his eyes. “Aurora can do
more than you could. I know this; Death has spoken to her himself.”

“Many times,” Aurora elaborated, “but I’ve never known why.”

“Nor do I,” Arcturus told her, “but I know where our oldest books are. The manor’s magic
may only guide you so far. I could communicate with Death myself, but he was reluctant.



Only when we were at our nearest points, when the veil between the living and the dead was
at its thinnest.”

Aurora shook her head. “It’s different for me. I see his shadow and he comes to me whenever
he wishes but I can’t call him and he’s avoiding me.”

“Most would argue that Death avoiding them, is a good thing.”

“It would be,” she said, “if I didn’t still feel him circling.”

The eyes of Arcturus’ portrait shifted, and then he nodded. “I will return in a moment. Do not
let the others get too rowdy.”

He stepped out of his frame, leaving only a high-backed green chair and grey background.
The momentary silence around his departure was broken abruptly by Castor the Third
shouting, “You said you’ve seen Death, girl?”

Aurora turned, staring down the gloomy gallery. “Er, yes?”

“Bah — in my day, we all did necromancy.”

“She isn’t talking about necromancy, you twit.”

“Father, I think I know what the lady means.”

“It’s not Necromancy,” Aurora said, frustrated, “I actually see Death. The… Deity, I
suppose.”

A rumble around the room. “Lord Hydrus?” she decided to call out, after another moment of
silence from Arcturus. She started back down the hall to the very end by the double doors,
and heard another voice jostle someone else — presumably Hydrus — out of their snores. “I
do have some questions, for you, actually.”

“I don’t like questions,” he said bluntly. “Everyone asks me far too many questions.” I’m an
old man; I need to sleep.”

He closed his eyes again but Cyphus sidled into the frame and snapped his fingers. “You’ve
been sleeping for a week, Father. The girl is Lady Black.”

“In my day, she would be no lady.”

Cyphus muttered something under his breath and Aurora’s stomach squirmed uncomfortably.
She wondered if that was the unspoken thought running through everyone’s head, and if
Cyphus only had some connection to his necklace form that allowed him to stick up for her at
all. Still, some medieval queens and ladies had held power on their own. It was not so
unthinkable.

“My Lord Hydrus,” she said, hoping that the most polite option would win favour. He
cracked one reluctant eye open, glared, and then closed his eyes again. “It is you who forged
our family’s greatest power. If we have any connection to Death, might you know how?”



“Obviously,” Hydrus droned, “but I don’t have time—”

“Father always liked Necromancy,” Cyphus said, “our lord king thought it important to keep
him on side. The side which spoke with spirits was, surely, the side which held the power
closest to God.”

“And his friends wanted me burned for it,” Hydrus muttered, “naturally.”

Aurora’s lips quirked up. “Shocking.”

“Do not look so amused, girl. Had I not been allowed at the king’s side, he most certainly
would not have won his battles and this land would be very different indeed! My knowledge
was beyond that of any other, and always shall be. Now, let me sleep. I’m an old man.”

“You’re a painting,” Cyphus replied.

“So are you, son, so please leave mine.”

Cyphus grimaced. Aurora wrung her hands together, her annoyance beginning to grow. If this
was really what her ancestors were like then it would be no wonder if someone really had
cursed them. “You knew how to talk to Death then? Do you know how I can talk to him?”

“Why do you want to talk to Death?”

The question was asked so lightly that it actually gave her pause. Her thoughts spiralled and
stomach turned. “Well, he — he disappeared. And I — there’s too much I don’t understand
and I don’t understand this ring that I have, and he’s always there and I don’t like that now he
isn’t and I don’t know how to call him because… Well, that should be something I can do.”

“How presumptuous of you.”

“I’m not presumptuous. I seek to learn, My Lord, that is all. It is how I might best serve my
— our — family.”

He opened both of his eyes now, though only with the intention of glaring at her. Aurora felt
his irritation burrow beneath her own skin, burning hot. “Death goes as he pleases, child. He
will answer your call only when you truly need him. Only he can answer your questions; it is
not for mortals to dispense such knowledge upon one another.

“However.” A light sparked inside her. “It was I who ensured he would be bound to our
family. Death and I share an understanding. In exchange for our prosperity, we would be
connected with him. It takes great power to bestow death upon one’s enemies with a single
curse.” Her stomach swooped and then twisted. “Death always visited me. To ensure that I
carried on the path he desired. Do not fear it, child.”

“I don’t.”

“You seek to control Death.” Hydrus arched his eyebrows. “That is fear. He will come,
eventually. He always does. For now, try not to shy from the haunting. It will only make it
worse.”



No one else spoke and Aurora didn’t know what to say to that. After a few seconds, Hydrus
closed his eyes again and began to snore within the frame.

Killing with just one curse. It was true, it was said that doing so took immense power and
will, and Aurora hoped it was something that she would never have to attempt. But if her
family’s connection to Death derived from that, it could not make sense. Everyone’s family
had a murderer in it somewhere. Even Aurora, aware now that her idea of families was
somewhat skewed, was confident that in a millennia of history, everyone had spilled blood on
their family’s hands. Didn’t they? What made them different, what sparked Death’s
obsession, and why was Hydrus so reluctant to discuss it?

Why did no one else speak or prompt any potential answers?

“Aurora.” Arcturus’s voice called from the end of the hall and she startled. She had been
staring at Hydrus’s portrait, which was now steadfastly ignoring her. Cyphus’s eyes followed
her, unblinking, clear grey. “Come.”

She hurried down the gallery, to where Arcturus was now restored in his portrait. A faint
smile graced his lips. “To my right there is a panel marked at the bottom left corner with a
dagaz rune, and at the top right with ansuz. Hold your hands on each of those tunes for ten
seconds, until the foundations respond to you. The panels will slip and reveal a staircase.
Follow it down until the cellar. Best you keep a note of where you go; it is something of a
labyrinth downstairs, I’m afraid.”

“A — a labyrinth.”

“It means—”

“She knows what it means, Phineas. Go, Aurora. If you truly wish to know all that you can,
then go. The house below contains all our family’s greatest secrets, the private knowledge of
each lord passed down and held within the walls.” His eyes, deep brown and wide, held a fear
in them that she was unused to seeing, and more than a little afraid of. “I must warn you. You
may not like all that you see. There are… Spirits, there, still.” His lips quirked up in a sad
smile. “But one of them may be happy to see you.”

“Spirits? What do you mean?”

“I do not wish to get your hopes up. Not if…” His eyes twinkled. “On you go. I fear Lord
Phineas is close to combustion.”

Aurora chuckled, but it was half-hearted. Any humour was cooled and quelled by the loud,
consuming pounding of her heart, as the nausea came back again. Perhaps this wasn’t such a
good idea. What if she wasn’t ready — or worse, what if this led her to another dead end?
Portraits were useless, she was beginning to discover. They were only guides, not teachers,
and it seemed many of them didn’t even want to be the former. Arcturus might allow the door
to the underground to open but he could not walk her down the stairs.

She supposed it was the pattern of things, now.



With a last grateful, yet wobbly, smile, Aurora curtsied to Arcturus’ portrait and made her
way to the wall, doing as he had instructed. The panel swung inwards before her eyes, and
though she felt keenly aware of hundreds of eyes, curious or scornful or plotting, she
shrugged aside the cold discomfort of uncertainty, the feeling that old eyes had been
following her everywhere that day, and slipped into the dark and gloomy stone staircase that
had revealed itself.

The panel swung shut behind her and latched, sealing her in with a high click that made her
stomach swoop. She clutched her wand, for all the good it would do her. Throwing caution to
the wind, she muttered the enlightening enchantment, and held her wand before her, so the tip
might light the way. Hopefully the old wards kept the Ministry from detecting her using
magic. At least she might be able to reasonably blame it on the constant workings of the
house, or if need be, on her father, but there was no way she was walking down an
unfamiliar, dark, cobwebbed and frankly creepy staircase without light or the security of
knowing she could use her wand if indeed she needed it.

Shivering, and keeping an eye on every step she took, Aurora continued down the steep
staircase, her feet terribly loud in the stifled silence of the underground. Each step brushed
dust away from beneath her, and sent spiders scurrying into cracks in the ancient stones. She
shivered in the stale cold.

Coming to the end of the staircase would have been a relief, had she been able to see
anything beyond five feet before her. Instead, Aurora got the feeling of being in a wide, grand
space than nevertheless bound tightly around her, leaving her stuck and stranded and half-
drowning in gaping darkness.

She said quietly to the shadows, “Hello?”

There was no one she really intended to greet, other than Death, but she was still hardly
surprised when he did not reply. She hadn’t truly believed he would come here.

Aurora gripped her wand tightly and squinted as she held it up before her, trying to make out
any doorways through the gloom. Surely no books could be kept here, for they would have
trouble being found and surely could not be read. There, through the gloom she could just
make out a silver glint from a door handle in the midst of a light dust.

She hastened towards the door, but her shoulders were braced in fear of something leaping
out from the other side. Holding up her wand, Aurora made out an engraved plaque in brass
on the door, which read: Hydrus Dominus, Umbrarum Textor. She traced back her Latin
lessons; Hydrus the Lord, Weaver of Shadows.

Her heart leapt in her chest, nausea mingling with trepidation but also excitement, curiosity.
When she placed a hand on the doorknob, it was cold, and she swallowed hard. Arcturus’s
portrait wouldn't open the way to somewhere unsafe for her. Nor would this house hurt her.
The magic answered to her, her blood.

She took a deep breath, steeled herself, and turned the knob. The door clicked and opened,
creaking on ancient hinges, yet surprisingly not as much as she may have anticipated.



It was dark at first but somehow, once she stepped in, the room lit up even more than her
wand. Warmth flooded through her, like she had just walked closer to a bonfire, and the
feeling was a haze upon her skin. Turning, Aurora took in the large, round room; the stone
walls were lined with mahogany bookshelves, ancient books perfectly aligned upon them like
they had never been touched. Drawers at the front had minor ink smudges across them and
there was, curiously, a single black quill lying atop a small sidetable.

The sight of it sent a shiver up her spine.

Aurora clung to the edges of the room, browsing the shelves and checking titles. Most of the
room looked like it hadn’t been touched in years, and was perfectly kept. Yet, in one
shadowed corner, the second top drawer on a tall chest, had a corner of parchment sticking
out the top of it.

Frowning, Aurora went to the drawer, and tried to ease it open. It didn’t budge; she tugged
again and the handle squeaked, getting stuck.

“Stupid drawer,” she muttered, then regretted it; something cold drew about her, an eerie
breeze seeping into the room.“Sorry,” she said again, and it stilled.

Aurora tried the drawer one last time, and it moved just a little, just enough that she could
slip her fingers in and ease the parchment out. Everything else was so orderly; this was
wrong.

She unfurled the roll of parchment, smoothed the crease that had formed in it, and shivered.
There was a spell written upon it, or instructions for one anyway, in dense Latin. The words
were crammed tightly together, margins annotated and scribbled in, in a mixture of French
and Old and Modern English. Her wand light was nowhere near enough to properly decipher
it; nor, frankly, were her rusty language skills. All she could reliably decide upon, in this light
and as tired from reading as she was, was the title: benedictio, or blessing.

Aurora tucked it into her pocket, and struggled to open the drawer the whole way. It scraped
on the way, an ear-splitting noise, and as she tried to loosen it, something brushed behind her.

Aurora held back a scream, whirling around, but there was nothing there. Just her
imagination, just the darkness. But a breeze tickled the back of her neck and she knew that
there shouldn’t be a breeze down here at all. She wanted to yell, but there was no one to hear
her, and she knew better than to alert a would-be attacker to her location.

She heaved in the silence, clutching the scroll tightly in one hand and her wand in the other.
The walls seemed to whisper in warning. Dust fluttered over the floor.

After several painful minutes of nothing, she allowed herself, hands shaking, to return to the
drawer. Perhaps it was a renewed fear that strengthened her, or perhaps something — or
someone — else was helping her along, but this time the drawer came unstuck on the first try.

A spider leapt out and she screamed, stumbling back in fright before regaining herself. The
thing scuttled innocently along the top of the drawer, then down the side, disappearing into



shadows. Aurora scowled, mostly annoyed with herself for her reaction, but once her heart
had calmed she returned to the drawer and shone her light into it.

It caught on various jewels and old silver and gold. There, in this strangest of drawers, was a
collection of jewellery; some bracelets and rings, all laden with weighty emeralds and topaz
and quartz, but also, in a great number, heavy-looking lockets, shimmering in different
colours. It was an odd collection to have down here, and it seemed they had once been used
as rather unnecessary paperweights, for the scrolls squashed beneath them.

Those scrolls seemed of little interest though, all records and accounts smudged and faded by
centuries so that they were quite illegible. Only the piece on the top had remained
mysteriously intact; clearly it was of some importance.

Her fingers brushed over the parchment again and she swore she heard someone whisper. But
there was no one. Not even footprints on the floor. It was just a remnant of the past, she told
herself, a memory. Perhaps the books were speaking to her, perhaps an ancestor.

But she swore she heard the word, help.

Rattled, she drifted amongst the rest of the books, picking up various titles of interest,
ranging from The Raising of the Dead to A Mage’s Chronicle. Eventually, Aurora had a stack
of books, alongside a couple of the more interesting jewels from the drawer, to take home and
pore over later. But she daren’t touch the quill on the table. The sight of it made her stomach
squirm.

It was nearing one when she emerged out of the portrait gallery again, hurrying towards the
kitchen steps so she could return home through the Floo. But something stopped her.

A breeze had followed her from the dark room. It whipped at her ankles, biting and
snatching, and wouldn’t let go. Help, the Manor walls seemed to whisper, growing tighter
and darker around her, as she turned away from the steps and to the dining room instead,
where the long mahogany table was still set for a dinner that had never been eaten. The
silverware had faded and the china gathered dust.

But there was a piece of parchment in the centre of the table, where a vase of flowers ought
to be. The breeze drew her to it, or perhaps it was a morbid fascination, chasing the fear that
forced her heart to speed up and her palms to grow clammy around her wand.

The whole room seemed tilted off its axis. It was too warm and then too cold and the sunlight
from the windows was faded and too blue for spring.

The parchment was folded over, and she picked it up with shaking hands. The lack of seal
rattled and irritated her; any official correspondence first of all should not be here, and
otherwise, ought to be more formal. She unfolded the parchment, bile rising in her throat.

There were no words. Only a cluster of dots done in green ink which she soon, after a
moment of confusion, recognised as a constellation.



They had been done carefully and precisely, as though they had been copied out and
practiced many times before. Her eyes searched the space between the markings, the invisible
lines, and she shivered. A lump grew in her throat, terror lurching through her stomach.

The constellation was Orion. The one her father’s father had been named for. They had all
been named for constellations, or for stars.

But one, she realised, had been marked larger than the others, and it was not Rigel — the
brightest star.

She ran through the names of the Orion stars, already knowing the answer with a sense of
cold dread in the pit of her stomach. Her fingertips found the largest star of their own accord.
However had left this here had wanted her to see it, she knew, and that thought made her
head spin. The floor fell away from under her and she gripped the back of a chair, dizzy with
terror.

The largest star on the page was a mistake, astronomically, but she knew why. They wanted it
to stand out. They were gone now, she knew that they were, but she also wanted to get home
as fast as she could, to escape this place that had suddenly been distorted in her memory. She
was alone. She would have been warned if she wasn’t. Anyway, the person she was afraid of
— the person whose face reared itself so suddenly and horribly in her mind — couldn’t
possible be here.

But her gaze fixed on the constellation again, picking out the largest star, edged with silver.
She clutched the chair, trying to force herself to stay standing, to try and breathe and move.

For she knew that star to be Bellatrix.
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There was a short second that felt like a very long moment, in which all Aurora could do was
to hold onto the parchment and her wand and try desperately to remember how to breathe.

The house had stilled around her, eerily so, and all she could hear was fainting crowing of
some bird from outside. Bellatrix wasn’t here. She couldn’t be; it was unavoidable fact that
she was in Azkaban prison, that she had not escaped. It was also, Aurora was sure from all
she knew of her, not like Bellatrix Lestrange to give someone forewarning.

Even so, she was terrified to move in case it disrupted something from the shadows. The
sound of her own breathing was overwhelming, but alongside it another sound grew, a faint
breeze that brushed her hair.

“Stop,” she said softly, the word barely formed past her lips. Her heartbeat picked up again.
The parchment felt scratchy against her palm. Whatever spirit had led her into this room
stilled, yet she could feel something at her shoulder, and turned, reaching for the heaviest
book she could find in her stack, in case a wand wasn’t enough. Speaking to thin air, without
the current presence of mind to feel foolish for doing so, she said, “What is the meaning of
this?”

Silence persisted a moment longer. Then, with a sweeping breeze, a figure began to emerge
from nothing, a shimmer in the air. Aurora jumped in fright as it moved, and swung a book
through the air. It hit nothing, of course, and whatever she had thought she had seen
disappeared again, melding back into the stone walls.

The house stilled again. Panting, Aurora clutched the book in her hand with the parchment
crumpled on top. When she tightened her grip on her wand, red light sparked from the end,
and she tried desperately to calm herself down.

There was no one here. The spirit, from what Arcturus said, ought to be benevolent. Perhaps
it brought her here as a warning. When that warning would be necessary, though, she did not
know. The parchment in her hand weighed heavier and heavier, and she leaned back against
the table, panting.

She had to get out of here.

Gathering her books up into her arms, Aurora tried not to think of what might befall her if
she left this room. Surely it was best to run, but if she did, would she not be forever haunted,
fearful of returning? If she left and someone else was here — whether Balletrix or not — then
what might she be condemning her family home to?

She fixed her gaze on the space where she had sworn she could have seen a spirit. In her
pocket, the scroll with Hydrus’ blessing fluttered in a gentle reminder.



She whispered to the still quiet, “Hello?”

There came no reply. Not even the sound of hushed breathing. It was only her and somehow
that rattled her even more than anything else. She should have felt safe in solitude here, but
she couldn’t bring herself to relax.

Arcturus had said the spirit would want to see her. Perhaps they were trying to help her. And
if someone was going to attack her they would already have seen her and heard her and if
they would at least reveal themselves then she could fight.

And the voice from before — a man’s voice, she could recognise, deep yet soft — said,
“Help.”

She didn’t know who was meant to be helping who at this stage, but the sound of that voice
made her want to cry.

“Who are—”

“She is coming. Not now, but sooner than you think. I cannot save you twice.”

Her heart thudded in her chest. Somehow she knew already, somehow she was beginning to
understand. Or perhaps, she was merely staring at nothing and hoping.

“Did you put this note here?”

A beat of silence. Then, the dreaded reply, “No. But I thought you ought to see it sooner
rather than later.”

Ah, of course. He thought that she should have the shit scared out of her now, while alone,
instead of in the summer when she might have someone else with her. His voice too, spoke to
something buried deep within her; yet, it was distorted, some sounds lost like she was hearing
him speak from under deep water.

“You’re Regulus, aren’t you?” she asked, and swore she could feel a breeze pick up inside.

A faint laugh. “You’re brighter than I thought a child of my brother’s would be.”

“Well, it is rather obvious, but why—”

She was cut off by a sharp, shrill whistling sound, like a cold and wintry wind slicing through
still air. Frozen, she could hear nothing, feel nothing in the air before her. The vague,
shimmering spirit was gone, and with it the faint breeze and warm touch that it brought.

Through the window, she saw Death’s shadow staring back at her. His eyes glinted golden,
and then he disappeared in a spring haze.

The message remained, more insidious than she would have expected of him.

No more questions.



Yet her mind burned with them over and over again.

She was unsure of how she got back through the Floo, clutching the parchment tightly in her
fist with her wand, her books stacked in the crook of her arm. When she did, she locked
down the Floo immediately, terrified of anything or anyone slipping through, reaching out
and snatching her back. Then, into an aching silence, she called out, “Dad?”

It scared her how fragile her voice came out, trembling over such a small word. She set her
books down, hearing him and Potter thud through the corridors towards the living room. Only
a second she had to compose herself, folding her arms, tucking the parchment away from
sight. Yet she didn’t want to hide it. Her whole soul was insisting that she say something, and
when her father stepped through the doorway, grinning, and then faltered at the sight of her
face, she knew she could not get away with silence anyway.

“Aurora? What’s wrong?” She shivered against the cooling fireplace, even though it should
have warmed her. “Did something happen. You didn’t talk to the portraits, did—”

“There was a piece of parchment,” she blurted out, trying not to look at Potter, trying to
ignore his existence. Her world narrowed down as she hastened towards her father, hands
shaking. “It — I — just look.”

She thrust the piece into her father’s hands as soon as they got close enough. He regarded her
with wide, silvery eyes, quite bemused. There was a wary sort of anticipation there, a slight
edge of fear of what he might see, what had shaken her so. Potter stood nonchalantly off to
the side, pretending not to listen, but his curious eyes always wandered.

Her father went as pale as she imagined she was, and whispered, “What is this?”

“I don’t know. It was on the table in the dining room and this spirit led me, because Arcturus’
portrait told me to go downstairs…” At the look on her father’s face, twisted into fear and
confusion, she trailed off, stomach lurching.

“Harry,” he said, voice deadly calm. His gaze did not deviate from the parchment in his
hands. “Would you go back to Andromeda for me? Tell them there’s… That Aurora needs to
come through, alright? Tell Andy something’s happened at the manor.”

Despite his wide-eyed, bewildered look, Potter scuttled off obligingly, but then stopped short
at the fireplace. “Um, I can’t—”

“Unlock it with the right hand slab,” Aurora said, voice breaking over the words. “I… We’ll
have to fix it quickly.”

Potter hurried through and Aurora moved, instinctively, to lock the fireplace again behind
her. Her father was still only staring at the parchment and she recognised the look in his eye,
of thoughts spiralling, dizzying, out of his control. “Dad,” she said softly, moving back to
him, “Dad, I don’t know what it means but it can’t be good and he said that he was warning
me but Death wouldn’t — I think he sent him away and, and I remember you said that—”

“Who?” His gaze caught hers. “Who said what?”



Her mind took a moment, but she said, as softly and as carefully as she could manage in her
frazzled state, “Regulus.”

The effect was instantaneous; his grabbed her hands quickly, gasping, and led her to the
couch. His own hands were like ice, holding her in a tight grip, knuckles white and shivering.
“What do you mean?” She stared blankly, not knowing how to form the words. “Aurora,
sit… Sit down.”

She daren’t make him ask twice. They both slouched onto the couch, her father still holding
her tightly, a rather maddened look in his eye. For that moment he looked like he had many
months ago, stumbling in a snow-covered clearing outside Hogsmeade, haunted.

“What… I don’t understand.”

“Arcturus — his portrait — told me to go downstairs to the old rooms—”

“You should never have—”

“—and so I did and he said there might be a spirit happy to see me—”

“A what?”

“—and then… Someone kept saying help but I couldn’t recognise who and then I took a few
books and things and went upstairs and I could, you know, I could just feel this spirit—”

“What do you mean feel it, how can you feel—”

“—and this breeze was like it led me to the dining room and I saw the note and it had that on
it—”

“She can’t — are you hurt—”

“No and then I saw, well, didn’t see but sort of could imagine, the outline, and then I spoke to
him, Dad, I did—”

“Who?”

“—and then he stopped and he was stopped, it was Death and he stopped him and I don’t
know why—”

“Reggie?”

“—but I — it means something, he was trying to warn me, but… I don’t know when for. I
don’t understand.”

Her father had gone white as a sheet; as white as that snow on that fateful day. It seemed he
didn’t understand either, because who could understand? Everything was muddle and
confused and the one thing she could discern from the chaos, was just one overarching issue
yet to be resolved…



“He’s really dead.”

She blinked, slowly, raising her gaze again to stare her father in the eye. “What?”

“Reggie. He’s really… If he’s a ghost…”

“Not a ghost. It… This was different. It’s more like I could see his spirit or soul or… I don’t
know. It wasn’t a corporeal form. And I don't think he could control it, either."

“He — even so, it…” It seemed to take a moment to register. Aurora supposed, recalling
words from her childhood, that her uncle’s body had never actually been found. They had
never known for certain that he was dead. But she watched the knowledge sink in with her
father and wondered if he had clung to hope for his little brother more than he would ever
have dared to admit.

He stood up quite suddenly, dropping her hands, and went to the window to, seemingly, stare
at nothing. Heart pounding, Aurora clutched her wand. “I don’t know what any of this—”

“He shouldn’t have spoken to you. None of them fucking—”

“Dad—”

“This has Bellatrix on it!” He whirled around, waving the parchment. “This is some… Sick…
Why would he show you that?”

“He was trying to warn me!”

“That house is playing tricks again. That bloody…” He gave a shudder and turned around
again, pacing towards the bookshelves. Aurora watched him go with a bewildered look and a
bitter feeling in her chest.

All she wanted was for him to explain whatever she didn’t understand, for him to hold her
and assure her she would be okay. Instead she could practically see him unraveling before
her, as he clutched at his hair and wrung his hands.

“Dad…”

“I mean, she — she isn’t out! I’d know, I’d know if she was—”

“Uncle Regulus said—”

“He’s not your uncle — she can’t be, she’d — but why’s that there, who put it there—”

“I don’t know—”

“Unless this is a formal challenge — but she can’t. You — you’re — you’re only a kid!”

“I’m not a kid!”



“You…” His voice cracked. He was turned away from her, staring blankly at a wall,
shoulders up. Terrified. Her own anxiety ate at her again, whatever calm she’d managed to
collect since talking to Regulus’s spirit dissipating in the face of her father’s riotous fear and
anger. She curled in on herself, wringing her hands together as she watched him. There was
little else to do or to say. “We need to tell Tonks. Find out if…

“Merlin, Andromeda.”

He seemed to be talking to himself rather than to Aurora. His words were slow, falling softly
from him and snatched away into the air. “Reggie — he was never supposed to die. He never
thought he would. He — we both did — thought we were invincible. And he’s — why would
he do this? He bloody… She’s the reason he joined in the first place, both of them as
poisoned as each other. That fucking…” His hand curled into fists, shaking. “And he’s dead
and she’s alive and doing this and yet he still…”

“They both—”

He turned around sharply and the look in his eyes cut her off. Aurora’s breath caught and she
swallowed nervously, shivering.

“You’re scared,” she said plainly. He did not deny it, merely blinked, frowning, as thought he
had to try very hard to see her right then. Some part of her had hoped that he wouldn’t be, or
at least, that he would hide it better. Set his fear aside for her. But neither of them could do
that.

“You’re sure no one was there with you?” he asked. “It was only… This spirit.”

“If anyone had been going to attack me,” she said slowly, “they would have. But that doesn’t
mean I was alone.” Heart hammering, she pressed on, “Dad, I don’t know what to—”

“We need to get through to Andromeda. She needs — and Harry—”

“Dad—”

“Blimey, we should’ve said more when we sent him through—”

“Dad—”

“—and Tonks, Christ, what’ll she be thinking—”

“Father!” This time she raised her voice and stood, quick and sharp, unable to stop the fear
and frustration that trembled through her. He stopped, staring, as she said through shaking
breath, “You’re panicking. And rambling. And I… I need to talk to you.”

“We need to talk to Andromeda.”

“Uncle Regulus said that he could not save me twice.” Saying the words out loud made
something pull in her heart. “He led me to that note to warn me, but he didn’t put it there,
which means someone else did and he may know who, but I can’t know, because Death
interrupted our conversation. Which means he is not a spirit on his own terms, but I have no



idea how that works, that Death may control his spirit’s comings and goings. And Death
doesn’t want me to know or to speak to him and that — I don’t like that. I really, really don’t
like that because I don’t understand what is suddenly going on around me and it doesn’t make
any sense, Dad, and — and you don’t understand any of it either, do you?”

“No,” he said simply, the word hissing between his teeth. He clutched the back of the sofa,
scowling. “I don’t understand, Rory. I don’t know what any of this means and I don’t know
what my brother wants with you or what Bellatrix is planning and I wish I did, Aurora, but
I… Regulus…”

He screwed his face up, and stared at the ground as though it would somehow hold answers
for him. “He said he can’t save you twice?”

“Hm? Yes, he — and I didn’t really understand but—”

It clicked in her head. The blessing in her pocket, the fact he was trying to help her now, even
though he truly should not have been on her side. He oughtn’t to be warning her of Bellatrix.
Even if she was family, Bellatrix was, too.

And yet…

“When he visited us,” her dad said slowly, “when you — you were a baby. He made sure the
family magic could recognise you. He said it was important, that he — that we needed an
heir and I always thought after, maybe — maybe he knew, that he was going to die.” Maybe,
Aurora thought, cold lacing through her, Arcturus had known, too. “You — children of the
Black family have to be recognised, have to be acknowledged by an heir or the lord himself
but usually, they have to be acting through the wishes of the lord—”

“Which means Arcturus knew—”

“Which means Grandfather intended for Regulus to come and see us.”

“Which means he knows.”

“Which means Regulus… Regulus’s death. Grandfather might know. Why he decided to
leave, how he was caught. Bellatrix — even Bellatrix never said anything. Never said that
she knew, never held it over me that he tried to escape. I thought — thought that meant…”

He trailed off. Silence fell between them, contemplative and cold and Aurora asked, softly,
her heart twisting and shattering, “Do you think he was trying to protect me from her? From
them? All this time. There’s this — in the manor I was led to this blessing and I’ve been
wondering for so long and…”

She drew the parchment from her pocket with trembling hands. Her father stepped forward,
shaking as he did so, and reached for it.

“What is this?”

“It’s… It’s something I’ve been wondering about for some time. What makes me different.
Why — why I’m somehow alive and how I can talk to Death and why that stupid ring gives



me the feeling of utter dread when I try to wear it. I know it won’t give me all the answers I
want and nothing will, but… I don’t know. It must mean something.

“Hydrus the First, I believe, used this to bless his sons, to prevent them from spilling one
another’s blood.”

Blood of their blood. Family. Brothers and sisters and cousins.

Bellatrix.

She tightened her grip and looked up at her father. Understanding dawned upon him at the
same moment it did her.

“I need to do some translations.”

“I need to speak to Andromeda.”

“You think she might know something?”

“Andromeda always knew everyone far too well for our liking. She wouldn’t know what
Regulus did, but she might have some insight into Bellatrix.”

Her stomach twisted. She didn’t want to face people, not yet, but her and her father’s frenzied
conversation had lit something inside her, the need to know. It was the feeling of being high
in the air, waiting desperately to know the sensation of diving to the ground, the relief it
would give her as she soared, clutching onto the feeling she had waited for.

“Death doesn’t like Uncle Regulus,” she said quietly, “he likes me because… Well, when we
first met, it was at Aunt Lucretia and Uncle Ignatius’s funeral.” Her father reached out and
clutched her hands tightly, warm and comforting. “He said our family history was… Heavy.
With his blood. And that I had evaded him. He seemed curious more than anything. And I
had to wonder… and have to wonder, now… Why that is?”

“You might never know. But if knowing anything more than we do now keeps you safe, we
have to know everything we can.”

“Starting with this?”

There was something exciting, almost thrilling, about the idea of working this out with her
father, of sharing the burden of mystery and the joy of discovery. He nodded, squeezing her
hands, and there was a greater fear in his eyes than she had hoped to see. “It’s as good a place
to start as anywhere.”

He was still shaking as he walked away, back towards the fireplace. Aurora’s heart still
pounded and her head filled with dread as he unlocked the Floo. But nothing happened. No
unwanted visitors, no curses flying from the flames. Her father went through first and she
followed, stepping out the other end into Andromeda’s living room, where Potter was busy
telling a highly dramatic story.



As soon as Andromeda saw them, though, she seemed to forget all conversation, rushing
over. She clutched Aurora’s hands, brows knitted together.

“Harry told us everything he could,” she whispered, “you tell me the rest — are you alright?
Did anything hurt you or—“

“I’m shaken,” Aurora assured her, “but safe. But we, um… We have some things to talk to
you about.”

It was then she noticed Remus already standing there, next to Dora, and wondered at what
point he had been sent for. Andromeda wrapped her up in a hug too quickly for her to wonder
for long, not when she was being held so close and so tenderly. “Is it true?” Andromeda
whispered in her ear. “Harry said there was a note… With the star Bellatrix marked out.”

She nodded, chin bumping Andromeda’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I — I don’t know what’s going
on or what it means but I will—”

“It’s alright, Aurora,” she told her softly. Still there was that tremble of fear — but
Andromeda was better at hiding it than Aurora’s father was. “We’ll find out what’s going on.
Dora’s already sent an emergency notice to the office, asking if there’s anything out the
ordinary at Azkaban. And if — if there is — well, I suppose we’re all in it together now,
aren’t we?”

It was a rather awful attempt at optimism and it didn’t work. She could feel the tension in
Andromeda’s shoulders, feel the way her fingers tightened and dig into her back as she held
her close, not just in a comforting hug but a protective embrace, a shield. She was only trying
to hold in panic for Aurora’s sake. She supposed it had been much the same last year, but she
hadn’t noticed so much.

“We need to talk to you,” Aurora told her softly. “I — I need your help.”

Andromeda pulled back, confusion written in the frown on her face. Whether because she
didn’t understand what she was supposed to do help, or because she knew just how averse
Aurora usually was to asking for help in the first place. “You’re shaking, darling,”
Andromeda told her, in a low and gentle whisper. Her own voice held a tremor too but one
which, Aurora could tell, she had learned to manage. And she saw then, for just a moment,
the glint in her eyes, shadowed by the darkness behind them, the fear.

She thought to all that Harry had said this year, his worry and suspicion over Karkaroff and
Snape and Crouch, and she felt her stomach twist in fear. A sense of dread kept in, the
knowing, the feeling that something was creeping up on her, a wave set to crash upon once
peaceful shores. Whether now or a year from now. There could be no more running, no more
hiding, no more denying.

She looked to Harry Potter, the way his gaze darted around the room, worried for each of
them even if he didn’t know what he could do to help. His eyes met hers, and the genuine
concern he held took her aback.



Somehow, it also gave her the strength to look beyond Andromeda at the rest of the room —
Ted and Dora and Remus and her father — and force a tight smile, to tighten her grip, and to
toss her hair and say, “I’ve work to do.”

-*

They all wound up sat around the dining table on the patio, put out only for hot days like this.
All seven of them — Aurora at the top of the table with Remus, Harry on her left with Sirius,
Ted and Dora across from them and then Andromeda, right across from Aurora, next to her
father.

As it turned out, Remus was quite adept with languages. He and Sirius and Andromeda,
between them, all knew some degree of Latin and, apparently due to an excess of “boredom”
in the last thirteen years, Remus had once taken it upon himself to learn Old English. Not
very well, it became clear, but still more than Aurora or anyone else at the table happened to
know. After arguing for a considerable amount of time over the translation of fascino as
either envy or bewitch, and the corruption of consanguina, they slowly worked through the
original text, before the glosses and addendums that had been added later.

Until they had a full text of that original blessing used by Hydrus Black.

The ability to read it, to slot the puzzle pieces together, started a fire up in Aurora’s heart.

By the blessing of Almighty God and mother magic, I command upon you, my sons, blood of
my blood, this blessing of life, limb, and loyalty. By the magic of the yew, the holly, and the
oak, I declare that for as long as you all shall live and ties of blood endure, not one of you
shall spill the blood of the other. The blood of the family binds all in eternal love.

To Cyphus, my eldest, the strength of my wisdom endowed upon you.

To Claudius, my second, the strength of courage in the slaughter of enemies and defence of
the beloved.

To Julius, my youngest of my kin, strength of mind and wit shall remain with you always.

For all three of you are bound, and not one may be separated unless by death. Forever you
shall serve. If brother should turn upon brother and spill thy sacred blood, such crime shall be
punished by the heavens. All must consent, by spilling of blood on sacred land. Bound by
branch of yew, all must consent and bind together.

Do you solemnly swear that you may not spill a brother’s blood? Do you solemnly swear that
in return, you never shall turn to hatred or to envy, nor allow one’s blood to be spilled by
other means, that one never shall cover that which his brother does possess? Do you solemnly
swear to remain true and faithful to family, kin, and to our nobility, as long as you shall live?

I bless you now never to harm one another, nor to be harmed by one of your own blood, lest
fury of fate rain on us all. Say; Bind us forever, kin together.



And the very end, were written the words, outlined in swirls of violet ink: Notum usque ad
mortem.

Known even to death.

She ran the words over and over in her mind, trying to make them fit, trying to feel the
ancient magic that surely had given them their power so many years ago. Known even to
death.

“Notum usque ad mortem,” she read aloud, voice hushed. Across the table, Potter shuddered,
like something cold had just touched upon him.

She stared around. “I still don’t know what it means. But, he… He was protecting his sons
from each other. Made sure that they couldn’t hurt each other, and if they did — if they really
tried, if they forced the blessing to break — then they would be punished. By death, or, by
magic or the universe.”

“They all agreed to it,” Andromeda said, as though reading her mind, “it’s not something
Bellatrix would have…”

“There’s more. More writing, annotations. It’s something. It’s a clue, and—”

An owl soared down towards them, cutting her off. Everyone turned to stare at it, the
Ministry seal on the letter which it bore.

Dora reached up and grabbed it, reading quickly, and then slumped back into her chair.
Stomach churning, Aurora leaned forward. Her father had gone very white, and held the edge
of the table like he was waiting for the right moment to push away from it.

“All is as it should be at Azkaban,” Dora said, and Aurora didn’t know how to be relieved. It
seemed none of them did. “They’re going to keep an eye on her, but Kingsley says there’s
been nothing to give them any concerns.”

“So she didn’t put that note there.” It should have been reassuring, to know that Bellatrix
Lestrange was still safely behind bars, but she was still able to reach Aurora. Which meant
someone was helping her, or at least someone else wanted to frighten Aurora and her family.
All this knowledge did was to heighten her sense that something was closing in on her,
something dark and deadly.

“Are you sure that you—”

Her father cut Ted off by scraping back his chair, face pale and eyes wide. He said nothing,
just stood there for a moment, lips pursed and gaze furious, and then turning sharply,
storming inside. The door rattled when he slammed it behind him and Potter jumped,
clamping his hands down on the arms of his chair, a stricken look in his eye. Nausea swam up
Aurora’s throat and she stared after her father’s figure as he retreated inside the house.

There was a moment of silence, and then Remus and Andromeda got up at the same time,
with weary sighs. Each looked at one another, in a silent stand off; Remus’s eyes pleading,



Andromeda’s gaze stony.

Remus won, and with a mutter of, “Back in a minute,” hurried into the house after Aurora’s
father.

Aurora couldn’t stand the silence. She didn’t want to hear it broken by her father’s raised
voice as she knew it would, for she knew that look. That quiet fury, that struggle to keep in
all the fear and terror and anxiety, of every tension of the last few months building and
creating and about to burst forth.

“She’s not alone,” Aurora managed to say quietly, forcing herself to look only at Andromeda.
“I — I don’t like that.”

Andromeda shook her head. “She… My sisters… Who knows? This may not mean anything
and I certainly — certainly would not want to seek out any fight with her.”

“But I don’t get it,” Potter said, “what does she want?”

“How are we supposed to know?” Aurora snapped, then winced at the look on his face. “I’m
not going to march to Azkaban and ask her, am I, Potter?”

“Well, I don’t know—”

There was a loud crash from inside the house and everyone jumped. Dora swore under her
breath, but the three adults exchanged a significant look. Like they were used to it, like they
knew what it meant. The look left Aurora feeling somewhat wrong-footed, frowning, trying
to make sense of their silent exchange.

Aurora stared back at the parchment, re-reading the blessing, fixated on the cramped
scribblings in the margin, hoping — though she felt more likely imagining — that her uncle
Regulus might once have added, might once have read this same parchment. Perhaps she was
just trying to cling to the idea that he might have been a good person, perhaps that she needed
to separate him from the likes of Bellatrix and Lucius in her mind. But she also knew, deep
down in her soul, that he had tried to help her. To save her.

She just did not know how, yet. Nor did she know if he had truly been successful in the way
he wished.

But at least, she knew, there was her family behind her. And if Bellatrix Lestrange did come
for her, whenever that may be, she might be able to find a way to protect herself.

And her family around her, too.  

Chapter End Notes



Yes the title of this chapter is inspired by the ‘maybe we got lost in translation’ from all
too well going round in my head all day. Maybe the Black family was a masterpiece til
*someone* tore it all up.



Living Nightmares

“You really still sitting here again?”

Aurora was in the bay window in the library, curled up with a copy of Wuthering Heights —
a novel Gwen had recommended to her — and had thought no one would ever interrupt her
here. Apparently, though, Potter had discovered what a library was. She wished he had not.

“I can sit wherever I want, Potter. This is my house.”

“Didn’t say you couldn’t.”

He made his way from between the nearest aisle of books, arms folded, but his brow was
furrowed in concern. She hated it. “You alright?”

“Obviously.”

“I’ve seen you for, like, half an hour today.” His nose wrinkled when he looked at the plate
on the sidetable next to her. “Did you eat lunch in here?”

“Is that a problem?”

She had hoped that her tone would scare him off as usual. But it seemed he had developed a
tolerance, because he kept on towards her, still with only that wary look of approaching a
stray dog, and being uncertain of what it was going to do. “You’ve not been right since
Monday.”

She scoffed. “Thank you for your observations, Potter—”

“Oh, for — I’m not trying to start an argument here. I just — look, if I say I get it, you’ll tell
me I don’t, so I’m not gonna say that. But, you know… It’s not like you’re the only one
whose lost someone—”

“Excuse me?”

He winced. “That’s not what I meant — it came out wrong — look, I — obviously Bellatrix
maybe being a threat has rattled you. And I get that part. And… I know how hard it is when
you know what someone has done to your family, that they want to hurt you too, and how —
how scary it is, and how right now you probably want to go and confront her and hex her to
death and scream out everything you’ve ever felt about her and instead you’re stuck here and
you hate it.”

She wondered, oddly, if he realised she had already felt that way about her father; then,
wondered if that was how Potter had once felt about him, too.

“I don’t want to confront Bellatrix,” she told him, “I want us both to stay precisely where we
are. Stability is good. Stability is essential to the prosperity of the House of Black and we’ve
had a blight of it these past few years.”



“But you’re still scared.”

She shook her head with a short, biting laugh. “What a silly thing to say. It shouldn’t need
saying, Potter. Why are you trying to talk to me anyway?”

Finally, she looked at him, realising how close he had gotten. All he did was shrug. “I’m
bored. Figured you might want a chat.”

“With you?” But then, she wondered, was this as much for him as it was her? “What do you
really want, Potter? Do you want to talk about whatever it is you’ve decided I’m feeling, or
do you want to talk about your theories?” There came that guilty, sheepish look she knew so
well. She hated that she could read him, but it could be rather amusing too.

Potter took the opportunity and hurried over to her, taking a seat by her feet at the end of the
window seat. Aurora scowled and drew her legs up. “D'you reckon this has something to do
with Karkaroff?”

“If Karkaroff is linked to the Dark Lord again, perhaps. Or, Bellatrix Lestrange is simply a
hateful bitch with an unexpected opportunity. But, it’s not a good sign. For anyone.” The
night before, she had dreamt of her mother’s death again. Even now she could recall the
screams she heard whenever the Dementors got too near to her. Recall that flash of bright
green light soaring through the dark, burning behind her eyelids.

Potter took a moment’s pause before saying, “You know how, a little while back, they were
talking about having appeals for the convicted Death Eaters? In case there were other cases
like Sirius’s?”

“If by they you mean the Ministry, yes.”

It was a mark of the seriousness of the conversation that Potter didn’t roll his eyes at her
correction. “Do you think she’d get one?”

“No. No, what she did was too awful. And she admitted in no uncertain terms, she was proud
of it and they made such a trial of it because everyone — everyone wanted to see them
sentenced.”

“Why? What did she do?”

“She…” Aurora trailed off. Ordinarily she wouldn’t mind sharing, but she thought of Neville
Longbottom, quite unexpectedly. She wouldn’t have liked if someone had told Potter about
what happened to her mother; wouldn’t even have liked if someone else told Gwen before
she could. If Potter didn’t know about Neville’s parents, she wasn’t sure that it was really her
place to tell him. “Used the Cruciatus Curse on someone,” she said carefully, “after the war.
Two aurors — she was trying to get information about the Dark Lord’s whereabouts.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know,” she said, too quickly. Potter narrowed his eyes, and she held her breath, but
he didn’t push it. “Anyway, of all the Death Eaters, she’s been securely behind bars. But the



same, I suppose, won’t always be said for the rest of them. None of them were ever allowed
out of Azkaban, mind, and most of the appeals have been dropped by now, but…”

Wasn’t it possible that someone could have slipped through the cracks? Planted a note, or
arranged to have one planted, on the orders of someone who had once been their superior?
But why, if not to actually attack? That was the part that Aurora still failed to understand;
what Bellatrix Lestrange sought to gain by spooking her in the way that she had.

Perhaps it was, as her father had suggested in his panic, a form of challenge. A promise or a
threat, her way of telling Aurora that her place in the world was by no means secure. Well,
she already knew that.

But if Bellatrix Lestrange thought she was going to be able to threaten her, that meant she
thought she was going to be able to get out of Azkaban.

Aurora didn’t have to study Divination to know that was not a good sign.

“Either way, we need to be on our guard. Keep an eye on Karkaroff when we get back to
school. I don’t know if he’s involved and to be honest and seems far too neat for him to be.”

“Could be anyone,” Potter said, in a grim tone.

“Could be anyone,” Aurora echoed, turning to look out the window, focusing on the crows
swooping across blue sky, the grass rippling in a faint breeze. “I don’t know what we’re
supposed to do here, Potter. I don’t know why we should be expected to do anything, but it
feels like we are. Or at least we expect ourselves to.”

Potter was quiet for a blissful second. His silence was still rare. Then he said, “I guess you’re
right. Maybe Hermione’ll have an idea when we get back. I thought I shouldn’t put all this in
a letter.”

At that, she gave a small smile and finally met his eyes. “Potter, are you finally being
sensible?”

He pulled a face, but there was so real malice in it. “I’m always sensible, Black.”

“No, you’re not. But I appreciate you trying now.”

“That’s very kind of you to say.”

“I know. Don’t expect it to happen again.”

Potter laughed, bumping his legs against hers. There was something freed in the expression
on his face, which she didn’t understand. Aurora rolled her eyes. “This isn’t funny, Potter.
None of this is funny.”

“I know,” he said, somewhat more soberly. “But we’ll figure it out. Everything’s always
worked out before.”



She didn’t want to be the one to tell him not to be so optimistic. This felt so much more out
of her control than any problem she had encountered before, so much more shrouded in
questions and mystery. It scared her far, far more.

And she was sure even if he hid it, that this all scared Potter, too.

-*

On the penultimate night of the holidays, Aurora had a nightmare.

It started out slow, a creeping dread as she drifted off to sleep, a falling sensation that she had
become used to. Then there was a light, and she was stood in the ballroom of Black Manor.

The grand double doors were thrown open and it was full of people, dark crowds in gowns
and jewels; men conversing in shadowy corners, making deals, women negotiating with one
another over strained smiles and glasses of expensive champagne. Aurora was, for some
reason, not a child but her current self, yet surrounded — some part of her felt, trapped — in
the memory of her childhood. Beside her stood Arcturus, a hand on her right shoulder.

“We ought to make our rounds,” he told her, “there are lots of people for you to meet. The
Carrows want to see you again.”

Dimly, Aurora recognised that was normal, somehow. She moved mechanically towards
them, the stern Lord Aretius Carrow and his eternally suspicious wife Lucinda, and their two
eldest sons, Andreus and Atlas, both tall and fair-haired and a good few years older than her.
They stared at her as she approached and Arcturus melted away from her side. The Carrows’
eyes were cold and dark, smooth glass.

When she was close enough, Andreus reached out to her bearing cold silver rings, and
snatched his hand around her throat.

They melted away but she still felt the strain around her as she turned, running, spinning in a
deserted dance floor, the wind from outside pulling her back. Shades and spirits whirled
around her; Narcissa Malfoy grabbed her hand and dragged her away, to suitor upon suitor,
faceless purebloods whose gazes dragged over her every imperfection, whose words spat
venom that turned to ‘traitor’ ‘lesser’ ‘dirtied blood’.

Then she was blinded by a green light. Her uncle’s voice echoed in her mind.

“None of them want you here. They’ll expel you without a second thought, they’ll kill you
the second they get the chance or the reason. That’s always been the way. They’re coming.”

Green light cleared away and the ballroom was dark. All she could make out were bright
eyes, silver eyes, illuminated by dim wand light. Her heart stuttered, her breath stuck in her
throat. The chandeliers above her with silver, a thousand twinkling diamonds turned into
scathing, scrutinising eyes.

Bellatrix Lestrange ran at her with a wild look in her eyes, spitting venom: “Filthy half-
blood, unworthy, mudblood, traitor—”



And as she screamed the green light washed over her again, putrid with a yellow tinge,
sickening her.

She turned sharply over in her bed, clutching the side. Nausea swamped her and she retched
suddenly, like her very body was fighting against her. Shivers ran all over her, the memory of
the dream fading yet leaving in its wake utter cold dread, a terror clutching at her skin with
clammy hands.

Her breathing came in broken, sharp bouts and she clung to the mattress for dear life until she
could control it, until she could steel herself and push down threatening, burning tears in her
eyes.

It was only a dream, she had to remind herself. Only a million fears manifesting at once.

The family ring on her finger seemed to burn. On her bedside table, she could spy the onyx
ring, lit by the sliver of moonlight coming in from the window. Silver. Her stomach flipped
over again.

The time on her clock told her it was six o’clock. She sighed loudly, falling back against her
pillows and staring at the ceiling as she tried to regulate her breathing. Yet in the shadows of
her bedroom she swore she could feel Bellatrix Lestrange lurking, or else the spirit of
Regulus Black, haunting her, just trying to reach across.

It was a long while before she could get back to sleep.

It was, of course, just her luck that the first person she saw in the morning — bleary-eyed,
pale-faced, hair still something of a frizzy mess from all her tossing and turning — was
Potter and not her father. He did, immediately, narrow his eyes in suspicion at her appearance
as she meandered to the dining table and poured herself a cup of tea.

Of course, Potter was no stranger to nightmares. But that didn’t mean Aurora could confide
in him.

“Do stop gawking,” she said mildly, reaching for a pot of yoghurt. “It’s unseemly.”

“You look a bit…”

“Tired? Yes, I had an unfortunately disrupted sleep. It was most annoying.”

Potter’s suspicion only seemed to increase with that, though suspicion of what, she did not
know. “Right.” He poured syrup over the stack of pancakes he had already helped himself
too, and Aurora glowered.

“Where’s my dad?”

“Oh, popped through to the drawing room for a bit, said he had to write a letter back to
Remus. I guess it was important, he’ll be through in a moment.”

That didn’t appease her nerves — instead, her mind now swam with questions over what
could be so urgent that it could not wait until after breakfast. She said nothing, and they ate in



silence until her father returned, also looking rather weary, but forcing his usual smile. Over
the past couple weeks she had come to see that forcedness more often, or at least with some
greater clarity.

“Morning,” he said through a stifled yawn, and frowned as he took in Aurora’s appearance.
“You alright?”

She glared in response. Not in front of Potter, she hoped her eyes told him, and he winced.
“Nice day for a fly,” her father said, “thought we could all take a trip out on the bike, maybe
find somewhere for fish and chips, maybe by the seaside. Or we could go into the city — you
know, I’ve never really explored Norwich.”

“We have homework,” Aurora replied for both her and Harry, who looked most put out by
this.

“I thought you said you finished that days ago?”

“Well, all my official homework — but exams are coming up, so studying counts as
homework too. They’re really important this year, the fourth year curriculum contributes a lot
to the O.W.L.s, and I need to do well so I can get approved for the N.E.W.T. classes I want to
apply for next year.”

Potter frowned at her. “Wait, these exams affect that?”

“Not officially,” she said, “but if you bomb an exam this year, they’ll have reservations about
your prospects on the O.W.L.s. And Merlin knows Snape’ll take any excuse he can to deny
me whatever I want.”

“Still,” her dad said, frowning, “it’s alright to take a day off once in a while, sweetheart.
Merlin knows I didn’t work half as hard as you do.”

“Yes, because you were stupidly clever and managed to become an Animagus at sixteen, but
some of us need to work for their grades.”

“It’s still only fourth year — maybe just a couple of hours off? Might help you clear your
head.”

“My head doesn’t need cleared,” she said irritably, and he raised his eyebrows pointedly.

“I’m up for a trip,” Potter put in, which was not helpful. Of course he was. He didn’t care
about any of his classes, Aurora was sure. She didn’t know how Hermione Granger put up
with him.

“Fine,” she conceded, if only because she still didn’t like the idea of missing out — and
because, though she’d never admit it, the thought of being left in the house alone unsettled
her right now. “But only after lunch. I’ve still a lot of Runes translation work that needs
doing, and I want to finish up some extra readings for Charms.”

“Alright.” Something in her father’s smirk told her he’d been angling for that all along — the
whole day was a low offer and he had tricked her into bargaining. “I’ll figure out what we



can do. I was chatting to the woman in the flower shop the other week, told me she’d taken
her granddaughter to see some play in the city, can’t remember what though.”

“Well, that’s helpful,” Potter said cheerfully, and Aurora didn’t like that it was what she had
just been about to say, too.

“Mhm. Maybe I’ll take a wander down and ask about.”

“You’re such a tourist.”

“Are people usually responsive when you ‘ask about’?” Aurora asked, eyebrows raised.

“Oh, yeah. The locals love me,” he said with a wink. “And I love the chocolate cake in the
cafe at the square — we should do that tomorrow before you two leave.”

“The train leaves at eleven.”

“It can be breakfast!”

“It’s chocolate cake.”

“Rory…”

She sighed, shaking her head. “I’ll try their tea,” she conceded yet again, and took a sip of her
own to prove a point. Her father grinned.

He got what he wanted, of course.

-*

By the time lunch came around, Aurora’s head was already so crammed full of ancient runes
that she wasn’t sure she could bear to read any more medieval alchemical texts. Not least
because half of them were also written with the most frustrating mix of Latin and Greek,
which kept translating differently to the runes, leading her to wonder what the point of any of
it was and if the medieval alchemists of old really did just want to fuck with whoever dared
to try and uncover their secrets.

Alchemists were bloody annoying, no matter how determined she still was to learn their craft,
when the time eventually came for the N.E.W.T. course to run.

It was precisely because of the exhaustion of translation — and partially, she admitted, due to
the sunny weather outside — that she consented to having lunch in Norwich itself. The city
did have a small Wizarding community, centred by the old Norman Market around the castle.
From what Aurora knew, the tunnels beneath the market led to a great, cavernous Wizarding
market, mostly made up of apothecaries and trinket-sellers, but supposedly fascinating
nonetheless. Still, straying there made her feel slightly uneasy; Norfolk was the seat of the
Carrow family, and after their feature in last night’s dream, they did make her nervous. What
Callidora had told her months ago came back to her; that Arcturus had tried to negotiate a
match with a Carrow son, a match that had fallen through because of his inability to prove
her pureblood status.



No one would hurt her in the open, but the reminder still hung about her, to the extent that
she was actually somewhat glad her father chose a Muggle restaurant to visit for lunch, near
to the cathedral. At one point, between ordering their food and it arriving, Potter disappeared
off to the loo, and her father wasted no time in asking, “What had you so upset this
morning?”

She stared back at him, surprised he continued with the line of questioning. “Nothing. I… It’s
silly. I had a bad dream, that’s all.”

His frown only deepened. “A bad dream? What about?”

“It… I was in the manor, and there was a ball and the Carrows were there, and then Narcissa
and all these other pureblood whom I really know already and had no right to be so disturbed
by, and then… Thete was Regulus, I think, or his voice, and then I saw her — Bellatrix…”
She couldn’t bear repeat what she had said. “And then I woke up.” She shrugged. “Just a
stupid dream.”

But her father wasn’t stupid and he knew her too well to believe that. “It’s okay to be
frightened. God knows we’ve all had our share of bad dreams. But I promise I won’t let
anything happen to you.”

“But you can’t promise that,” she said, too sharply. His face fell, into something akin to guilt
which stabbed at her heart. “I don’t say that to be cruel, but it is true. This threat is something
I must live with now.”

“You know we’re doing what we can to figure out a way to protect you.”

“I shouldn’t need protecting.” She leaned closer and dropped her voice, aware of the muggles
around. “I’m Lady Black. I can take care of myself.”

“You’re my daughter, and you’re fifteen. Trust me when I say you don’t know nearly as
much about the world at fifteen as you think you do. You’re not invulnerable, Aurora, and
that’s okay.”

“So you think I’m incapable?”

“Of course I don’t, and you know I don’t, so stop being petty.”

“I’m not petty!”

Her father winced and pinched his brow. “I didn’t mean to insinuate… God, Aurora, all I’m
trying to do is help, yeah? I’m not trying to diminish or offend you, I’m trying to reassure
you.”

“Well, you’re not doing a very good job.” It was a mean thing to say, perhaps, but riled up
and worried and irritated as she was, it was the first thing that she could say. “I just need to
get over this fear and find a way to deal with Bellatrix, and figure out how that note got there,
and everything will be fine.” On top of the million other things she had to do at the moment.



Only that morning she had received a letter from Carrick Bratt asking about her endorsement
for the forthcoming election and she could barely even bring herself to think about that.

“Rory. You know it’s alright to ask for help. I’ve told you before, anything you need… I can
tell you’re overworking yourself, sweetheart. You’re tired and stressed and that’s
understandable. But you don’t have to be. You shouldn’t be, at your age.”

“Yes, well, unfortunately my situation demands it.”

“And I’ve told you you don’t have to—”

“I’m fine, Dad. Really, I’m on top of things. This has been a bit of a blip, yes, but once I’m
back at Hogwarts I’ll be alright for the foreseeable. I’m just tired today because I didn’t have
a great sleep. But everyone gets nightmares.” She didn’t elaborate on the way her fear of it
still ate her up inside, the way she could still hear Bellatrix’s biting words, Regulus’s
pleading ones.

To this, her father seemed not to know what to say. But there was a sad, pensive look in his
eyes, something bordering on mournful. “You will tell me when you need me, won’t you?
I’m worried about you, Aurora, that’s all.”

“I don’t need you to be.”

“Well, I am.”

He reached across and squeezed her hands gently. “You’re safe with us. Remember that,
sweetheart, please.”

Her answering smile was strained but she appreciated the words nonetheless. Out the corner
of her eye, she spotted Potter returning to them, and withdrew her hands from her father’s
grasp. “I know,” she assured him. “But some things, you do just have to let me deal with
myself.”

Because she didn’t even want to think about implicating anyone else she cared about in what
had to be her issues. She was Lady Black — in the end, she knew, it would fall to her to
defend that title, no one else. 



In Which Place

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

The Hogwarts Express departed at eleven o'clock, and Aurora almost missed it. It wasn't her
fault — Harry bloody Potter forgot not one, not two, but three of his essential textbooks
which meant they had to fly back over half of Norfolk on her father's damned motorcycle.
Then, his wretched owl had thrown a tantrum about the wind direction or some other such
nonsense, thus working Stella up into a mid-air frenzy when she had already taken so much
coaxing to calm down enough to fly anyway, and they had made it to the platform with five
minutes to spare and hardly any time for Aurora to hug her father goodbye.

"Remember and keep writing to us," he made her promise, "me and Andromeda and Ted and
Dora."

"Of course I will," she'd said, rolling her eyes, "when do I ever forget an obligation?"

"I know," he'd chuckled while Potter stood off to the side, chatting to Dean Thomas and his
mother again. "Stay safe, sweetheart. And good luck on your exams, but don't work yourself
too hard."

"Dad..."

"You'll smash it, I know you will." He kissed her fondly on the forehead and for once she
didn't grumble. There was a growing part of her that didn't want to leave him, didn't want to
go back, both knowing the threat posed to her and her father's reaction to it. She worried how
he would be alone in the house again, if he would work himself into anger or anxiety thinking
of the worst happening. "Love you."

She smiled strained, and hugged him tightly. "See you in the summer," was her response, and
as the train whistle blew, she hurried away with her trunk, leaping onto the train.

Potter followed swiftly behind, Hedwig squawking at his haste. Dean Thomas was with him,
whispering something that made the other boy laugh.

"I'm off to find Theo and Gwen," Aurora announced over her shoulder, more so he wouldn't
try and aimlessly follow her, "they'll wonder if I've gotten lost. Don't lose any limbs before
we get to school."

"Of course not, Lady Black."

She resisted the childish urge to stuck her tongue out at him as Dean snorted in amusement.
But the boys slipped into the next empty compartment and she was glad of it — though,
admittedly, not as glad as she usually was to have shaken Potter off — venturing down the
train.



She spotted Theo before she found Gwen. To her surprise, they were not together. Instead,
Theo sat with his siblings and the Carrow sisters, all of whom looked at her in surprise when
she knocked on the door.

"Morning," she greeted, meeting Theo's eyes, which lit up with something for just a moment
before he looked sternly back down again. That was odd, but she brushed it off and pushed
on. "Good Easter, all?"

"Spectacular," said Flora Carrow in a clipped voice, looking her up and down. Aurora was
aware her hair must be rather windswept from the journey and the rush, and hurriedly sought
to remedy it, feeling herself flush under all their gazes.

"Good, good. Have you seen Gwen anywhere, Theo?"

"Hm?" He glanced up, with a strangely blank look on his face. "Oh, no, sorry. She must be
further down the train; I've just been with this lot."

"Oh, right. I'm sure she'll turn up -- do you want to come with me?"

The answer normally was a given; of course. But this time he paused, and glanced at his
brothers and sister and said, in a careful sort of way, "No, thank you. I'm fine where I am."

"Oh." Taken aback, Aurora forced a corrective smile. "Well, alright, enjoy yourselves. I'll see
you later!"

"See you," said Wilfred with a rather haughty tone that gave her pause for just a second. Her
face slipped into one of displeasure as she looked back at him, eyebrows raised in an
intentionally haughty manner for one barely acceptable second, and then a cool smile as she
left, in search of Gwen once more.

She found her friend sat looking gloomy in a compartment all of her own, lying flat-out
across three seats with a book face-down on her stomach.

"Studying not going well then?" Aurora asked by way of greeting, hauling her trunk into the
compartment and reaching up to stow it away. Stella was let out her cage and immediately
jumped up onto Gwen, who gave a start and scowled.

"God, I'm so bored, where have you been? You seen Nott?"

"He's sat with his siblings and the Carrows," she said, and Gwen wrinkled her nose. "I, on the
other hand, have been halfway up and down the country on a search for Potter misplaced
possessions, and terrorised by his frankly feral owl." She dropped down onto a seat with a
groan and propped her legs up onto Gwendolyn's. "I'm glad to be rid of him."

"Tell me about it. My siblings are driving me nuts. Too much chocolate if you ask me. Yas
told me loads of gossip about the girls at her school thoug, there's this big group of them that
think they're the bees-knees — you know the type — all fallen out over a party, apparently
three different girls all made out with this one other girl's boyfriend over the course of one



weekend and somehow they're still together but the girls all hate each other. It's kind of
amusing if you forget how sad it is."

Aurora hummed in agreement. "If we ever fall out over boys whom we forgive so mindlessly,
I dearly hope one of us hexes the other's head on the right way round."

Gwen laughed and reached her hand out to slap Aurora's own in a 'high-five' — or, Aurora
thought more accurately, a 'low-five', if there was such a thing, given their position. "Yeah,
well, boys are twats. Wizard boys included."

"Robin?"

"He's so bad at replying to letters. I know he's busy and like, that's fine but also owl post does
not take that long to get to Scotland and he wrote one letter that arrived yesterday. It's just
annoying."

"You can't expect him to write every hour of the day. You know you'd find that insufferable."

"Yeah, but he's just... He isn't exactly a romantic. He's fun, and he's my best friend—" Aurora
put a hand to her heart in feigned offense and Gwen laughed lightly "—but sometimes you
just want a bit more intimacy than... The physical stuff."

Aurora wrinkled her nose. "I see what you mean. I'd say tell him that. If he isn't willing to
listen, that's on him -- but sometimes people just work better as friends."

"Aurora Black, agony aunt."

She looked at Gwen, confused. "I'm not your aunt. I'm not anyone's aunt. I don't even have
any siblings."

Gwen laughed and swatted her hand. "Oh, I love you, Aurora."

With a faint and still rather confused smile, Aurora laughed, and found herself glad to be
back in the company of a friend again. But she found her thoughts turning back to the darker
matters of the holiday and as she looked over at Gwen, wondered if it was a concern she
could possibly share. Gwen noticed her looking after a moment of quiet, and glanced over,
frowning.

"What's up? Cassius?"

"Oh, no — he's fine actually. Really nice..." In all the other mess, she'd half-forgotten his
Skeeter warning. "Apparently Rita Skeeter tried approaching him for comment about me but
he refused to say anything — he wrote to me just to let me know. But no, it's — it's
something else. But if I tell you, you cannot tell another soul. I mean it," she added at the
indignant look in Gwen's eye, "it's not gossip, Gwen. It's serious."

At that, her friend frowned. "You know I'd never gossip about you, Aurora. Only to you. But
what happened?"



She went over, from as near the start as she could comfortably get, the events that had
occurred at Black Manor — with some contextual details about her childhood that made
Gwen's eyes practically bulge from their sockets — and the reappearance of her uncle's spirit,
and the translating of Hydrus's blessing. When she finished, Gwen was fully sitting up
straight, and staring at her, book forgotten and fallen on the ground.

"No shit," was all she could say at first. "Bloody hell, Aurora — why didn't you tell me about
the psychopathic cousin before?"

"Well, I wasn't sure if I had or not to be honest, but it was never relevant before."

"You — your cousin tried to murder you when you were a baby? What the fuck?"

"I am sure I've told you this."

"I mean you mentioned your mum, vaguely — but hell, now this woman wants to kill you?"

"Seems like it. It makes sense. She probably sees herself as the rightful Lady Black, given my
less than ideal parentage. Part of me wonders if she'd always intended to kill me, but..." But
she would never let herself wander too far down that avenue of thought. She couldn't burden
herself with anymore guilt, or her father's pain. "Anyway, what's a year without a mad family
member set on my murder? I bet you're feeling safer than ever now."

Gwen gave her a flat look. "Shut up."

"Sorry. But, well, the long and short of it is, Bellatrix is likely to try and escape Azkaban at
some point, though I'm not sure of her timing or reasoning why. Probably she thinks she has a
chance of connection in the outside world, if she does want to establish herself as Lady Black
instead of me." Though, she thought with a rather sick feeling, there was one other contender
to the title, should he have it fall to him. She knew Draco would never hurt her — yet she
wasn't sure she could put it past Bellatrix to manipulate him into taking the position after
Aurora's own death. "If she thinks the tides are turning in her favour, that's bad news for all of
us. And then, of course, there's my uncle."

"The ghost."

"Not a ghost. A spirit. He wasn't quite tethered, in the way ghosts are. He couldn't control his
form, either, I don't think. Death sent him away." No more questions. Death was keeping
something from Aurora, and it terrified her. "I just don't know what it all means." It was
exhausting to worry about.

"Damn," Gwen said, "here I was worrying about Robin not fulfilling enough of my romance
hero fantasies."

"Honestly, I'd much rather hear about that. Something..." She refrained from the word
mundane. "Normal. Instead of whatever fuckery is going on in my family. And — whatever
my Uncle Regulus did to get himself killed, I think my great-grandfather knew! But his
portrait won't tell me anything because portraits are fucking stupid memories and they're
beholden to their owners' secrets and it is so irritating and Hydrus's is just the worst."



"Sorry, the idea of you just having a casual chat with some medieval portraits is quite funny."

"Oh, it was hardly casual — believe me, there was enough posturing in that room that I could
have as well been at Merlin's Day. And all Arcturus could do was tell me to go into some
creepy rooms — which admittedly did lead me to this blessing, which is a nuisance to
translate beyond the original text — and I think that might actually have been what let
Regulus's spirit free? I'm not sure." She shook her head, leaning back. "Sometimes I wish my
family were just normal. Apparently we have multiple blood curses on us."

"You are a bit fucked up, to be fair, Aurora. I mean, you are right bloody short, we should've
known there was a curse involved there."

She kicked her friend's shin lightly, but somehow Gwen's joking made her feel a bit better. It
made everything feel somewhat more manageable than it did when it was just her and her
family and their fear and anger and paranoia and pain. It gave normality, and that was what
she craved.

"Don't be stupid," she muttered, but she didn't fully mean it. "I don't know what I'm meant to
do."

"Make it out of school alive?" Gwen suggested.

"If only."

They spent the rest of the journey trying to ignore the elephant in the room, though Gwen
occasionally would poke at it again with another question about what she seemed to consider
a rather abnormal family life and childhood. Aurora tried to answer as best she could, thought
with a growing sense of unease. This was not of course dampened but the complete absence
of Theo throughout the journey. Of course, it was natural for him to spend time with his
siblings, especially if the holiday had been hard on him, but Aurora couldn't shake the feeling
that something was off about his not even once coming to see them, even to say hi to Gwen.
She worried about him, about what must have happened while he was at home, if his mother
had gotten much worse and he and his siblings had had to witness it. Her heart went out to
him, wishing he'd come to her because she understood, but also understanding perfectly why
he felt he couldn't.

They only saw him once they set off for the carriages to school, and he was separated from
the Notts and Carrows who had filled enough seats themselves. He didn't look as
disappointed by this as Aurora had thought he might; instead, he looked almost relieved.

"Hello to you again," she said softly when he clambered into their carriage, greeting one
another with faint smiles.

He adjusted his tie awkwardly, and ran nervous hands through his hair. "Hi — Gwen, I didn't
get to see you on the train. Good holiday?"

Gwen narrowed her eyes. "Yes. You?"



"It was..." His gaze slid to Aurora, a quiet pleading look there, before he looked back to
Gwen again. "Not as bad as I thought."

That was something, at least, she supposed. "We had to entertain the Carrows a lot," he
elaborated, "which kept Mum lively." She hated that word, how it twisted. Theo even had his
own grimace as he said it. "The Parkinsons were over a lot too, and the Averys. Saw the
Flints a couple times, the Greengrasses — Narcissa and Lucius came over briefly, but that
was only to speak to my mother and grandfather."

"Sounds busy."

"Yeah." He glanced down. "Was great fun." She was sure he had meant to hide the sarcastic
bite of his voice, but it was not lost on her.

"And how are the Carrows?" Aurora found herself asking, thinking back to the twins'
presence on the train. "You seem closer."

"Yes." Theodore's voice took on a vague, faraway tone. "Yes, well, my grandfather saw to
that. Anyway. I find I have to do some reading now, they kept me far too distracted in there."

She wanted to point out that they never would have distracted him in such a way, but didn't. It
wasn't for her to pass comment on, even if she had missed his quiet, amicable company on
the train. Even if, right now, something felt off-tilt about the way he was talking without
looking at her. Detached, tensed. Something was wrong that he didn't dare voice, and she
found that she didn't like this change in dynamic at all.

-*

After Easter, the stress of exams truly began to sink in. All other thoughts had to be cast to
the wayside, and the increasingly muddled translations crammed into the margins of Hydrus
Black's blessing were resigned only to night-time musings when she ought to be asleep but
couldn't bring herself to drift into subconscious, any space of vulnerability or dreams. The
extra Latin was increasingly difficult once it deviated from the classical, and Aurora had to
consult her dictionary more times than her pride would truly allow her to admit. Often she
found herself huddled in an alcove she had discovered in a corner of the common room,
surrounded by books, at a high-backed chair behind a desk facing the door.

She didn't like to have her back to the door. Especially not if she was alone.

Aurora always had been bad for secluding herself when worried, when she had let her
mountains of work get on top of each other. Most of her friends didn't understand — oh, they
had exams, of course, but she was the only one dealing with seven different political parties
vying for her endorsement at the same time, the only one trying to unravel however-many
curses that felt like they were curling tighter and tighter around her.

Still, her friends — some of them, at least — had gotten used to this. Three days into her self-
imposed study isolation, Pansy scraped a chair over to Aurora in the corner of the common
room and said, "This is an intervention."



Aurora looked up at her, trying to be amused, but failing. There were still five letters she had
to reply to before she could get onto her Potions reading, and she wanted to get through four
chapters of it tonight. "I'm not sure what needs to be intervened with, Pans."

Pansy rolled her eyes and leaned across the desk. "You haven't even told me how much Potter
annoyed you over Easter yet. You've been back for ages."

"Three days," Aurora said with a strained chuckle, turning her attention back to the letter
from Georgiana Farley, a Moderate candidate fo Cornwall, who wanted to discuss local
policy 'at the earliest convenient' as if any time was ever convenient at the moment. She'd
only just managed to get a handle on what Farley even stood for when Pansy sat down, and
still felt like she was hopelessly in the dark. "I'm sorry. I've just been busy."

"We're all busy," Pansy said, "you're overworking yourself. When was the last time you took
a break?"

"Dinner."

"You and Nott debated the theory behind Unforgivable Curses the whole way through
dinner," Pansy rebutted. "You listed three citations."

"Here I thought our conversations were too boring for you to pay attention to," Aurora said as
lightly as she could, while getting more and more irritated. That conversation had been the
first time she'd even spoken to Theo since the train journey, though in fairness, Aurora hadn't
been speaking to anyone as much as usual, and Theo had been distant himself. Even now she
was too aware of the two minutes that had elapsed while she and Pansy had been talking; that
was two minutes she could have been spending on work — minutes added up, after all.

"Your conversations are too loud for us to ignore," was Pansy's reply, which made Aurora
smile faintly. "Anyway, basically, I came over here because we're all playing Gobstones and
Draco insists that he'll only play in pairs if he gets to play with you. He's also moaning
because you haven't spoken to him all day."

"Haven't I?" She blinked, surprise, but going over the day in her head, she realised she hadn't
really spoken to many people. Even breakfast, she'd been reading, then going over all her
post from the morning. "Oh."

"Honestly, you'd become a hermit if it weren't for us, that's the last thing you need right now."
She glanced disapprovingly at Aurora's stacks of books and letters and said in a brisk way,
"Come on, then, before my cousin tries to join in."

"I can't," she said, and the regret in her heart was real. "I've just too much to do, Pans."

"Well, this is something to do, too, and I think you'll find gobstones is much more fun."

"I'll join if I manage to finish this off," she promised, but Pansy didn't look like she believed
her. "I won't be too long, I hope."

"We'll wait for you."



"No."

She already knew that was be fruitless; then waiting for her meant she gave an expectation
that she wouldn't take much longer than ten minutes or so, a reasonable time to wait for
someone to join. But she knew this would take her much, much longer than that.

"I'll just slot in when you finish a round or something, or I'll watch." She forced a smile.
Pansy sighed.

"But we're all playing!"

"Nott isn't."

Theo was currently sitting with his brother, Wilfred, and the two Carrow sisters, as well as
the younger Avery girl. He looked rather annoyed about it, and was at any rate engrossed in
the pages of a book, not unlike Aurora herself — or, at least, how she ought to be.

"Nott's avoiding my cousin Cecil," Pansy said darkly. Aurora frowned.

"Why?"

"Over Easter — I'm not sure what happened, exactly, but they were all having dinner at the
Notts' — my cousins and aunt and uncle, the Carrows, and the Averys. My aunt came away
rather annoyed, according to Mother. Theo caused something of a stir."

"Over what?"

Theo never had been one to cause a stir. Pansy shrugged. "I don't know. Mother didn't say,
but it seems to have caused something of a rift, anyway. But that's not the point — are you
coming to play, or not?"

Letting out a sigh, Aurora looked over her notes and letters again. "Give me an hour."

"Aurora, it's already half past nine!"

"Well, I'll try to join by half ten. You'll all be much easier to beat then anyway."

Pansy just rolled her eyes, and gave Aurora's books a cursory scan before sighing and
standing up. "Fine. But I will give you exactly an hour because you need to do something that
isn't stare at words before you go to bed."

"Merlin, you sound like my dad."

Her friend just stared at her, then huffed. "Okay, I can't decide if you still mean that to be an
insult or not but I don't care, I'm right. And Draco agrees with me."

"Draco'll agree with anything you say," Aurora teased, and the light blush it caused Pansy
was enough to make the girl shake her head.



"One hour," she said in a firm voice, giving Aurora a mock-stern look that reminded her —
quite disconcertingly — of Madam Pince, the school librarian.

Maybe she had been spending too much time in the library.

"One hour," Aurora agreed, and, satisfied, Pansy pranced off back to the sofa to break the
news.

Aurora sighed and returned to the letter she had been drafting, trying to pick up the thread of
her thoughts about Farley's stance on the integrated market. Across the room, she caught
sight of Theo Nott — usually her partner in her studies, now alone in a bubble even beside
his own siblings — and sighed, massaging her temples. Perhaps only two letters, then, and a
skim-read of her Potions work. She had read it before after all, this was just revision, to fill in
the gaps in her notes.

But nothing she did felt like enough. Exams loomed before her, a dark spectre, but worse was
the world outside of school, the tangled web of politics she had yet to learn how to navigate,
the curses and legacy of enchantment that was dancing around her, marking out her life.

One hour, she reminded herself, with a glance at the clock on the wall. She had better work
quickly. No distractions allowed.

-*

The next day, having spent almost an hour playing gobstones before her friends all went to
bed, and then going back to her research on curse stones, Aurora was exhausted. She woke at
six in the morning to go for a run at sunrise, then launched into her correspondence so that
she could send all her letters off with the morning post, before Gwen was even awake. By the
time she got to the Great Hall for breakfast, she was ready for a nap, her eyes glazing over as
she revised her History readings.

She was, as she often was, one of the first students in the Great Hall. Cassius and Graham
were there, just a few seats away from her, and Theo had come in a few minutes after Aurora
had. He sat down the far end of the table, away from her, and she didn't have the energy to try
and make conversation with him anyway.

The next few days, as classes began to wind down and they were still expected to keep up
studying, Aurora found herself overrun with work, and now trying to live up to her friends'
expectations of her participating socially. Theo retained his quiet solitude and she matched
him in it. It was just as well; no matter how much she might want to bounce ideas off of him,
as she usually did, when she was poring over the geological properties of Lapis Nocte, and
the Black family chronicles, she could not. This was something she had to do for herself; all
of this, her studying and her correspondence and her search for the curse, this was all on her
and her alone.

Strangely, her solace from her friends' expectations and Theo's quiet, came in the form of
Hermione Granger. She had said, one hot afternoon after the bell rang at the end of
Arithmancy, "Black, would you mind going over Hadrian's formulae this evening in the
library? I'm afraid I still don't understand it as much as I should."



It had been an odd and unexpected suggestion, but, Aurora found, not entirely unwelcome.
Of course it would be odd, but, next to Theodore, Hermione was the brightest student Aurora
found herself acquainted with. And so she had surprised even herself by saying, "Sure. Would
you like to meet after dinner?"

She had to revise the formulae anyway; they were ridiculously complicated.

Thus began a friendship which she would not have even entertained the thought of a year
prior, but which had proven mutually beneficial. Hermione was more skilled at Runes than
Aurora, but Aurora proficient and better-read in Arithmancy. They found balance in other
subjects too; Hermione excelled in Charms where Aurora was adept at Transfiguration;
Aurora had a mind for the stars in Astronomy where Hermione could recite bestiaries at the
drop of a hat; in History they found mutual love of knowledge and obscure fact — even that
which was irrelevant to their course — and in Herbology a mutual frustration over the
unpredictability of sentient plant lives.

Pansy had commented on it one evening in the common room, after Aurora had returned
from yet another late study session. Most of her friends were lounging on sofas, done in from
a hard day's work which they would never admit to and which Aurora felt guilt at not
continuing, even though she had promised she would join them. Theodore sat in a corner
with Daphne and the Carrow sisters, hidden in a pile of books while the girls chattered
around him. It was he who she wanted to go to first, before she had stopped herself. Pansy
had seen the look in her eye and given her a knowing little frown.

Draco, oblivious to this, had merely asked, "Where have you been off to so late?"

Cassius Warrington, at a nearby table, glanced up and then looked down again immediately,
as though afraid to have been caught. It made her stomach flip over in a way that she simply
despised, and caused her thoughts to take an extra moment to arrange themselves before she
could reply to her cousin.

"The library, of course," she told him, settling down on the sofa between Blaise and Lucille,
the latter of whom handed her a handful of cards for the game they were playing. "Thanks,
Luc. Ancient Runes really is exhausting at times. My eyes kept blurring everything together
and such old texts, the ink bleeds and fades on the thin parchment."

The answer did not appease Draco, who frowned. "You've been in the library a lot. Crabbe
said he saw you in there with Hermione Granger the other day."

She glanced at Vincent, who shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "What was Vince doing in the
library?"

Draco waved a hand. "What were you doing with Hermione Granger?"

"Studying," Aurora said in a mocking tone designed to hide how the subject matter rattled
her. "Don't worry, it isn't some illicit affair."

"But she's a..." He but back whatever word he had been about to say, annoyance flashing in
his eyes. Pansy stiffened beside him with a warning look. "She's a Gryffindor. She's not good



company."

Aurora shrugged. "She could've been Ravenclaw the way I see it. You're more than welcome
to study with us too, Draco, but last time I tried to rope you in to looking at Arithmancy with
me you said your eyes were going to bleed if you had to look at another equation, and your
ears were going to bleed if you had to hear me prattle on about pyramids for one more
minute, so forgive me for not thinking you would be particularly enthusiastic."

Draco grunted, but Pansy gave a small laugh. Lucille rolled her eyes and said, "Can we get on
with the game, please? Aurora's social life was boring to start with and I doubt Hermione
Granger's made it any more exciting by discussing their weird love for Cornelius bloody
Agrippa."

"You should still be careful who you associate with," Draco said with a frown. Millicent and
Blaise gave twin frustrated sighs. "I'm just saying — I've seen you with Potter a lot more,
too."

"He is an inescapable reality of Hogwarts school," she said drily, "and, unfortunately, my
home life. He's annoying, yes, but it would be foolish to discard his company. It doesn't mean
anything, Draco. No need to be jealous."

"I'm not jealous of you!"

Her lips quirked into a smirk. "I meant of Potter, but of course."

Blaise snorted. "Shove off," Draco said, realising he was fighting a losing battle, and sank
into the sofa with a melodramatic sigh. "Blaise, you've got the six of diamonds, and the six of
hearts, hand them over."

"Fuck you," Blaise said, down to his last card in the deck. "How does everyone know what
cards I get?"

"They haven't come up yet and no one else has asked for sixes. Aurora?"

She scanned her cards and asked, "Pansy, any eights?"

Pansy handed over the three she needed. "How did you do that?"

"You hold them all wrong, you always have. I could see them as soon as I came over." Aurora
grinned, trying to force her mind to relax even as it drifted slowly to Theo and then back to
the scrolls and books in her bag, to the onyx ring buried in a pocket. She would permit herself
to play only a quarter of an hour before she returned to work; a little extra Potions work, and
then to her room to deal with the petition letters that had arrived this morning, addressed to
Lady Black. Appeals for endorsement from no less than six election candidates for Cornwall.
And then, to the blessing that still haunted her, and the spectre of death she still searched for.

The lapis nocte ring was still sat in the left pocket of her robes, closest to her cousin Draco.
She looked at him as she realised this, trying to work out if he had sensed anything, but as
she could tell he hadn't.



Briefly, her mind wandered to what might happen if he asked him for his thoughts on it, if
she revealed some or all of the situation. Not in front of everyone, of course, but out of the
way, in secret.

She wasn't entirely sure what was stopping her. Perhaps the memory of Lucius Malfoy, unfair
as that was, perhaps the taunting of Bellatrix Lestrange and the subconscious association that
she would now have forever.

She had managed to let her father in, she reminded herself. And Andromeda and Ted and
Dora, hell, Remus, and even Potter knew some of the situation, unfortunate and
circumstantial as that fact may be. She ought to be able to do the same for Draco, even if only
in the name of fairness, and she hated that she had her reservations, her fears.

After a few obligatory rounds, Aurora announced she was turning in for the night. But, the
ring heavy on her mind, she gave Draco a significant look and gestured for him to join her for
a moment. She did not miss the look that passed between her cousin and Pansy at that —
both curious and concerned — but she pretended that she did, for their sakes.

In the corridor that led to the maze of girls' dorms, Aurora and Draco were alone, and she was
relieved by it. It did feel like an age since she'd actually had a moment with her cousin, and it
was clear he'd felt that, too.

"You alright?" Draco asked sceptically, eyebrows raised. "Has something happened?"

Bless him for asking, she thought. For what hadn't happened, at this point?

"No," she lied, "not right now. Just... Some things came to light over the break that I'm still
trying to get my head around." It was like her own soul was resisting confiding in him. "I...
Went back to the manor, spoke to the portraits, it was all very confusing. But I've got a
project, a little family history — and artefact — in need of defending and conservation."

After all, it occurred to her, his family had no shortage of such dark artefacts, either. Draco
himself had bragged about it. "And I just wondered," she said slowly, wondering how evasive
she could possibly be as she fished the ring from her pocket, "can you sense any...
Enchantments, on this?"

She knew Draco's family would have told him to recognise maleficent magic anyway. Even if
not, the curse was strong enough to her that she could feel it beyond formal identification.
But Draco's face, as his hand closed around the ring, was blank.

He looked at her for a moment longer and then shook his head. "No." The word sent a rock
plummeting through her. Aurora nodded and took it back.

"I thought not."

"What is it?"

"I still don't know. Something bc connected to death but that's about as far as I can get. It's a
strange thing."



"Is this what you've been burying your head in every night?" Draco asked knowingly. "I
mean, even you can't be doing that much studying every night."

She nodded with a reluctant smile and put the ring safely back in her pocket, feeling a chill
through her as she touched it. "Yes. It's a lot of work but I think it's important to preserve
family history, don't you?" He nodded, just as enthusiastic as she had anticipated.

"Do you want any help with it?" Draco asked, voice so hopeful it hurt. "I could see if Dad
knows—"

"I'd rather do it myself," she said as softly as she could, "please don't write your father — it's
a Black family matter, right? Arcturus asked me especially." A white lie, but not one he
would ever have the means to challenge.

"Course." He frowned, though. "Why's it linked to death, d'you think? Do you know anything
about it?"

"No, I just hear... Whispers."

His eyes widened. "Whispers?"

"Yes. Like... People. Spirits."

"Oh." Draco's face fell. "I couldn't hear anything. D'you think that means anything?"

"Who knows?" But it did mean that the curse was specifically targeting her, something
Callidora had also suspected. Of course, Draco's connection to the family magic was more
distant than hers, but that he also could not hear any sort of spirit meant it was both speaking
to her alone, and cursing her alone. It was centring on her, but it had been made centuries
before her birth. "I don't know what any of it means. But, thanks for helping."

"Anytime." He cleared his throat, glancing around. "Listen, you — this ring isn't hurting you
or anything, right? Cause sometimes this stuff can be harmful if you don't handle it right and
it can get worse without you realising, Father always makes sure we're careful with that sort
of thing. Don't hold onto it for too long, yeah?"

The irony almost made her smile. "I won't. I'm just curious, you know how I like to pick at
things, but I'm sure I'll figure it out soon. Probably isn't even all that nefarious or complicated
at all, but it's something I've to do myself."

"Yeah." Draco grinned. "Yeah, I get that." Then he gave her a pointed look. "I'll see you for
breakfast?"

Aurora sighed and rolled her eyes. "You'd better wake up early."

"Course." He winked. "Ten o'clock sharp."

"Early."

"Saturday!"



"If you want breakfast—"

"I'll meet you in the common room at half eight," he promised, and she knew that was the
best she would get.

She bid her cousin goodnight and was relaxed for a few minutes more, until she returned to
her bedroom and got ready for bed, and then turned her attentions again to the ring and the
dozens of books she hoped would one day give her her answer. If she was even looking in the
right place.

Chapter End Notes

Fun fact: this chapter was almost going to be titled calm before the storm, and then I had
to revise a bunch of stuff and now there’s two whole extra chapters in this last section
because I messed up! Yay! The storm is questionably in either two or three chapters,
depending which storm you’re interested in ;)
(All this to say, there’s not long left of this year. I’m super excited.)



Those Who Dream

A few evenings later, Aurora gave herself the night off from studying in order to do some of
her own research in her favourite quiet corner of the common room, in a small clove
containing only a few bookshelves — filled with the history of Slytherin house — a desk,
and two chairs. Quiet as that space was, she was able to comfortably cover her table with
stacks of books which Callidora had recommended her to read. Most of tonight's selection
were about magical geology, specifically its use in ritual, or the Lapis Nocte stone, alongside
her current favourites: Medieval Curses and Counter-Curses and A History of Blood and
DeathMagic.

From the angle of her chair she could keep herself — and her books — mostly hidden in the
shadows, while also keeping an eye on the common room around her. She didn't know what
she expected to happen, but she had grown accustomed lately to never sitting with her back
to the door if she could help it, especially not if she was sitting alone.

It was approaching midnight and the room was nearly cleared; all Aurora's friends, with the
exception of Theodore, had already gone to bed, and only a handful of O.W.L. and N.E.W.T.
students remained amongst them. Aurora's eyes burned as she read, keeping notes.

Magic may be especially strong where the ground ruptures, spilling power from the earth
over into the middle realms...

Where lines of power cross over or encircle one another, magical power is at its strongest. It
is best harnessed by circles or triangles when working with physical ritual. Three points
creates the most stable of spells, but other portions may be used... Seven to amplify power,
though caution the instability of this number. Thirteen works best for curses, and all that
which transcends life and death...

She noted that down, though her handwriting had grown sloppy with fatigue. Aurora winced,
squeezing her burning eyes shut. Her brow bone flared with pai. Just a few more chapters,
she promised herself. If she read two chapters of this, and one more of The Necromancer's
Army, then she could go to sleep, get today's leftover correspondence dealt with in the
morning before the next lot of post came through. But she had to get this done.

The Lapis Nocte turns itself up in various areas and everywhere is highly valued. Early
accounts of such magically-endowed, dark stones, turn up in the inventory of the
Merovingian queen Fredegund, wife of King Chilperic, notorious for her inclination towards
assassinating her enemies...

She blinked through the growing darkness in her head and her tired eyelids, trying to focus.
Queen Fredegund... Merovingian... That was most of France, she was sure, though which part
of the kingdom he ruled she did not know. Still it compelled her to write: connection to
Normandy? in her notes before she read on.

Lapis stones are known to have magical properties, with natural affinities for darker
enchantments. They are also, in legend, used in the gateways of the world, those which mark



the barrier between life and death. Such uses indicate the stone may not be of entirely natural
origin, though these suggestions have never...

She sighed, eyes fluttering shut. She was halfway aware of the next few paragraphs, about
how the ancients might have built their gateways and their veils, the use of blood magic and
soul connections being important. Vaguely, she thought there might be something in there
connected to alchemy.

Then she slipped into dreams, of dark caves with glittering stones, of blood marking a
clearing of white trees and staining green grass red, of Death, whispering, of Regulus,
screaming. Of a clash of swords and the howl of spirits.

"Aurora?"

She woke with a start, heart pounding. The common room was near silent now, and
somehow, there was now a blanket over her shoulders. Turning, she saw Theo Nott looking at
her from the other side of the room, by his usual sofa, wringing his hands. They were the
only two left.

"Theo? What..." She flung the blanket off her shoulders, feeling like a child with it drawn
around her.

"I, um." He swallowed, gaze darting around. "You fell asleep. Though I should let you know.
But you — I mean, you looked like you needed sleep, but im heading to bed and figured
you'd want me to wake you now so you can get to bed..."

He trailed off as she got to her feet, gaze immediately going to the grandfather clock ticking
between them. Quarter to one. Not dreadfully late, but already she yearned to go back to
sleep. She couldn't, though. There was too much she still had to do.

"You should've woken me earlier," she snapped, and guilt washed over Theo's face.

"Sorry, I... I thought it best to leave you."

"Do you have any idea how much I have to do at the moment? I can't afford to just be left to
sleep when I've still got... All this!"

"I — sorry, I just didn't want to... You've looked exhausted all day. I should've gotten you to
just go to bed but I figured..."

He trailed off as she sat down again with a huff and picked up her quill. "You're still going?"

"Obviously, Theo. I've still four chapters to read before I can go to bed and I've lost enough
time already."

Theo didn't say anything, but he certainly looked like he wanted to. "You don't think you'd be
better leaving it til the morning? You look exhausted, Aurora."

"Oh, well, thank you very much."



Suddenly, Aurora was all too conscious of the dark shadows beneath her eyes, of her pale
face she'd tried to brighten that morning, of the cluster of spots breaking out on her cheeks
from stress.

"If you're done with your observations, I'll go back to my work. Considering you're also still
up and working, I really don't think you have anything to tell me off for. Unless you're trying
to play some grade-winning mind games."

She had meant it as a joke but it had enough of a bite to it so as to make Theo look almost
worried.

"Sorry," Aurora found herself saying. "I don't mean to be rude, Theo, I shouldn't have...
Spoken like that. I've just — I have got rather a lot to do." She eyed the papers spread out
behind him on the sofa. "And don't tell me you're not going to look over all of that once you
get to your room, anyway."

He flushed. "Yeah, well... You may have a point, but I am intending on going to sleep. Once I
can actually get my brain to stop for a minute."

She allowed herself a small smile. "You took the words right out of my mouth, Nott." Theo
shook his head, sighing. "You can go to sleep. I'll finish this up in my room, Gwen won't
wake for anything short of a bomb."

"Nor will Robin," Theo said, scoffing. "You should still probably go to sleep, though. You
look exhausted."

Those words sent cold through her. With a scowl, Aurora turned and piled up her books and
parchment from the table behind her, rearranged the cushion and blanket. "Again, Nott, I
don't need your observations."

"I didn't mean — just — I mean, you've been the last one in the common room every night
this week and you are exhausted even if you won't admit—"

"And what do you know?" Aurora found herself asking as she turned around, voice shriller
than she would have liked. "You've hardly spoken to me since Easter, after all! No, you have
hardly sat with me in the common room, anyhow, so what right do you have to pass judgment
on how I spend my time?"

"That's not — I didn't mean to... I've been busy, we both have, so... But I was here tonight."

"Did I ask you to? Did I ask you to let me sleep and put a blanket over me like I'm a child
when I have a million and one things I need to be doing and sleeping is not one of them?"

"I'm sorry," he was too quick to say, and she scoffed, annoyed with him, and annoyed with
herself for showing that she was annoyed with him. "I just didn't want to disrupt you."

"Well, you should have. It's been two hours! And you can't tell me you wouldn't be the same
as me because you've been up here working, too, for Merlin knows why, because you've
shown no signs of wanting to work with me like we normally do before exams!"



She knew by the sudden withdrawn look on his face that she had said something wrong. The
letters in his arms drew her attention and her stomach plummeted. All she could feel was the
weight of his gaze on her face.

"I... I'm sorry."

"Stop saying you're sorry."

"Stop snapping at me, Aurora."

The calm with which he said it startled her, somehow. But when she saw his pale face, it felt
worse than any shout or insult.

"I didn't mean to. I am sorry, I'm just... Tired. You're probably right, I should go to sleep. And
you too, and catch up with... Whatever it is you're doing."

She went to sweep her books back into her bag and head out of the common room, nerves
brittle and hands shaking. For a moment he let her pass, and then, with the firelight flickering
against her skin, Theo said softly, "Aurora?"

Against her better will, she turned to meet his gaze.

He took a moment to speak, did that thing he always did where he hesitated, second-guessed
his own words. "I didn't intend to become distant from you."

That was not what she had expected to hear and yet somehow, it did relieve her to know. "I'm
sure you didn't. But it's really okay — I don't think I've been a particularly fun person to be
around recently, from the way Draco and Pansy have been speaking."

He passed no comment on that. "Neither have I," he admitted, with a wince. "I just..."

No words came but she saw the bob of his throat, the restricted fear in his eyes, and her heart
softened. Without a word, Aurora walked back towards him and asked, in the gentlest voice
she could manage over her shivering nerves, "Is it your mother?"

He didn't meet her eyes, but he did nod.

"It's alright to be upset. I know stuff like this... It can affect you in more ways than you even
realise at the time."

Looking back at her, Theo leaned against the arm of the sofa. Aurora rested against the sofa
opposite, legs out in front of her, ankles crossed. "These—" he gestured to the papers
scattered behind him "—are my mother's letters."

"Oh."

"She's getting worse." His voice was thick and he turned his gaze to the sky, to avoid looking
at her, to avoid letting her see the vulnerability on his face. "She pretended she wasn't, but she
is. My grandfather doesn't care, it's like he wants rid of her, and she's scared, and so are my
siblings... She's going to die, Aurora. She won't admit it, and nor will he, but I know. And I



hate that they're trying to cover it up but I understand and I hate that I'm the same, and won't
say anything to my siblings because... Well, I don't know how, you know?"

"I know."

He nodded, though still wouldn't meet her eyes. "I don't know what I'm going to do. When
she's gone. She's told me what she wants of course, for Ana and for me and my brothers. I
have to carry out her wishes for them because Merlin knows my grandfather won't."

"He won't?"

Theo shook his head. "All he cares about is politics. Which I understand, that's his job. But
he's just consumed by this need to be on top. Half the time I'm not sure he believes in
anything other than himself and I don't think that's a good thing. Over the break, all he
wanted to speak to me about was — was marriage and the future and what he believes the
world ought to be. He wouldn't even entertain any of my worries about Mum."

"I'm sorry," Aurora said and meant it sincerely. She nudged Theo's foot gently with her own.
"That sounds awful."

Theo scoffed. "Yeah, 'cause it is." He let out a humourless laugh and shook his head. "She
hates him. I think I might too, just for her." He squeezed his eyes shut, and then lowered his
head. When he opened his eyes again, their gazes met. "I shouldn't be telling you all this.
You've got enough on your plate."

"Don't be ridiculous," Aurora said instantly, surprising herself. "I'm not too busy for this."

"My grandfather thinks you're conspiring against us, you know. That's another point he kept
raising — the company I keep."

Cold ran through her. So that was another reason for the distance then; one he clearly wasn't
at ease with admitting. "Well," Aurora said coolly, arching a brow in only slight amusement,
"if you should like me to withdraw from the common room, I should gladly do so."

"Definitely not," Theo told her, a small, slight smirk appearing on his features. It faded as
soon as it began. "Apparently I've to make good with the Carrows and Averys at the minute.
He wants Flora and I together — you know this, right? — but he wants Ana — Ana, who's
bloody twelve right now — to start befriending the Averys' boy! And they're a pile of..." He
bit back whatever insult had surely been making its way to the tip of his tongue.

"Skrewt dung?" Aurora offered, and Theo almost laughed.

"I'm sorry," he said again, she she shook her head.

"You've nothing to apologise for, Theo." Though it hurt that his grandfather might not think
her the best company, not politically advantageous, it wasn't entirely a surprise. She wished
Theo didn't heed it, or feel he had to, but there was a strong part of her that understood. In
what could well be the last weeks and months of his mother's life, he was trying to hold his
family's world together whatever way he could.



He shook his head. "No, they... My grandfather's opinions are all wrong and they shouldn't
matter. They don't matter. But if I stick in with the Carrows, if I do everything right, I can buy
Ana some time to be a kid. I can buy them all some time and if I can do anything to make my
mother's life easier, more comfortable, so that — so that they don't have to deal with losing
her yet..."

"I know," Aurora said. Between them, the firelight flickered golden, and for a second they
were held in balance, mutual understanding.

Theo looked like there was something more he wanted to say, but he hesitated, leapt over the
words and shied away. And that was okay.

"If there's anything I can do," she told him in a gentle voice, "to help, tell me. And, you
know, simply studying together is hardly scandalous."

He smiled thinly and something told her this wasn't the end of it. But he at least seemed
calmer, less on edge, and she felt too, that something had lifted in the room. No doubt every
worldly stress would come pouring back in in the morning, or even when she retreated to her
room and got back to her work, but for now, the understanding held them together.

"Thank you," he said, and began to sweep together his mother's letters from the sofa. Aurora
resisted the urge to offer to help, fiddling with the strap of her book bag instead. "I'm sorry
for... You know."

"Stop apologising," she told him, "if anything, I'm the one who should be sorry. I'm stressed,
but I shouldn't have taken it out on you. You were trying to do what you thought was the nice
thing to do. And you're probably right that I need sleep, but." She shrugged. "Who has the
time for that?"

His mouth worked its way back into a frown, and she grimaced. "Well, anyway. Thank you.
I... There aren't many people I can talk about this with, so openly. Not about my mother and
not about my grandfather."

That was something she understood too well, that dominating sense that no one else could
truly hear what one had to say, that certain topics were forbidden to all but the innermost
mind. "Well," she said, avoiding his gaze, "I'm glad you can talk to me. And, there's no
pressure to, I hope you know, and I know I'm not the best for conversation generally, but, you
can talk to me. I'm not good with emotions, but I do understand."

His smile was faint but it was there. There was something sorrowful in it, though, something
she wasn't sure how to interpret.

"Same goes for you," Theo said, then added, "Lady Black."

She couldn't not laugh, not when his own lips lifted, amused by himself. "No need for titles in
the privacy of the common room," she said, in a mockery of pretension, "Mister Nott."

He pressed his lips into a thin line, and clutched his letters to his chest. "Are you going to
Merlin's Day this summer?" he asked, quite suddenly, and she blinked in surprise, caught off



guard.

"I intend to, so long as I am invited. Why the change in conversation?"

"I'm curious. It's a week before election. My grandfather says only the most appropriate
company will be there this year. It's where all the ost important conversations will happen."

"In such case," Aurora told him, "I'll make it a priority. Just for you. Provide a bit of
entertainment, you know. If Lord Nott can handle such scandal."

Theo's answering smile was tentative, but looked like it wanted to be more. "That rhymed."

"I know it rhymed, Mister Nott."

"Very well, Lady Black." He took a step towards her, light in his eyes. "Goodnight."

"Goodnight," Aurora echoed, taking a quick step back, holding her bag tightly. She put on a
small smile and turned. Footsteps echoed in opposite directions as they took their leave, but
just as she reached the door, Aurora turned and said, "Theo?" He turned. "Do try and get
some sleep, won't you?"

He raised his eyebrows, though there was a faint, grateful smile. "Won't you?"

-*

In the final week of May, on Friday afternoon, while Aurora was mentally preparing herself
for the start of the Assembly election campaigning the next again Monday, Potter came up to
her before Potions. She had wanted to leave early so that she might get a head start on
studying outside, but it seemed he had other plans.

“You know how your dad said to keep an eye out for anything weird?” he asked, slightly
breathless.

Aurora arched her eyebrows, intrigued. “Yes?”

“Hermione said Krum told her...” He looked warily over his shoulder as they hurried down
from the Great Hall. “Krum told her he saw something weird in the forest last night. They
were finding out something about the Third Task.”

“Krum seeing something shifty might not mean anything,” Aurora reasoned, frowning at
him.

“He said he thought he saw Crouch. But he didn’t get a good look.”

“And?” Aurora sighed. It could mean something and clearly Potter was concerned, but there
was nothing to suggest that meant anything was amiss. Nothing beyond that which was
already apparent. "Crouch would be at the school, wouldn't he? That's perfectly normal."

“I dunno. It just sounded weird, from what Hermione said. And I thought I’d tell you,
because I’m going to write to your dad and tell him and I figured I might as well, since you’ll



find out anyway.”

She nodded, frowning. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked, and he blinked
at her in surprise. “I don’t understand why this is such an issue by itself. Unless you think it's
connected to the Karkaroff issue? Though I don't see why... And it is Krum reporting this,
after all."

Potter shook his head, taking in a deep breath. “It is, sort of. But obviously something’s up
with Crouch, like we said. Krum says he was saying something about Karkaroff, like he was
looking for him... And I... My scar’s been hurting again. Last night and this morning. And
I’m going to tell your dad that, too, but — don’t tell anyone. Like Malfoy.”

Aurora scoffed. “Potter, I don’t sit around gossiping about you to Draco.” And she would not
tell Draco such a thing anyway. There was a growing list of things she couldn’t talk to him
about, things that scared her.

“I know,” Potter grumbled, folding his arms. “Sorry for trying to give you a heads up, Black.”

Rolling her eyes, Aurora picked up the pace and hurried down towards the dungeons, where
she took her usual seat next to Pansy and tried to put it out of her mind so as to focus on not
messing anything up and incurring Snape’s wrath.

The worry sat in the back of her mind all weekend, and through Monday, when she had an
afternoon Arithmancy class. Hermione Granger was already sat at their desk, wringing her
hands.

“Did Harry tell you—”

“About Krum?” Aurora asked lightly, taking out her quill and revision notes. “He did. I’m
sure there will be an answer somewhere.”

“Maybe.” Hermione did not appear convinced. Their readings for the day also were not
helpful — they had been studying fate patterns in star movements, something rather akin to
Astrology but far more precise and less personal, and the numbers all added up to violence
and battle. The number seven kept appearing too, in every reading that Aurora did.
Hermione's notes were much the same.

“These things can be imprecise,” Hermione tried to reassure herself as they finished up. “This
particular branch of study is far too close to Divination for my liking.”

Aurora shook her head, ready to leave. “It is worrying, but so are a lot of things right now. I
just want to focus on exams. Not whatever might be bothering Potter.”

But when she headed towards the common room, she was met by Theodore and Daphne,
fresh from their Divination class. “Merlin, that was a strange class,” Daphne said. “If I never
have to think about my dreams again, I’ll be glad. Poor Potter’s been shipped off to the
Hospital Wing.”

“He what?” Aurora asked, startled. “Why?”



This, coupled with what he had told her earlier? She wondered if he had written to her father
yet, if he would want her to say or do anything.

“He fell asleep,” Theodore told her, far more serious than Daphne’s excited babble. It was the
first he had spoken to her in some days. "But when he woke up, he seemed really disturbed.
He was holding his forehead, like it hurt. That lecture and the heat would have sent anyone to
sleep, though.”

“Holding his forehead?” His scar, Aurora thought, with a sick feeling in her stomach. It had
been hurting recently, but this seemed to have taken it to another level. Coupled with his
nightmare during the summer, all flags were red. "Goodness. If you don’t mind, I think I left
something in Arithmancy.”

Theodore clearly didn’t believe her, but he just nodded at her insistent look and hurried away
with Daphne. Aurora ducked into the nearest alcove she could find and opened up the
Marauder’s Map, which she always kept in her pocket. As she waited for the ink to form, she
ran over what Potter had told her earlier, and her discussions with her father about Crouch
and Karkaroff. Could it be coincidence? Most certainly not, she felt, and managed to find
Potter’s name in Professor Dumbledore’s office.

She folded the map and hurried there. It would not take long, but if something was deeply
wrong, she felt insistent that she ought to find out about it. For her father, not herself, or
Potter. Certainly, she reminded herself, she didn’t care what happened to him. He wasn’t her
real brother. But whatever was wrong with him, had implications for everyone, including
herself. It was only right that she question him.

She caught him just as he was leaving the office. “Potter,” she said sharply, calling to him
before Granger and Weasley could get down the corridor towards him. “With me. I heard.”

For a moment, he simply stared at her, face pale. He looked at her like he had never seen her
before. “Aurora,” he said eventually, blinking rapidly as he hurried over. “I — I’m sorry.”

That had not been what she expected him to say. Her heart stopped as she anticipated the
worst. There weren’t many things he would have to apologise to her for, nothing that came
from a vision or Dumbledore. Unless something had happened to her father.

“Why?” she asked, heart hammering. “What happened, Potter, what is it?

“Nothing,” he said, “not really, I just... I saw Dumbledore’s Pensieve.” She frowned at him.

“His Pensieve?”

“It keeps his memories and shows you them—”

“I know what it does, Potter.”

“He had a memory in it, of — of Karkaroff. He was giving names.”

Oh. Her heart slowed and she let out a shaky breath, understanding. “I see.”



“He said that someone called Travers had — had been the one to kill...”

“The McKinnons?” She nodded sharply, looking away. “I am aware.”

“But aren’t you friends with that Travers girl? Lucy?”

“Lucille. And it is complicated. So is everything right now. It was her uncle. She’s never met
him.”

“But he killed them.”

“I am aware of that, Potter.”

He kept staring at her in a way that made her bristle, her skin crawl. “I’m sorry,” he repeated
and she shook her head.

“Save it, Potter. Let’s get somewhere quiet. You can tell me why Theodore and Daphne told
me your scar hurt you in Divination. The Owlery — my father will want to hear.”

He nodded, letting out a sigh of relief. “That’s where I was going to go. You — you don’t
have to come with me. You don’t need me to tell you, I know you don’t care.”

“Not for your sake,” she said stiffly, “but I still want to know.”

He muttered the word nosey under his breath. Aurora scowled as they hurried to the Owlery,
where he went in search of his snowy owl and Aurora followed, feeling at a loss. She
watched him stroking the owl’s feathers carefully, smiling. Then, he turned to her, frowning.

“I don’t know if was really a dream,” he said. “It — well, Trelawney seemed to think it was a
vision. It felt real.”

“Like the dream in summer?”

Potter nodded. “Like the dream in summer. Voldemort was there.” Aurora winced at the name
but he plowed on. “I was flying, on a bird, then I went into this house. He was telling
someone that they had failed him, again, that they only had once last chance. He told them he
expected more, that they — they needed to be more ruthless. More clever. There was a snake
too, and there was a woman there... She was dying.” Cold slipped through Aurora and she
watched his face carefully, feeling sick. “Voldemort said he had to make more of an
impression. He got — he made the snake kill the woman. And he laughed.” It sent a shiver
down her spine. “Then he cast the Cruciatus curse on the other man. He was screaming and
screaming and my scar was just burning. All of me was burning.” There was a dark, haunted
look in his eyes. “I went to tell Dumbledore but he wasn’t... He wasn’t exactly helpful.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised. Did you see who the other man was?”

“If I did, I would have said so.”

“I don’t know that.”



“You should,” Potter said abruptly, then glared out over the grounds. “And don’t tell me it’s
nothing again.”

“I wasn’t going to! I said already I believe you that this is something to worry about, Potter,
stop putting words in my mouth from months ago."

“You might’ve.” Potter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Do you have parchment? I
need to tell Sirius.”

Aurora grumbled about it, but she handed him a spare roll from her pocket, and he took out a
quill and inkpot, leaning awkwardly against the ledge of the Owlery Tower. The note he
scribbled was hasty, and when he was done he let out a sigh of relief and sagged against the
ledge, eyes closed. “Dumbledore said he trusts Karkaroff,” he said, “he thinks he’s reformed.
But I don’t know.”

“I wouldn’t trust him. Not based on Dumbledore’s say so. He isn’t infallible. I still don't
know how he could be connected to Crouch, though. But you did say, the other night, that
Crouch was looking for Karkaroff?"

Potter nodded. "Maybe he knows something we don't. If my dream might be connected to
Voldemort — because my scar is — then Karkaroff could have, I don't know... Gone back to
him?"

"You said there was a man?"

"Not him, though."

"He could be disguised."

"Why would he disguise himself to Voldemort?"

Something cold slipped into her stomach. "Unless he's not. Unless someone else disguised
themself as Karkaroff."

"But then where is Karkaroff?"

He had a point. "No, you're right," Aurora admitted, "Karkaroff was a Death Eater anyway,
it's not like he's trustworthy. If you were going to impersonate someone, it would be someone
above suspicion. And again — it was Karkaroff that Crouch was looking for."

"Well," Potter said, "Karkaroff does hate Crouch. Maybe he's hurt him, maybe he's
threatening him with something... He has been kind of, I don't know, stressed-looking, hasn't
he?"

Aurora hummed in agreement and leaned on the windowsill, staring out at the Hogwarts
grounds. It was too nice a deal for contemplations of threats and conspiracy, but it seemed
that was what their lives had come to.

"Still, it doesn't make sense to do it now, when the whole world is watching. They're both
Triwizard judges, after all. Anytime they're together, they're also with Dumbledore, and Ludo



Bagman, and Madam Maxime. If I was Karkaroff, and I wanted to kill Barty Crouch, I would
have found him at the Quidditch Cup or some other big event — where you can slip into the
crowd, maybe have enough people distracted by the match, or another diversion, and sneak
him away. The Ministry's security detail on people like him is surprisingly slight." Potter
stared at her. "Tell me I'm wrong?"

"Please don't try to murder someone, Black."

"Who says I haven't already?" she asked sweetly, but the humour faded quickly in the
context. "Listen, I think you're onto something, Potter. I just wish I could understand how."

Potter nodded, not really looking at anything. An owl squawked at them, perturbed, and
Aurora shifted uncomfortably. She wasn’t a fan of the silence.

“If that’s all,” she said, “I’ll go.”

“Right.” Potter straightened up and blinked at her. “Ron’ll wonder where I’ve gotten to
anyway.”

“I’m sure Granger will be fretting. Our Arithmancy readings were very doom and gloom
today.”

He snorted. “Hermione doesn’t believe in doom and gloom.”

“She did say it was too similar to Divination.”

Potter looked like he was trying not to smile for his friend’s sake, as they headed down the
steps of the Owlery together.



When It Leaks, It Pours

Aurora was, in a word, trying. Trying many things, in fact. Trying to study, trying to co-
operate with Potter — easier said than done, given his chaotic way of dumping information
and her hectic schedule — trying to dig into the relationship between Karkaroff and Crouch,
and, above all, trying to keep a smile through it all.

She had known for a while that she was not doing her best, that she was pushing her friends
away. At first she had dismissed it as a temporary issue, affecting only her, and something
that she could get back on top of. But her conversation with Theo had revealed to her that
that was not the case. It was not her own ease of mind that was going downhill these days,
and that the way in which she had responded to her stress, by taking it out on her friends,
wasn't right. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt them, and though Draco and Pansy
would never admit it, nor would the others, she could not bear the thought.

She forced herself to smile every morning at breakfast, to ask about everyone's day at lunch
and — for the first couple days before she realised it was the last thing anyone wanted to
discuss with her — to inquire after their study progress. She was doing rather well. In dance
club on Tuesday nights, she and Leah MacMillan were working on a routine together, and she
found it easy to get along with her while they had something to do. Leah was good company,
and level-headed at the same time, which she liked. They shared a similar energy, a similar
view of the world, and it was nice to be recognised, to feel that amid the stress she was
managing to maintain the image of normality, to maintain friendships and her own life.

It came crumbling down the Monday a week before her first exams, the day before the
Assembly election campaigning officially began. She had gotten to the Great Hall early for
breakfast, joined only by Leah and Apollo Jones, though Theo sat further down the table with
his sister. They made small talk and Apollo went over his Herbology notes with her as the
hall began to fill with friends and chatter.

And then the owls swooped down. Aurora swept her copy of the Daily Prophet from the owl
headed for her, awaiting information of some election news or last-minute candidacy
announcements.

Instead, she saw her own face staring from the page. Her stomach dropped. Not again. She
couldn't do this again.

Her hands trembled around the paper as she tried to tear her gaze away, but Leah was looking
at her with bemusement, and some others had picked up papers too, their gazes flickering
along the table and back again.

She didn't want to read what had been written about her. But she did need to know what
people thought of her.

Already fighting nausea, Aurora forced herself to read.



Almost two years ago, Sirius Black caused a stir amongst the Wizarding population when he
escaped from Azkaban prison — the first ever to do so. A year later, he and his daughter —
now Lady Aurora Black — caused shockwaves revealing and defending his innocence before
the Wizengamot, and winning their case. Months later, Aurora Black made her debut in the
Legislating Assembly, alongside family friend, Harry Potter.

But there is more to Aurora Black than meets the eye. Indeed, the whole Black family has
been embroiled in scandal for decades, and under the watch of the young and inexperienced
Lady Black, the truth is beginning to bubble to the top. Dark magic, secret squibs, and a
secret Muggle parentage — now, dear readers, I shall reveal all.

It has been brought to my attention that Aurora Black’s parentage is indeed less than pure. As
many readers will know, it is tradition amongst families such as the Black family to arrange
marriages for their children. One such attempt was made for a young Aurora Black, and yet
did not succeed. According to my source, this was due to the late Lord Arcturus’s inability to
produce proof of Aurora Black’s pure blood, and refusal to name her mother. Such a
reluctance can only indicate one thing: that Aurora Black’s mother was indeed, a
muggleborn. Rumours name one Marlene McKinnon — allegedly Sirius Black’s long-term
girlfriend while at Hogwarts — as the mother, and records show that, while Miss McKinnon
had two wizard siblings, their parents were muggles.

Such a revelation will come as a shock to many. That the family sought to conceal the true
identity of young Lady Black from the rest of the world surely indicates a greater scandal is
afoot. With the campaigns for the next Assembly election about to begin, and Lady Black
herself yet to give an endorsement or to choose a side, we all must ask ourselves — who is
this woman, and what more is being hidden from us?

Perhaps it is best to get to know Aurora Black through those who have actually been
surrounded by her — her peers at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Currently
hosting the international Triwizard Tournament, the school has been abuzz al year, and this
avid reporter has been on top of it all. One young man, a Mr Colin Creevey, described Lady
Black as ‘rather intimidating’ and described to me an incident in which she threatened him
after an allusion was made to her less-than-ideal parentage. Another student, who wishes to
remain anonymous, claims that Lady Black has always been suspiciously cagey about her
family background, instead insisting upon attention in the Slytherin common room, perhaps
as compensation for the status she knows she is lacking compared to the pureblooded peers
she so desperately tries to emulate.

Lady Black’s records in the Legislating Assembly are feeble. Only two voting occasions; one
on a minor issue of dragon trading into Britain, the other on the reasonable restriction of the
rights of werewolves. For the first, Black was in favour of further trading opportunities. For
the latter, in a rather surprising move, Black voted against the movement to restrict
werewolves from holding influence over public affairs and becoming involved in the
education of our vulnerable children. The latter motion passed despite Black’s wishes.

Perhaps Black’s favour towards werewolves stems from her relationship with one of
Hogwarts’ teachers last year, whom it was revealed is a werewolf. Lady Black apparently
was a favourite student of the ex-Defense the Dark Arts Professor, Professor Lupin, a



questionable tie. Yet it makes sense that the Lady Black might seek out allies also of a lesser
calibre. Might the werewolf’s agenda have influenced Lady Black’s vote? An impressionable
young girl with a secretive past, does not a good politician make. Especially in the run up to
such an important election — one in which Lady Black may endorse a candidate for her
partnership in control of the shire of Cornwall — the fact that so much power rests on the
whims of a silly teenage girl, a liar and by many accounts, irresponsible and self-centred, is
frightening.

According to sources at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, Aurora Black also
made a splash at the school’s Yule Ball — a long-standing tradition of the Triwizard
Tournament, which is being held at Hogwarts this year — by stepping out with none other
than Cassius Warrington, a hitherto unknown young wizard, the son of an untitled Ministry
official. Mr Warrington himself declined to comment, but their peers have told me the match
was surrounded by secrecy and nighttime liaisons — not something appropriate for a young
woman of a noble house. Politically, Lady Black seems not to know which way to turn,
caught between a progressive, radical extreme, and the whims of a young and immature
heart. Others have also pointed out Aurora Black’s close relationships with other students —
housemates Blaise Zabini, Theodore Nott, and Robin Oliphant, not to mention the Boy-Who-
Lived himself, Harry Potter — suggesting a long line of romantic conquests in lieu of
political ability. Lady Black is undoubtedly a pretty girl, but it seems beauty has turned to
vanity and pretensions of power.

Loose morals, loose political affiliations, and a loose grasp on the truth. These seem to be the
characteristics which Aurora Black is allowing to define her. In the midst of election
campaigning, we all wait to see how Lady Black will manage politics. I did wonder, many
months ago, when writing a profile on Aurora Black for Witch Weekly, whether she would
sink or swim.

Now, the former is, I believe, more likely. And, perhaps, for the best.

The scrambled eggs she had just eaten felt like they were about to make their way back up. It
was a strange thing, to be so numbed by shock that the rest of the world fades out, that even
warmth leaves you, until all that goes through one's mind is fear and terror and the words
they have just written, over and over again.

Sink or swim. Marlene McKinnon. Muggleborn. Less-than-ideal parentage. Romantic
conquests in lieu of political ability. Pretensions of power.

Choose a side, choose a side, choose a side.

"What does it say?" Leah asked from across the table, brow furrowed. "Has something
happened?"

She did not know how to speak. She shook her head.

Loose morals. A lesser calibre. Less than pure.

They had named her mother. Rita Skeeter knew her name, knew who she was, knew far more
than Aurora had ever been willing to tell anyone. She knew things she should never know,



and things Aurora had never wanted published.

Choose a side, choose a side, choose a side.

But she didn't want to be on a side where she had to hide that. When the fear of someone
knowing something so simple as the identity of her own mother — something even she had
had hidden from her — was so great it made it feel sick.

The nausea roiled through her. But Aurora did not want to react. Did not want to be seen to
react, at any rate. Aware of the eyes on her, of everyone from Snape to Dumbledore, she
folded the newspaper up and placed it face down and, with shaking hands, downed the last of
her pumpkin juice.

"Nothing of interest," she lied in her most cheerful manner, placing the paper in her satchel.
Perhaps she could burn it later. "I assure you."

She hurriedly finished off her slice of toast, just as she caught the eye of Hermione Granger
across the hall. Her stomach swooped.

"I do think I should go to the library soon, though. Early start for exams, and all that."

They both knew something had happened, she wasn't stupid. But she made herself wait a
little while, just to make herself look calm, collected, like she didn't think her entire world
had been swept away, that she was adrift in open water. Three minutes, three terrible minutes
where she felt like she was going to pass out the whole time, hardly aware of the
conversations around her.

Then she stood, smiled at the pair across from her, and walked as calmly to the door as she
could, biting down on her trembling lip.

When she turned the corner and was alone, she burst into tears.

For so long she had tried, to be the perfect heir, the perfect lady. And then she had tried to
mix that with being Aurora, with being such a ludicrous thing as happy and normal and just
an ordinary teenage witch. She had gone on a few dates with one boy whom she liked; she
had had the audacity to exist outside the realm of 'pureblood' and to have her own views on
the world, to not conform to what other lords wanted her to. And maybe Rita Skeeter was
only one woman and maybe Aurora could ignore her, but the noise of a world that hated her
was growing so, so loud.

And she didn't want to be in that world anymore.

But, Merlin, that world was the only one she'd been taught to know. And while the world had
gotten greater and wider these past few years, taking the leap had felt so terrifying. It still
was. Yet she knew, and had known for a long time, that world didn't want her. But it wasn't
the only one. This was not the only way.

Still, what Skeeter had written hurt and she knew it would have repercussions and she would
not know how to deal with them. She hated not knowing how to deal with something, hated



the irrational and the unknown. Storming down the familiar Hogwarts corridors was the only
familiarity she could cling to, but her vision was smudged and blurred by tears and she could
hardly contain herself, anyway.

It was silly that the world felt like it was crashing down over one such simple thing but it was
and perhaps this wasn't so simple at all. It wasn't just an unkind article, it was cruel and it was
exposing and unnecessary and as she ran to the girls' bathroom, trying to hold back the
gasping sobs, it felt like it could destroy her.

She was barely aware of her own movements as she hurried inside the deserted bathroom,
headed straight for a cubicle which she slammed shut and locked behind her. She slammed
the toilet lid down and perched on the edge, drawing her knees to her chest.

This was shit. This was fucking shit.

Aurora slammed a hand out against the cubicle wall in anger. How was this fair, how was this
right, and how could she bring herself to feel so utterly wrecked by it?

She had been trying. Through exams and elections and the threat of her own convict cousin
wanting to murder her, through the drifting apart of friendships and the terror of losing them,
she had tried. And she had been doing better, she thought, but if she was alright then how
come this one article made her cry like this, to twist up her insides and make her want to
churn them out with burning pain.

"Stop overreacting," she hissed at herself, squeezing her hands together. Because it was an
overreaction — wasn't it? She didn't know. She couldn't even think about it because the
words kept echoing over and over in her head; less than pure, a lesser calibre, young and
immature heart. As if she wanted to be Lady Black at fifteen, as if she could choose her
heritage, or the age at which her own great-grandfather died, as if she wouldn't have been so,
so much happier if she wasn't forced to deal with all this crap!

And it all, the chaos, reminded her of everything else she had heard and seen addressed to
her. Of the way the pureblood lords looked down their noses at her and the way Lucius
Malfoy had always been cold to her even when she was considered something of family, and
the constant awareness of the judgmental states in the common room, curious and scrutinous,
all ready to send information back to parents and family if she slipped up, if there was ever
any whiff of drama around any of the Slytherins. It seemed many of them were willing to
report back to Rita Skeeter, too, happy to have the world know any of her business.

Someone knocked on the cubicle door and she jumped. "Aurora?"

It was Leah's voice. Shit.

"You alright? We uh, looked at the Prophet after you left and—"

"I'm fine!" she said in a shrill voice, then sniffled.

"Do you want me to go find Pansy? Or Gwen?"



"I'm fine! Honest!"

There was an awkward shuffling outside, and Leah sighed. "Right. I mean, if you're sure. We
just reckoned I should come check."

"Thanks," Aurora said, struggling to keep her voice even. "But it's really okay. I'll see you in
class, yeah, I just need a moment."

There was a moment's silence, before Leah said, "Alright, then." She waited another few
seconds, in which Aurora desperately held her breath to avoid audibly crying, and then Leah
was gone.

She exhaled and a sob spilled over. It was unstoppable after that, a torrent of shaking terror
and choking pain. The world wanted to ruin her, Skeeter wanted to ruin her, and for what? A
story? To re-establish some meaningless order? Simply because she could?

Of course, that was why anyone did anything. She could be a target because she was young
and inexperienced and imperfect. Less than pure.

Aurora curled her fists and held her knees tightly to her chest, shaking, just trying to stay
stable and seated and stop from falling apart entirely.

It made her want to throw up, the thought of all the things that had been being said about her.
Surely this wasn't all, this couldn't be everything. Worse things may have been said or
thought and shared. In fact, she was near certain that they had. Someone would know, surely,
though she wasn't sure that she wanted to hear all the gossip and rumour and spite that had
been circling around her person.

Pansy might know. But she couldn't bring herself to ask. She didn't want to hear the
confirmation that people hated her, that people actually believed her inferior or useless or
stupid.

She forced herself to breathe, clutching her knees for stability. In, two, three, four. Out, two,
three, four. The world was not ending, the world was not ending.

She slid off the edge off the seat, cringing as she sat down on the floor, though at least it
made her feel less like she was going to faint. Her head was spinning, the whole room was
spinning, and her mind was an echo chamber. She wished she'd taken the Prophet with her, if
only so she could set it on fire. Watching it burn might be cathartic; even imagining it made
her feel a little more at ease, like there was something at least that she could do.

People came in and out of the bathroom, to the sounds of shuffling feet and hushed voices,
and they all just made her feel more sick and detached from reality. She listened to other girls
exchange gossip about the Ravenclaw prefects in amidst makeup tips and lipgloss shades.

Aurora tried brushing tears away from her eyes, but more kept blooming and burning. Her
makeup would be ruined and then everyone would know she had been crying and then people
would find out why and they would know it was true, and that she was weak, and that she
couldn't handle this. And to fix that she would have to go back to her dorm and fix it but she



didn't have time and at any rate, how was she supposed to get out of the bathroom without
anyone noticing that she had obviously been crying in there for at least twenty minutes.

She sniffled and grabbed some loo roll to try and sort the worst of the tears, but that just
made her cry more. She was a mess and she hated it. She wasn't supposed to be a mess; she
wasn't supposed to prove her critics right.

Her name filtered through the chatter, and she straightened. That was Pansy's voice. Then,
she heard Gwen's, and the sound of it spliced her heart open. She didn't want to face then, she
couldn't face anyone.

But they were here. They were here for her.

"I haven't seen her," someone said, "sorry."

Aurora winced, holding her breath, hoping they'd go away. Not because she didn't want to tell
them — really they were the only people she could trust to see her cry — but because she
didn't know how to even begin to explain everything in her mind to two people from such
different perspectives.

"Leah said she was in here, but that was a while ago..."

"Try the library?"

"Aurora?"

She did not reply. There was quiet in the bathroom.

"She must be library. Or maybe the common room, I'll check our dorm, come on."

The two girls left and Aurora could breathe again. But she hated hiding, hated having
anything to hide from them, and that made tears burn again, made self-hatred claw its way up
her throat. She'd have to see them in first period anyway, would have to see everyone. For a
moment she considered hiding in the bathroom all day but she knew that was impossible and
besides, school came first, it always did.

But she didn't want anyone to deal with her like this. She wasn't sure who she could even talk
to who could begin to understand or even to care. No one at Hogwarts, anyway.

Her father, though. He thought he might understand, a bit, and certainly Andromeda would,
and as soon as the thought was planted in her head, Aurora desperately wanted to see her
father. Someone who she knew simply loved her, unconditionally, and who she trusted
always would. Someone who she maybe hadn't shown enough love to, but really should have.
And she wanted out of here, she realised; she was restless in her anger and in her fear.
Restless in her own self, perhaps uncomfortable with it.

Her crying eased a little as she thought over this, trying to rationalise her feelings. Yes, there
was something of a solution to feeling crap. But it wouldn't solve the underlying issue, which
was that she was not approved of by the people whose opinions mattered politically. That she
didn't know what she could possibly do to fix that.



Perhaps that was the solution, she thought dimly, as the bell rang and she forced herself to get
to her feet, gathered her bag and check she had everything she needed. Perhaps there was no
way for her to get the approval of the likes of Rosier and Malfoy and Travers, or from
Skeeter or her readers. And, well, if they were going to hate her for something as
unchangeable and futile as her mother's heritage, she wasn't sure that she wanted that
approval anyway.

When the bathroom cleared, she managed to make it out the stall, checking her face in the
mirror. Not as bad as she'd thought — Gwen's Muggle mascara was waterproof and held up
well — but her eyes were rimmed with red and her cheeks were blotchy, and no quick beauty
spell was going to fix that.

"You look stupid," she muttered to herself, trying to run a little colour-correcting charm
Daphne had taught her, and which she had never managed to get to work right. She fought
back the fresh tears. She couldn't have everyone see her like this, couldn't let them know that
Skeeter had gotten to her. She had approximately seven minutes to get to History of Magic,
halfway across the castle. At least she could fix her hair, taking it down to comb out the little
baby hairs that had come out of her usually tight updo, and then put it back up in a ponytail.
Hair, perfect. Face, decidedly not. World? Absolutely wrecked.

She gripped the edge of the sink, turned the cold water on and dabbed her cool hands against
her cheeks, in an attempt to calm the flaring of her skin.

"Right," she told herself.

Less than pure, loose morals, inadequate.

"Deal with it."

A wave of nausea swept over her for just a moment and she squeezed her eyes shut, dropping
her head. Breathe in, out, carefully. Six minutes.

Sink or swim. Lesser calibre. Immature.

She forced herself to stand upright, to stare in the mirror and deal with the reality of her
existence. Her face seemed detached from the rest of her body; her hair didn't fit her, it was
like she had been pasted in to the mirror as a false reflection. But no, she was real. She flexed
her fingers and held her wrist, felt her pulse.

She squeezed her eyes shut, counted to ten, and wiped away the just-blooming tears when she
opened her eyes again. Five minutes.

It was only History, though. Binns wouldn't notice.

She would force herself to come out after break, maybe.

But her absence would be noticed by her peers. They were who mattered. They shared class
with Ravenclaw and Merlin knew they spread gossip worse than anyone — all knowledge



had to be shared, regardless of whom it may hurt. No, she could not hide and show weakness.
She daren't make things worse by doing so.

Hauling her bag over her shoulder, she hurried out, headed for class. She was quick, taking
the secret passages that she could, all while feeling more and more faint and wretched. When
she arrived, she was one of the first. No one ever bothered turning up for History on time;
Binns barely noticed anyone's existence anyway.

The only people there were three Ravenclaws, and Theodore Nott, his head in a book.
Predictable. Stable. She held her breath as she walked round the corner and hurried until she
was just a few paces from him. She leaned against the wall, avoiding eye contact, and
counted down the minutes.

She could feel his gaze on her. Heard a book snapping shut and footsteps, as he came to her
side. Aurora glanced up momentarily, as he handed the book to her.

"Need something to borrow?" he asked with a knowing, sad smile.

For a moment she didn't know what to say. Skeeter's article rang in her mind, still. "I..."

She remembered Pansy saying about the altercation with Theo and the Carrows, her hints that
something had been said that shouldn't have. And she wondered — she had to — if anything
had ever been said about her. After all, last Summer, it had been Lord Nott who had made the
insinuation about her blood status, about her suitability.

"Did you read the Prophet this morning?" Theo nodded gently. "Then you know."

A hesitation, then he pressed the book he was holding into her hands. A Concise History of
British Magic. Aurora looked up at him, grateful for the silent question and gesture. "Can we
go over this at break?" she asked, and he nodded.

"Sure."

Sitting through the class was torture. If it had been any other class then she might have been
able to focus on the teacher's words or the take given out, but Binns' lectures were boring at
the best of times, and everything he said was a hase compared to the pounding in her head,
the constant feeling of illness and exhaustion, and the unrelenting awareness of Pansy and
Draco whispering about her. Even if their words were of concern, it grated. She didn't want
people to have to be concerned about her.

Break time couldn't come quick enough. With thoughts spiralling, her grip on her bag had
tightened over the course of the lesson, and when the bell rang she all but bolted from the
room, Theo hot on her heels.

She wasn't sure where she was going until she got there, to a little alcove near the Charms
corridor, rarely used at this time of the day. Theo, to his credit, refrained from commenting on
the strange location and the dusty walls. Out of breath, she whirled around to look at him.

"We all know Skeeter was bang out of order," Theo said at once, and she groaned.



"I know she's out of order." She swallowed tightly. "Who — were you all talking about it?"
Theo shifted uncomfortably.

"I mean... I wasn't, not with Flora and them. But Pansy brought it to my attention, and
everyone was worried. They did come looking for you..."

"I know. I didn't want to see them. Still don't."

He tilted his head. "Why not?"

"I just can't."

He seemed to consider this for a moment, then nodded. "Why me, then?"

She couldn't come up with much of an answer for that. All she managed to say was, "I have
questions for you."

This seemed to take Theo by surprise, but he nodded and she pressed, "Pansy told me that
there was some sort of incident during Easter, with you and the Carrows and her cousin Cecil.
She implied things had been discussed and I know you... May have heard things at dinners
and I want to know what."

It was clear from the unease in his eyes that something had indeed been said. "My great-
grandfather tried to arrange a match for me to a Carrow," she told Theo, "and Skeeter seems
to know about why that fell through. The timing is interesting."

"Oh." His gaze cleared. "Oh, Merlin, Aurora... I didn't want to have to tell you."

"What was said?"

"I..."

"Theo, please. I need to know. I — I think I already know, I know they dislike me, they think
it wrong for me to be in any way involved in their world but I — I need to know what people
are saying about me. I'm sorry, I know this isn't an easy position for you, but I need you to
tell me."

"Why? Why me?"

"Because I trust you."

Perhaps more than she trusted Draco or Pansy, this was trust in a different way. That she
valued his honesty but also his judgment, his opinions. Her heart was pounding as she looked
at him, the soft eyes and gentle face and the uncertainty reflected there. "Please?"

"What if someone hears?"

"This tapestry is soundproof."



Theo nodded, sighing. "Alright, I... I probably should have said something before, I don't
know. I'd no idea anyone was going to say anything more publicly, or that Skeeter was
interested, or that this stuff — it was this one conversation, really — was more than it was.
And I don't know if what I heard was really directly linked to this, I can't say. But, well... If
you really want to know what was said.

"First of all, I... They're all idiots, right. None of them knew what they were talking about,
and I told them so." She did not reply, and Theo went on, "The first night of the holidays, my
grandfather had invited people for dinner. The Carrows — Flora and Hestia and their brothers
and parents — Lord and Lady Avery and their eldest, and Lord and Lady Parkinson, and their
boys. It was Cecil that started it. I didn't want to tell you because I didn't want to make your
situation more difficult, and then I — I was keeping my distance from all of you, really,
because I didn't want to complicate things for you."

But she could hardly even hear his last words over the ringing in her ears, the insatiable fear
that clenched her, that she wasn't good enough, that without even doing anything she was the
subject of ridicule and scorn. And not even behind closed doors, among one family or couple,
not even restricted to lords, but among anyone. People who had held one conversation with
her in their lives saw fit to condemn her, to judge her, while sitting with their own circles,
with their own families, at peace and safe and alive and stable—

"I should have said something, I know, I just..."

"Theo, I don't care, what did they say about me?"

"Cecil Parkinson just said some nonsense, really I think he just had a bruised ego because
you rejected him... He called you stand-offish."

"Well. I've been called worse."

Yet she knew there was more, knew that there had to be, for Theo to be giving her that wary
look, like he was terrified that whatever he was going to say would hurt her. "And then Lucia
Carrow chimed in. She... Said some things about your mother which I won't repeat exactly,
that she... Wasn't a pureblood."

"My mother was muggleborn." Somehow, it didn't feel as terrifying to admit to Theo, though
perhaps that was because he already knew. And Aurora could hardly remember if she had
ever said it in those words, so explicitly, if she had ever trusted herself to. Even to Draco and
Pansy, who technically knew, she had never been able to admit it, to confirm it, some part of
her mind always fighting against the confession.

But telling Theo was a weight, lifted from her. Even if Skeeter had already told the world, it
felt like a reclamation to say it herself. And seeing nothing change in his eyes — neither pity
nor scorn — made her want to weep with relief.

"Right. Well, I wasn't sure — I said it didn't matter regardless. Because it doesn't." She found
herself fighting a relieved smile. "They didn't see it that way. Cecil said you weren't
appropriately elegant or mannered or some such — but really, it was all spite, Aurora. He
said those things because they were an indictment, not because he actually thought them,



because anyone who knows you knows... Knows..." He blinked, stopping himself. Aurora's
lip trembled. "Well, that you're nothing short of perfectly respectable, and intensely capable."
A dry laugh. "There were more things in that vein, I — but the conversation moved on."

She knew there was more still that he was not telling her. "Don't spare my feelings," she told
him, "I'd much rather know what people are saying about me behind my back than to be
caught unawares for the sake of whatever you consider my nerves to be."

"I know," Theo said softly, but he looked deeply uncomfortable. "They... Basically insinuated
that because you'd gone to the ball with Warrington, that somehow meant you... Didn't have
as many prospects." She let out an outraged scoff and Theo winced. "And that you..." He
opened and closed his mouth silently as though trying to work out how to phrase something
ludicrous. "Wouldn't be suitable if you... Kept going out with people."

"That — they — am I being slut-shamed for having dated one person?"

He winced. "Again, they're all talking out their arses, this is why I didn't want to say anything
—"

"And they're saying this among themselves? In their social circles, to their friends — does
everyone have an opinion of me that I'm not aware of? Does everyone think I'm undeserving
of my title?"

"No, of course not — I don't, and I told them as much, and Lady Parkinson did too, she said
Rosebelle thinks highly of you but — some people are awful. People like Cecil..." His jaw
clenched. "I can't stand him."

She still found it hard to breathe, to really look at him, considering all of this. Part of her
wished it came as more of a surprise than it did. "They hate me." It was no real revelation.
"They smile at me and try to negotiate with me and keep me as entertainment and all the
while, they fucking despise me, don't they? Because I'm fair game for insults. Cecil
Parkinson dances with me and makes me suffer through his boasting all so that he can say he
danced with a Lady and when I reject him he has every reason in the world to fall back on as
to why I was the one who was never good enough for him. Never good enough for any of
them."

"Aurora—"

"These people'll drag me down any chance they get, because I'm not on their side, I'm not
pliable, I'm not the girl that they think I ought to be?"

She was hardly aware of the words that she was saying now; her mind was running away
with her, pulled in a hundred different directions and fraying as it had been for the last year, a
rope being stretched too far, cutting over a rock ledge. Her breath came in sharp bursts as the
words ran out of her. "I can't deal with this — they all hate me and no matter what I do —
and they sit there and they talk and talk and I have tried, I've tried to be perfect, and I can't be,
and once, just once I try to be ordinary, to simply allow myself to be happy and I screw that
up anyway and they — Merlin, I've got too much to fucking deal with this right now!"



Warm hands caught her own as she slid down the wall behind her. Theo came with her, the
two of them sitting opposite one another on the dusty floor, trying to catch their breath. "I'm
sorry," Theo said, "I shouldn't have said anything—"

"No," she cut him off, trying to push back the tears that bit at her eyes, "I'm glad you did,
that's why I asked. It's just — I mean, I really should have seen this coming, shouldn't I?" Her
voice rose again, shrill, and she curled her knees to her chest. "Of course I'm not enough. I'm
never enough because I've been the wrong sort from birth. And do you know what?" She
looked up at him through the tears and vile pain. "Fuck them. All of them, the lords and their
families and Skeeter and all of them! I don't want them to like me, if they'll only like me for a
lie. I'll never agree with them and they'll never accept me as a human being, so fuck them."

Theo let out a startled laugh. "No, really, I mean it. Merlin, they're — I have so many bigger
things to worry about, don't I? At least now I know! Thanks to you at least I know the truth,
that even without my doing anything more scandalous than attending a dance with someone
— someone of perfectly good repute, may I add — I am gossiped about and defiled and
insulted."

"Are you..." Theo tilted his head, eyes lit in confusion, but also some strange kind of hope.
"Not upset?"

She laughed shrilly. "Of course I'm upset, Theo! But Merlin, I've been upset for the last year!
I've been upset all my life, and I — I can't anymore! I can't keep acting like I'm part of a
circle that will always deny me and I can't keep pretending that I want to be, because I don't!
I don't want to be a part of something that is so — so filled with hate and bile! That's not who
I am, that's not who I want to be!

"I'm Lady Black." She felt something resolve in her as she held Theo's hands in that dark
passage, as she felt her every thought and grievance and withheld emotion pour out of her.
"I'm Aurora. That's good enough for who I want to be."

His gaze was wary, but he nodded. "I think Aurora's pretty brilliant, personally."

She snorted. "It's so crap. It's nonsense. But I — it's been coming for a while, I guess? Your
grandfather warned me last summer and I didn't listen but—"

"Wait, what?" Theo stared at her, eyes wide. "What did my grandfather say to you?"

Looking back at him, she considered. Of course, he didn't know. Of course, he was unaware
of what exactly had been said and implied to her by the lords they both had to be surrounded
with.

"He... He implied I was an unsuitable friend for you. Because of my blood status and various
other things. He's a prat, I hope you don't mind my saying."

"Oh, no, I quite agree." There was a steely, angry going to Theo's eyes which he just managed
to conceal. "Listen, I don't give a damn what he thinks. I'm not just saying that. He's an idiot
and he's cruel and horrible, and, I know, he's not the only one. This is a much bigger issue for



you. But I promise you, he doesn't represent everyone. He and Rosier and Travers and the
like, they're not the majority. Skeeter just wants to stir up a story.

"You're my friend, and I stand by you. And Lady Parkinson defended you, she said Rosebelle
thinks highly of you, despite the nonsense Cecil was spouting. And Pansy and Draco and
Daphne and all the rest, we know who you really are. We all know you're brilliant. Anyone
who's ever bothered to actually talk to you knows that."

His words put her at ease even with her earlier assertions that she didn't need others' opinions.
"I know," she whispered. "I suppose. I just... This is too much."

"That's okay," Theo told her, "that happens sometimes. Believe me, no one thinks any less of
you. And if they do, then, as you say." His lips twitched up in amusement and he lowered his
voice, "Fuck them."

Despite herself, Aurora laughed, at the absurdity of it being Theo using such a word. "Thank
you," she said. "I — I think we should get to Care of Magical Creatures, but... Walk with
me?"

"Well," Theo said, amused, "I'm not sure how I couldn't considering we're going the same
way."

"Yeah, but..." She shook her head as she got to her feet. "You know."

His eyes were light as he looked over at her, and stood up. "Sure. D'you want me to say
anything to others for you — I mean, if you don't want to talk?"

"No," she said, shaking. "No, I — I need to handle my feelings myself. And talk to them,
even if it's difficult. I know they only want to help and ... I can't keep continuing to push
people away. Just sometimes I need — need a moment."

"I think that's fair," Theo agreed, with a faint smile. "If you ever need a moment with me —
or one of my books..."

"Well, I would never dare take a moment with a book belonging to anyone else."

Theo grinned, as Aurora glanced out into the corridor and then swept the tapestry aside to
lead him out with her. "You really should read that one, too. You'll like it. Covers a lot of
similar content to Binns, but in a much more entertaining style."

"I'm sure I will," Aurora said, "so long as you're still enjoying magical geology?"

His eyes twinkled. "I always do. Aurora."

She grinned back, something settling inside her, and a new courage to face the rest of their
peers.

When they got to the paddock where their Care of Magical Creatures class was being held,
they were early. Only Hagrid was there, with Potter, Granger, and Weasley. Theo hung back,



clearly hesitant, but Aurora forced herself to push on. She needed to talk to Potter, anyway.
She had to see her father, and for that she needed a way to sneak out of school.

"Aurora," Hagrid said cheerfully when he caught sight of her and Theo. "Theodore. You
two're down early. Alright?"

Aurora felt bile rise in her throat. She tried to ignore the three Gryffindors' curious gazes.
"Quite well, thanks. Potter, might I have a word?"

His eyes widened, and she felt slightly bad about it. But only for a few seconds, for he
nodded, and she led him away to a slightly quieter corner, where she said, "Do you think I
could borrow your cloak?"

He stared at her and she felt her cheeks heat again. "You don't have to. I know it's really
important to you and sentimental and it was your father's and that's alright, but — I really,
really need to see my dad and I can sneak into Hogsmeade but I'll be spotted if I'm outside,
and... I really need to see him. Just the two of us. I — I don't know if you saw—"

"The Prophet article?" Potter nodded grimly. "Hermione showed us. Skeeter's a right cow."

"I know. She always has been, it's... Well, you know, don't you? I just wanted to ask — I need
to see my father." His eyes widened and she said hastily, "Alone. It's not anything personal, I
just really need to see home on my own and be able to just talk to him, so I was wondering,
would you... Lend me the cloak? Again, it's alright if you want to hang onto it, I know it
belonged to your father, but... I'd really appreciate it?"

At first she thought he was going to say no, or perhaps he was merely so shocked by her
asking. But to her surprise he said, with an unexpected calm, "You better be careful with it."

"Of course!"

"But I figure my dad would approve. Bring me something back from Honeydukes?"

"Did you miss the part where I'm trying not to be seen?"

"Well, it leads into the cellar."

"I'm not stealing! I will, however, get you one thing from their owl order next time I can?"

Potter grinned. "Deal.”



Minds Meeting

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Her father was quick at getting a reply to her about meeting in Hogsmeade. By the end of
Monday, they had settled on Wednesday evening, as her classes finished early to allow extra
time before midnight astronomy, and it would be a good time to slip away. He had read the
article, of course — and the tone of his letter seemed already concerned about her.

When she headed to her dormitory, it was early. Usually she would stay up late, but on that
day she was simply exhausted from all the emotions it had brought with her, and even
looking at her textbooks and notes made her eyes burn. She could not possibly focus, and
forced herself to admit defeat and turn in at around quarter to nine.

Pansy and Gwen both came with her; she somehow was not surprised. That they apparently
had concocted a way to get her alone was an impressive feat of teamwork on their behalf, but
she was not really in the mood for appreciating that element just yet. Instead, once she got in
her room, she toed her shoes off and said, "You two didn't have to come with me."

"Don't be silly," Pansy replied at once, shaking her head. "It was the only way we were going
to get anything out of you, wasn't it?"

Aurora gave her a withering look which Pansy returned with a hard, penetrating stare. "It's all
nonsense what Skeeter says," Pansy said, "and we all know that."

She shook her head and sank down on the edge of her bed. Gwen came with her and put an
arm around her shoulder. "I know you do," Aurora said, "but that's because you know me,
isn't it? There are plenty of people who believe all that she says, that's how she makes money.
And I've heard the things some of the others say, and I know that some of the lords and their
ladies, and half of society, they all suspect some of the things Rita Skeeter has written about
me. I — I talked about it with Theo and he confirmed some things and I — I think I've come
to terms with it, even though it's awful and ridiculous and... You know I just don't have the
time for all this."

"You don't have the time," Gwen echoed flatly. "You know time is not actually the problem
here, right?"

"Of course I do — the problem is Skeeter and the society which she panders to. But I..."

"It's all got on top of you?" Pansy said shrewdly. "Which, like... Is pretty understandable."

"I just — its everything coming out at once. It's the fact that I'm growing more and more
aware of my differences and the fact that some people will force those differences in my face
at every opportunity. I even notice it in the common room."

At that, Pansy blinked, as though surprised by this statement. "Notice what?"



Gwen scoffed. "Oh, come on, Parkinson. The blood status thing. You can't be that oblivious."

Pansy shifted uncomfortably. She glanced at Aurora and back again. "I mean, I know people
mention it, but it's not about you—"

"Not in front of you," Gwen told her sharply, "just like no one mentions my status to Aurora
anymore, but we're not stupid."

"Well, I haven't—"

"I did hear what you said about Hermione Granger the other day."

"That had nothing to do with her blood status, she's annoying — and anyway, who cares
about Granger?" She turned to Aurora, who was still reeling from what Gwen had just said.
She hadn't heard anyone say anything about Granger recently, certainly not in the vein of
blood status. But then, it had not been out of the question in previous years. Had she become
oblivious to it — or, from Pansy's suddenly sheepish expression, were her friends merely
taking care not to make such allusions in front of her?

Aurora felt suddenly very cold and uncertain, but she gripped the edge of the bed. "Pans," she
said softly, "I know you don't like to think that people apply the same sorts of ideas to myself
as they do to Granger or hell, perhaps more accurately, Weasley. But they do. They clearly
do. And people do say things about Gwen and we're not oblivious to the looks each of us
get." They exchanged a knowing glance, the secret of their experience stretching between
them. "That's what this article really says, Pans. That my birth will be used against me, and
that it will be used against others, likely in far worse ways, because mark my words, I don't
have nearly as rough a time as most Muggleborns and halfbloods do."

"If it was just one article maybe it wouldn't be so difficult to deal with but..." Frustration
mounting, the familiar burning of tears rose within her. But she brushed them away. This felt
like a time for rationality, to try and calm herself. "This is everywhere. It's building from
Merlin's Day, from first year, from the moment of my birth! It's all fucked, Pansy."

"Aurora—"

"I mean, she's right," Gwen said, fixing Pansy with a cold look. "Why'd you think I don't sit
with you all in the common room? I'm not welcome. And we all know why that is."

Pansy was quiet for a moment. "I'm sorry," she said eventually. It was not enough for Gwen,
and Aurora understood that. But the gap between them has lessened recently, and they both
knew, Pansy was changing. "I am. I... I'm trying to be better."

"I know," Gwen said, and it still surprised Aurora. Though she did not meet Pansy's eyes.
"Still, it's true, isn't it?"

That, she could not deny. "You're welcome with me. You both are. I like you, Tearston."
Beside Aurora, Gwen tensed slightly. "And, well... I don't think you're lesser than me."

"Oh, how kind of you," Gwen said, voice dripping with sarcasm.



Pansy again seemed like she was unsure where to stand. "I mean, what d'you want me to say?
It's — complicated. To deal with."

"Thanks." Gwen's eyes were steely now. "I'll remember your plight."

"That isn't what I meant. Listen." She sat down on Aurora's other side, hands clasped tightly
together. "Aurora's my best friend. And I think, maybe, if I didn't know her, I would be
different. Because of my parents and my grandparents and all our families who want us to
believe that they're better. But I know Aurora and I know you now and I know that they're
wrong. About a lot of things.

"I mean, anyone who thinks Aurora's incapable is clearly deluding themselves about
something. And Gwen, well... You're just normal."

Gwen stared at her. "For a moment I thought you were trying to be nice?"

"I am! Aurora—"

"Was that really a compliment? Pans, even I'm better than that."

"I just mean — I have come to realise that Gwen is not all that different from me. She likes
painting her nails the same shade of pink as me, and she's very good at haircare, and while
her taste in fashion cannot be helped, she's no worse than Millicent in that regard."

"Again, compliments?"

"In most elements except her unfortunate entanglement with the annoying Robin Oliphant,
you're quite respectable, Tearston. And I think if that's the case — and after all, you have
been sorted here, and not just anybody can do that — you can't be that different. Most people
say Slytherins are only purebloods, but that's not true. Even in other years. I doubt I would be
put in the same category by the hat with people who are truly inferior in ambitious and
intelligence."

Aurora decided this was not a good time to mention Vincent and Gregory, though they did
linger at the back of her mind. Perhaps they were only here because they expected to be.
Perhaps many of them were.

"And at any rate," Pansy continued hastily, "I certainly don't think that you are in any way
inferior in ambition or intelligence. Fashion, yes, and maybe manners, but we all have our
flaws. Merlin knows Aurora can't sing."

"Excuse you!"

"Well, you can't, darling. Anyway — all this to say, that I don't think less of you because
you're muggleborn. I don't think it's compatible with what I've actually come to know of you
over the last few months. But that doesn't mean I'm completely unaware of the fact that were
I to say such a thing to my parents I would get a very different reaction."

"And? If they're arseholes—"



"Gwen," Aurora said softly.

"No, I mean, what does it matter what they think?"

"That's exactly why we're here. Because it has always mattered. But, Pans, it doesn't have to.
We have to decide which part of ourselves we can be true to."

Pansy looked her in the eye, face pale, and Aurora knew she was fighting in her head. "I don't
know how to do that."

Gwen tensed, jaw locking in anger. Aurora felt she was rather entitled to it; but she also knew
that Pansy, whatever conclusions she was trying to come to, would not reach them by being
prodded by someone else's anger, no matter how rightful that anger was.

"Then learn," Aurora told her, trying to keep her voice as soft as possible even though there
was a part of her that wanted to scream that no one knew, but it was something she had never
had the choice of avoiding, not really. That this had always been coming and she couldn't run
from it even if she wanted to.

Pansy gripped Aurora's hand tightly and then a moment later, gripped Gwen's too. The girl
looked rather stunned by this, but she didn't protest. "Do you really think it'll get us
anywhere?"

"I should bloody hope so," Gwen said harshly.

"Even if it doesn't," Aurora said, "it'll be closer than if we lay down and refuse to
acknowledge the need to change. Our society has been stagnant for far too long, and I mean
this in many regards. We're the future." She looked to Gwen, who was staring at her with a
sudden interest, a light in her eyes. "We may as well make a start on it."

-*

Hermione Granger cornered her after Arithmancy the next morning, having worn the same
confused look for the entirety of their lesson.

"I saw the Skeeter article about you," she said slowly, making a great pretense out of putting
her books away.

"I'm sure you did," Aurora replied breezily. "I know you read the Prophet — what did you
think?"

Looking rather unsettled, Granger said, "Well, I thought you'd be more offended."

"Oh." She laughed darkly. "I am. But I'm seeking to find an advantage in it. The article
brought home some things to deal with." She looked Granger up and down. "I know you've
been trying to find something on her for months, haven't you?"

Granger bit her lip and then nodded, clasping her bag shut. "Walk with me," Aurora told her.



"I haven't found much," Granger said, looking more unsettled by the second. Aurora wasn't
sure if it was the lack of reaction that had her confused, but she was too tired to explain all
the thoughts that had spiralled in her head since reading the article. It had only been yesterday
and yet it had felt like forever, like the whole world had shifted in that time. "I don't know
how she does it yet."

"Does what? Write like a gossiping mother?"

"No — how she finds out her information. There are some things she knows from asking
people, interviews, but I don't know how she's accessing people on the grounds so much.
And, she knew things about Hagrid that he has only told one person, Madam Maxime. He
didn't even tell us he was half-giant — that proves she has some way of listening in on
people. She knows so much about you, too. Not explicit incidents, but even so, it's unsettling,
don't you think? She isn't allowed to just roam the castle and she wasn't near me when I was
talking to Viktor after the second task, but she knew what I was saying anyway. She's some
way to listen in, but I've yet to find any magical means of doing so, and any Muggle means
I've found would be scrambled by the magical signals around here."

That was rather a lot to take in one go. Aurora took a second to process before saying, "How
much do you know about Skeeter herself? Other than her means of obtaining content?"

"Well, not much — I'd rather deal with that actual problem than rumour and history."

"But rumour and history are precisely the problem," Aurora reminded Granger, "that's what
Skeeter thrives off. Why? Who is she? Where did she come from? More importantly —
what's she trying to hide?

"Everyone has a secret, Granger," she whispered, as they stepped into the hallway, "I'm sure
Skeeter's got more than her fair share. We find someone who knows her — the person, not
the reporter — and her secrets are so much more useful. We need something we can use
against her, rather than trying to prevent something she can work around."

Granger's mouth twitched up. "Are you suggesting... Blackmail?" She sounded half-
scandalised, half-intrigued.

"I'm suggesting research," Aurora replied. "Whatever the outcome may be. She's not the only
one who can dig up dirt on someone."

Granger looked like she was trying very hard not to look excited by the prospect, though
whether it was at research or revenge, Aurora did not know. "I think you're right," she said,
and then added louder, "So, Ancient Runes revision in the library on Friday night?"

Aurora smirked in response. "It would be my pleasure."

-*

Aurora snuck out after Ancient Runes on Wednesday afternoon; Harry met her and Hermione
just around the corner from their classroom, to hand it over.



"Tell him I say hi, won't you?"

She nodded. "Of course I will. You know, this isn't anything personal, me going myself?"

"No," he said, with a surprising clarity. "I get it. You need your dad to yourself right now."

"Yes. I do." She managed a faint smile, looping the cloak over her arm. "He'll come see us
both the next Hogsmeade weekend, I'm sure. You got a letter for him?"

"Oh, yeah." Potter dug around in his pockets until he produced a piece of parchment, which
Aurora took for him. "You'll be alright sneaking in and out on your own?"

"I've done this before, Potter, and that was without an Invisibility Cloak. I'll be grand." She
forced herself to smile at him, but it wasn't as difficult as usual. "Thanks again for this, Harry.
A lot."

He shrugged, though she knew he was not possibly so unbothered as he tried to make out.
"No problem. See you at seven?"

"See you at seven," Aurora confirmed, and tucked the letter in her satchel.

Sneaking out alone was indeed nerve-wracking, but it was also one of the smallest problems
she had had to contend with previously. In perspective, sneaking out of school with an
Invisibility Cloak and magical map really was child's play.

Her father met her in his dog form so as not to attract as much attention, halfway out the road
to the forest where they had first met. When she got close, he perked up, even though she was
invisible, and started rushing towards her. The scent, she supposed, though that was an
uncomfortable thought. Hopefully she didn't smell bad, though by the way his tail was
wagging, he was more excited to see her than anything else.

"I see you," she muttered when he was in hearing distance. "But calm down, I really don't
want to get caught. That's the last thing I need."

And he did calm, somewhat, perhaps from hearing the tension in her voice. They hurried
towards the treeline and when they ducked inside, Aurora at last took the cloak off, and her
father transformed. The sight of his face overwhelmed her suddenly, his bold grin and unruly
hair and the genuine love in his eyes. A sob wrenched from her and the grin quickly faded,
replaced by a frown as he tugged her towards him and enveloped her in a tight hug.

"Oh, sweetheart."

"I — I didn't know what to do—"

"I know."

"The article and then — everything else and Lord Nott hates me and I can't — I can't be this,
what they want me to be and, Dad, I don't know how—"



"I know," he whispered again, squeezing her tightly. He pressed a gentle kiss to the crown of
her head, and rubbed her shoulder in a comforting manner, soft and affectionate. "It's alright,
Aurora. I've got you." She sniffled, but she let herself cry this time. She was safe here. "I've
always got you."

He rocked her gently in his arms for a moment, as Aurora tried to cry out all her feelings. She
hadn't expected them to overwhelm her so suddenly, in a positive tidal wave, but they had
been ebbing and flowing over the past few days and now, for some reason, they were stronger
than ever.

"I'm so tired, Dad," she whispered, "I'm tired of pretending to fit something I'm not. When
everyone knows I can't fit and they'll never let me fit. And it — it's wrong!"

"What's wrong, sweetheart?"

"Them. Those lords — like Rosier and Malfoy and Nott, and all the rest. Thinking I'm lesser
because of my mother. Their opinion is wrong and it — I think it's wrong of me to try and
conform to their opinions anyway!"

He stiffened, paused. "Yeah?"

She nodded, and squeezed him tightly. "I think — well, I suppose I've been thinking for a
while — that I don't really want to be associated with people like that. Even if they did accept
me, it... I don't agree with them. I never wanted to join their alliance, or even the
Conservatives. And I guess, yes, this makes things difficult and Merlin knows I've a million
and one other things on top of it at the moment, and this isn't good for me politically in
general because of what she criticised but — the blood status thing?" She pulled back from
her father slightly, so that she could get a proper look at him. There was deep concern
glimmering in his grey eyes — familiar eyes.

"My mother's identity is private to me because I wasn't allowed to know for so long. But it
certainly isn't something I'm ashamed of. And it's not something I should be ashamed of, or
feel like I have to hide and that's something I've kind of struggled to come to terms with but I
— I understand it. My blood status shouldn't matter. And to the people I agree with, the
people whose politics aligns with mine, whose support I really want and alliance I could
feasibly pull off? They are not, generally speaking, Sacred Twenty-Eight. I think maybe that's
a good thing.

"I talked to Theo about this a bit, at first. And then Pansy and Gwen."

"Good," her father said. "I'm glad."

Aurora smiled wanly. "Can we sit down somewhere? I — I think I won't cry as much."

"You don't have to worry about crying with me."

"I know." She gave him a small, quick smile. "But I want to have a better conversation than
one where I'm just sobbing at you."



"Alright," her dad agreed, moving to have just one arm around her shoulder, "we can find a
part of the clearing that's easier to sit on."

They wandered for a few moments in a strangely comforting silence. She was just aware
enough of her father's arm round her shoulder, the way he slightly guided her towards a patch
of sunlight that came through the trees.

"I did bring a picnic," he told her, holding up his little bag, "extension charm on it. Figured it
was my turn after all the times you snuck me food last year."

Aurora chuckled. "Too right. At least I had a bit of an easier time sneaking out now — Harry
gave me a loan of his cloak."

"Good of him."

She hummed in reluctant agreement. "He was nice about it. I think he knows I'm upset. I
don't like that he's figured it out but I suppose it has been rather more obvious than I'd like."

Her father cracked a faint smile. "Yeah, I could never hide my feelings from James, either."

"It's not like that," Aurora corrected him sharply, "I am not trying to hide anything from
Potter — he's just a nosy git who notices more than anyone should, for the level of relevance
he has in my life."

Looking torn between amusement and reprehension, her father merely looked ahead and
declared, "This spot'll do."

With a quiet smile, Aurora followed him to the spot, and sat down gingerly on the picnic
blanket which he laid out. Her father, on the other hand, merely flopped down with a reckless
grin and started pulling bottles of butterbeer from his bag. "So," he said, popping the lid off
and passing one to Aurora, "want to talk it out?"

She appreciated that he hadn't asked any particular questions; wasn't forcing the topic of
Skeeter or of exams or of the elections, instead merely letting her chew over anything and
everything that came to mind. It did take a moment for her to manage to speak, as she pored
over all the issues. At first, she said, "I think I'm finding this all rather more difficult than I
thought I might."

Her father nodded slowly. "I see."

"I mean, I — well, alright, I'll start from the beginning. You know, I wasn't really on top of
things, my first couple years of being Lady Black, and I really should have been, but—"

"But you were twelve," her father reminded her softly, "and grieving. And that's alright."

"I know, but — well, then, this past year I've really had to embrace it a lot more, not just out
of duty but because I truly have need of my position now, I have things I want to use it for,
whether that's for your sake, or my own, or to vote on things that actually really matter to
people. But I haven't had that same political backing and support that Arcturus had for
himself, and was trying to build for me, because I let that slip through my fingers, and



because, in all honesty, the people with whom the family would usually ally or associate,
aren't people whose views really align with mine, anyway. That's pretty clear.

"You know, last year, I didn't tell you this, but some of the older lords spoke to me, at
Merlin's Day. They warned me that they knew of rumours about me not being entirely
pureblooded. Lord Nott warned me he didn't want me associating with his grandson and it
seems the likes of Rosier and Travers felt the same. I'm sure had Narcissa not cared for me so
when I was growing up, Abraxas Malfoy would be the same. Perhaps he does think the same
as they do, but knows saying so would be more of a detriment.

"At the time it bothered me, of course. But I still, I don't know, felt like it was just words. It
hadn't quite translated to action yet, to real exclusion. But I've become more and more aware,
over the past year, of the sorts of views they hold, and of the fact that really, I don't know the
extent to which Arcturus agreed. He always told me I was special, there was nothing wrong
with me for my mother's blood, but... He still associated with people who believed otherwise.
Even if his views changed, he didn't stand up for them. Perhaps he thought he was making it
easier on me by not doing so, but, well, I'm a target now, regardless.

"I'm just... Tired of it. Tired of always being worried what people think about me, tired of
always having to think weeks and months and years ahead of myself. Tired of feeling like I
can't live today because I've too much to worry about tomorrow. And worrying that I'm not
good enough but then worrying that I'm worried about being good enough for the wrong
people, and worrying about what good enough even actually means because what I really
care about is my exams and my friends and that doesn't matter because I'm not allowed to just
be worried about those things. 'Good enough' isn't good enough for me. But I don't know who
I'm trying to be good enough for anymore."

She let those words linger a moment, took a drink of butterbeer. "Well," her father told her,
"that's something you can only know yourself. But I can tell you that the person you are right
now is, and has always been, good enough for me and for everyone who loves you."

"I know," she told him, voice coming out in a whine, "you tell me this all the time and I
appreciate it, Dad, but I — I can't help the feeling that I still always have to be more. There is
so much that I must be, so many people I have to please if I want to reach my full potential."

He nodded, clasping her shoulder. "I know it's difficult, sweetheart," he told her, "trying to
figure out not just who you are, but who you want to be. I remember it, too. We were in
drastically different situations," he added hastily, a distinction which she appreciated, "but I
know the confusion you're going through. Trying to figure out what you're loyal to and how
to be loyal, and what all that means.

"But I didn't have to be Lord Black." His grip tightened. "I know you keep saying you want
to do it yourself, and I respect that. But, sweetheart, I think - and Andromeda agrees —
forcing yourself to juggle all this, your duties as Lady Black, and your studies, and trying to
just be a normal child, as you say, and trying to figure yourself out as all teenagers do, it isn't
good for you. I'm not incapable, Aurora. I'll take over your duties as soon as you give the
word, or Andromeda and I can balance it, as regents or stewards or whatever form you want
that to take.



"I promise I'm a lot less hot-headed in writing than in person." She snorted at that and he
gave a wry grin. "It's how I was taught, there are some things you still can't shake. And I'll do
better for your sake. I get why you want to handle it yourself, but I'd really urge you to pass
some work or correspondence over to us, at least until your exams are over with."

The thought still made her ill and uneasy, like she was somehow giving up or betraying some
legacy by giving any power to them. Even though she knew what her father was saying was
true, not just for him but for Andromeda. "I just... I'm scared to let go of it."

"You're not letting go of anything," he assured her, "we're not going to make any big
decisions without you. You're still Lady Black, we just want to help you. You're also our kid,
yeah? We've a duty to do the best by you, and that includes your education and peace of
mind."

"I — the lords and everyone already think I'm weak. They'll look for anything they can to
discredit me."

"Not all of them," he reminded her, "and this sort of thing is plenty common for male lords of
your age."

"Potter's not as stressed as I am."

"I don't think Harry realised there were elections until I mentioned it in my last letter. He's
different priorities — though I have had to remind him to keep an eye on his vaults, he has no
clue how money or investments or anything works."

"And here I thought you weren't interested in that."

"Like I said, there are some things you're taught and can't shake. Point is — asking for help
isn't a weakness. And those who will harm you for it, well, they can go through me." She
laughed at that. "Listen, I trust that whatever political opinions and relationships you truly
feel you need to create, you will find a way. There are those who are already determined to
take against you, and you know that. And I know it isn't easy, I know it's difficult as hell, but
you're braver than I am." That surprised her. She turned to stare at him, perplexed by the
words. "I ran from it. Other things, too, of course. But even before things got bad with my
parents, I was afraid to figure out my place in the world, afraid of the conflict between my
opinions and my duty and my family, and I just avoided it. I went strongly one way and never
looked back, and I didn't have the bravery to stick around and do something material other
than fight from the inside, instead of within. It's brave to some, yeah, but, I don't know. I was
also a kid, just your age, but in confronting what you've been taught and actually reckoning
with it, well, I think you're pretty brave for that. Even more so that you're doing something
with it, and taking on responsibilities and politics. I didn't do that. And I was afraid of the
responsibility, too."

"And you're not afraid of it now?"

"No. Not when I'm doing it for you."



That made her heart warm slightly. She took a long drink of butterbeer and smiled, a little
more settled. "I don't know if I'd say I'm brave. And I think you're plenty brave, Dad. I kinda
figured out from Andromeda and Remus a lot of stuff you went through, um... But I know it
was difficult. And I really appreciate you asking. I just don't want people to think I'm
incapable."

"Trust me," her dad said, "anyone who thinks you're incapable, is deluding themself. You've
proven your capabilities already, but no other Lord or Lady has to deal with full-time
education on top of their responsibilities. Not to mention being a teenager, which is bloody
difficult enough. If you think it would make it easier for you, if Andromeda and I took over
correspondence and such for a while, do it. Don't worry about what other people think,
because I'm sure you think they'll believe worse of you than they really will. It's about what's
best for you, as Aurora — yes?"

She worried her lip. She knew he was right, she was just afraid to admit it. But it was like he
said. Asking for help didn't have to be a weakness. And yes, the likes of Lord Nott and Rosier
and Travers sat in the manors and made their money off investments and deals with the
Ministry and they did not have to contend with constant homework and learning and every
other strain on her time that Aurora had at the moment. They all had been allowed to breathe
and learn and grow into their roles. She had not.

But her dad was offering that, and she knew he was genuine. Knew that he would do
everything he could to work in her name, in her image, to help her. That was all that the love
in his eyes said. That this was for her, and the realisation of that made her heart blaze in
relief.

"Thank you," she said in a whisper, and moved to pull her father into a tight hug. He
stiffened, as if he had not expected it, but then melted into the embrace, holding her close.
Tears burned at her eyes but she didn't hate them as much as usual. "Thank you, I — yes. I
think that might be for the best."

He propped his chin up and rubbed her shoulder. "Good. I'll tell Andromeda, we'll get
everything organised for paperwork and letter directions — they can come to you and you
can pass them on if you'd prefer that, or we can arrange for duplications once they reach
either one of us."

Already it was a weight off, and Aurora felt like sobbing; it felt silly. "Thank you," she said
again.

"Anytime, sweetheart. That's what I'm here for — what we're all here for."

"I — I know." It felt good to acknowledge it out loud. "I still don't know what to do about
Skeeter though. It's not just about what she said about my mother, it's, honestly, people were
going to know at some point and now I know it's become easier to talk to people about it,
people like Theo..." The memory of what he had told her still twisted her stomach a little.
"She shouldn't be able to know those things she knows about me. I don't think she should be
allowed to publish them either, but apparently our laws on those sorts of things are
shockingly lax for anyone that isn't either the Minister of Magic or in his pocket, so. And
she's targeted Granger too — Hermione."



"I know," he nodded, "I've read it. We all looked into it, too, but like you said — criticism of
the government has to be kept low, but criticism of anyone else, even a child... There aren't
any protections in place."

"Kind of a running theme, isn't it? That's something I'd change, too. Our stupid laws."

Her father chuckled. "Stupid's one word for them. And I have every faith that you'll find a
way to do just that. To change the world. But for that you have to allow yourself to change
too — to be a teenager and do as teenagers do."

She wished she could. Maybe soon she could try. Maybe for once the world would give her a
break.

"I already know I want to make change. Starting with myself. I'm not going to try and play
neutral anymore, it gets nobody nowhere and what's the point of doing it to protect your
power if you then feel too trapped to use that power? No, I want to start building connections
— real ones, ones that'll benefit me and also push me. Progressives like MacMillan, Vaisey,
Edris, even Abbott if I can stand his heir. And I haven't made my mind up on my election
endorsement but I think I do know now that I want to give one, that I have to. Either the
Progressive or Celtic candidate, or maybe one of the independents.

"There's a lot that needs fixed about our world and about myself. And it's not just going to
happen, by me talking about how I find things unfair, when I'm too — too scared to actually
use my power and position for its purpose."

He stared at her a moment, something swirling in his eyes, something like recognition. She
didn't know what — or who — of, nor did she like that he did not tell her. But his eyes were
assessing, curious, a little startled. And then he softened and said, "I think that sounds right,
Aurora."

"I'll inform you if I want to make an endorsement, but you can talk to candidates if you'd like
and report back. You're less intimidating than Andromeda, though maybe there are some I'd
rather she handle."

"I am not!"

"In an interview-type situation, I'd imagine so. She raised Dora, she's very good at
interrogation."

At least he laughed at that, and the strange look cleared from his eyes. "I'm sure I can be
intimidating too."

"Oh, I'm sure, too. But Andromeda'll enjoy the politics more, I think." She found herself
smirking. "And maybe between all of us, we can actually use our family's power for good."

"I'd like that," her father said, and wrapped his arm tightly around her so that he drew her into
his side. Aurora found herself putting her own arms around him, holding him in a tight, warm
hug. It felt safe, secure, loving, the sort of hug that you want to hang onto forever and that a
piece of you always will.



"Thank you," she whispered, as tears sprang to her eyes again.

"Of course." He brushed a hand over her hair, and kissed her cheek gently as a shaky tear
spilled over. Her father frowned against her, but didn't pull back. "Hey — why're you
crying?"

"I don't know," she mumbled, curling her head into his shoulder. "I think I'm relieved."

A small, quiet laugh as he kissed the crown of her head. "We can work with relieved," he told
her. "Relieved is close to happy, right?" She nodded and he squeezed her tighter. "I love you,
sweetheart."

And, slightly shaky, she lifted her head and whispered back, "I love you too, Dad."

He stiffened, and stared down at her. For a horrible second his face was blank, and then
bloomed into a broad, bright smile, his eyes sparkling. "Do you really?"

Aurora frowned at him. "Yes. I mean, I'm pretty sure. You're..." She couldn't quite find
adequate words, and she knew that she had not said those words before, but they felt right
and they felt true and they felt like her heart. "I love you, Dad. It felt complicated and now it
feels as simple as that. I love you. Because I do."

And with a sound that sounded suspiciously like a sob, he gathered her even closer into his
arms, and held on tight.

Chapter End Notes
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Treacherous Tasks

Chapter Notes
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Exams began in earnest the next week, and Aurora had never been more grateful for her
father. Not having to worry about and deal with all the letters she received meant that she
could breathe, that she could make more time to study but also to relax. She had taken two
nights off to just sit with her friends, gossiping and playing gobstones or exploding snap, and
had realised how much she had missed it, the freedom to just smile. So much still played on
her mind but at least for now, she gave herself permission to ignore it.

She had not actually told any of her friends besides Theodore about her father and
Andromeda taking over her duties for the time being. Theo, she had told because he had
thought to check in on her that day. He had not seen her in the library, or in the common
room, and had apparently been concerned enough about her well-being to ask where she had
been. It was sweet. What was even better was that, everytime she did receive a letter, or
seemed about to dive into political anxiety, he would remind her that she didn't have to worry
about that at the moment, and would help guide her onto something else, with a knowing
look.

The morning of her Ancient Runes exam, a few days before the final task of the Triwizard
Tournament, Rita Skeeter struck again. Aurora had taken to boycotting Skeeter's articles
recently, only borrowing the Daily Prophet from Theo or an older student once they were
done, but on this day Theo happened to be sat beside her at breakfast, and pointed out an
article to her.

HARRY POTTER - DISTURBED AND DANGEROUS

She sucked in a breath. Already she knew this would not be good. It bore Skeeter's name in
the byline of course, and her personal touch of flair. Nothing too dreary as to focus solely on
the election campaign, but just tenuously enough connected to current events that she could
generate a spin and an audience and have the world eating up whatever poison-coated
nonsense she fed them.

Reading made her feel sick. She knew too much, just as Aurora and Hermione had discussed.
She knew about Potter's bad dreams and his scar paining him, claimed to know about his
personal heartaches and relationships. Skeeter, for whatever end — most likely drama, and
some petty revenge — was trying to make him out to be some sort of deranged child who
should be trusted nowhere political power. Apparently, though, Skeeter had witnessed Potter
leaving the Divination classroom that day he had had his terrible dream. It felt like much
longer ago than it had been.

But, that did not make sense. Aurora's mind ticked over it. She said that she had witnessed it
herself, but that was impossible unless she had been there — someone would have noticed,
and she felt certain Theodore would have told her if Skeeter had been hanging about. Then
there was the issue of someone revealing Potter's Parselmouth abilities. The article did not



mention who, only that an anonymous source had told her Potter could speak to snakes,
something Skeeter ran with to make him look dangerous, suggesting he could be a future
Dark Lord in the making.

For all Aurora disliked Potter, she knew — as she felt anyone who had ever properly payed
attention to the boy should — that he had no such designs. That article did lead Aurora to ask
who Skeeter feared Potter giving an endorsement to, but what truly rattled her was that
Skeeter had been able to so confidently change her opinion on Potter, to go against his
reputation. She must think she had power and away. She must know her word counted for
more than not only the truth but public preconception, and the public's own eyes and ears.

That scared her.

It was also why she had turned around even before Hermione Granger reached her across the
hall. The Gryffindor girl stopped just shy of her, a stony look in her eye. Beside Aurora, Theo
tensed, and she gave a quick glance which she hoped he understood as meaning it was
alright.

"Black," Granger said quickly, her voice quivering, "er... Ancient Runes emergency."

"Oh, dear."

Granger gave her a queasy sort of look, and Aurora sighed, exaggerating the sound as she
reached to pick up her bookbag. They had an exam right after breakfast, but that was alright.
Aurora knew she'd do just fine. "Gryffindors and their dramatics," she said to Theodore, who
laughed nervously. "I'll be back."

But as the two of them stalked out the hall — well, Aurora stalked, Hermione more cantered
along like a frightened deer — Aurora felt rather dramatic herself. "Where does this leave
us?"

"She can't have been close enough to Harry to hear what happened in that classroom. Either
someone told her and she's somehow pulled the rest of the details out her own head, or she
was there."

"An Invisibility Cloak, do you think? But how would she know something was going to
happen?"

"Maybe she was following Harry."

"Even with both of us as targets, too?"

"Maybe she got lucky. I don't know. But she must have been there, I just don't know how.
That room is tiny, you'd notice another body even if you couldn't see it. Most Invisibility
Cloaks aren't that perfect."

"Potter's is."

"Harry still walks into people," Granger replied, as they hurried up the main staircase.
"Speaking of, he and Ron are meeting us in the second floor broom cupboard."



"Why the broom cupboard?"

"I don't know, it felt like the natural place to meet."

"That's... Distressing."

"Be thankful it's not Moaning Myrtle's bathroom."

"What?"

"Nothing — inside joke, we brewed Polyjuice Potion in second years, don't tell anyone but it
is really a wonderful place to meet—"

"Sorry, you brewed what? As second years?" She galloped to keep pace with Granger, who
was rushing, clearly flustered, and letting her words get the better of it as a result. "You mean
you brewed it, right? Not those two? That's really advanced — oh, Merlin!"

It had struck her suddenly. Polyjuice Potion was used to change one's appearance. That had
surely been what Potter and Weasley had used to sneak into the common room, disguised as
Vincent and Greg, all those years ago. It was highly illegal and restricted and anything could
have gone wrong.

"Oh, the little—"

"Not now, Black — but you don't think..." Granger trailed off and turned to look at Aurora,
whose mind was catching up to Hermione's just as fast as she got over the shock of the
previous revelation.

"Skeeter using Polyjuice? It's a possibility — but it surely can't be very sustainable. Has
anyone been acting out of character?"

"Not that I can think of... We'll have to ask the boys. It is illegal, isn't it?"

"You would know," Aurora muttered, causing Hermione to pale. "Oh, calm down, I dealt
with it back then already. And we've bigger problems now."

Granger looked relieved for a minute as they hurried along the corridor, but confusion
dawned just before she turned and asked. "What do you mean, you dealt with it?"

Aurora waved a hand. "You don't ask about my crimes, and I won't bring up the list of yours."

This did not seem to appease Granger at all, but Aurora found a faint amusement in that
knowledge as she tugged her down the corridor towards the nearest broom cupboard. When
she went to open the door, someone squawked inside, and she sighed.

"Calm down, Weasley, it's just us."

The door opened a crack, to reveal Ron Weasley's pale face, and light eyes that were
narrowed in suspicion. Aurora tapped her foot on the stones, as Granger said, "Just let us in,
Ron. She's not going to fight you."



Weasley did not look convinced. Aurora rolled her eyes — despite her relationship somewhat
smoothing over with the other two, Weasley remained distrustful of her. Though, she
supposed, she had not done much to win him round separately, nor had her feelings towards
him changed much. Still, some alliances were more important than feelings of friendship.

Aurora slipped inside the dark cupboard, and gave a cursory nod to Potter, who was clutching
the Daily Prophet tightly in his hand. Hermione shut the door behind them and silence fell.

"Well?" Aurora said, to break the quiet. "What do you think of the article, Potter?"

He stared up at her. "That it's all bullshit."

"Very good." She took a seat on an upturned bucket, as daintily as she could manage. "Do
you know how she saw you leave the classroom?"

"If I did," Potter retorted, "do you think I wouldn't have said something?"

She sighed and looked to Weasley, who shrugged. "I didn't see anything. Nor did Neville —
we bumped into him on the way up here. I don't suppose you know anything about how she's
getting all these interviews."

Aurora eyed him with distaste. "Weasley, need I remind you that Skeeter has also attacked me
on multiple occasions? Don't suggest that I have any involvement just because you dislike me
and are out of other options to blame."

"It's not that," Weasley told her, ears flaming, "but me and Harry were talking and we're
pretty sure it's your mate Malfoy that's been leaking."

Both Hermione and Potter sucked on nervous breaths. Potter did not look at her, but rather
wore a sheepish expression. It seemed he had not wanted Ron to say that. Nor had Aurora.
The thought turned her stomach.

"I don't know how you've come to that conclusion," she said crisply, "given that all Skeeter's
sources are anonymous — apart from, I may say, your own housemate, Colin Creevey."

"He talked to her 'bout Hagrid," Weasley said, "and we've seen him, and Crabbe and Goyle,
talking to... Something."

"Something." She arched a skeptical brow, feigning disinterest, but her stomach was
squirming. She would have liked to be able to write off Weasley's suspicions as nonsense, the
mindless spouting of a boy who would blame any wrong he could on his enemy, but she
could not deny that Draco had spoken to Skeeter before. And, that if Skeeter was trying to
defame Potter, and if she had any political motivations — or rather, if her clients did — said
motivations would align rather nicely with those of Lord Malfoy.

Still, she was not going to believe Weasley's words, not about her own cousin. She knew
Draco. She had told him not to talk to Skeeter and his name had not shown up since.

But someone had been talking to her.



"It's not Draco," she said as confidently as she could. Hermione eyed her warily, as if she
knew Aurora was afraid to admit to the possibility, and all that it entailed. "And that's beside
the point. Skeeter's a menace and she needs to be stopped. We need to find some dirt on her.
Does anyone know about her family?" They all stared at her. Evidently not. She massaged
her temples. "Her background, her schooldays? There must be something she's hiding, even if
it's a political connection. Maybe someone is giving her targets."

"I think she just likes scandal," Hermione said, "I don't think she cares who it's about. She'll
drag down anyone whose reputation she can sully, just for money and attention." A scowl
crossed her face. "And she wants to get this all out now, so that she can get another story for
the tournament, or after. She knows she'll be able to snoop about then, and she's just building
a foundation — whether it's Harry or me or you, Aurora."

She could not deny the convincing truth in Hermione's words. "All we know so far,"
Hermione went on, "is that she has some method of having both eyes and ears in Hogwarts.
And that someone — or perhaps multiple people — know what that is, because they have
used it to communicate with her. It must be some sort of telecommunication device, but
phones and that sort of thing don't work at Hogwarts... I don't know any magical
alternatives."

"So there are others complicit," Aurora said slowly, a piece of vindictive excitement building
inside of her, "more people who might be part of a network, a conspiracy..." Against the two
new wildcards in the Assembly, and against the Muggleborn who dared befriend one of them.
"This could be bigger than Skeeter, you realise? With the right information, we could blow
the whole thing apart."

Weasley looked almost amused by her enthusiasm and she thought maybe he shared in the
excitement at the concept. Granger, though, worried her lip and looked to Potter, who was
staring at the bottle of disinfectant above Aurora's head. "We need to find out how she's doing
this first of all," Granger said, "and then from there, find her contacts."

"I say contacts first," Aurora argued, meeting Granger's eye. And at once, the two of them
silently agreed to disgree. So long as it was done. "But I want to know who Skeeter is. Any
potential debts, anyone who might hold undue influence over her. If there are more people
behind this, working with her... Well, if they're willing to bring us down, I've no qualms about
taking them down with her, too."

Potter met her gaze and held it. "Good," he said, voice hard. "So long as you're willing to
accept whoever those people might turn out to be."

She did not like the subtle dig, the implication that Draco was one of those people. And so
she tried to push her own concerns away and smile at him.

"Granger and I have an exam in fifteen minutes. We'll get started at lunch."

-*

It became immediately clear over the next few days that Rita Skeeter had cleaned up any dirt
that may have been gathering behind her. Aurora and Hermione had scoured student records



and only found that she had good marks as a student, best in Transfiguration and Charms. She
had never been accused of cheating even once, to Aurora's consternation — it had been the
charge she had most anticipated her attracting — and from the one graduation report which
she managed to salvage from Filch's office when he had been coincidentally distracted by a
flood on the first floor, all anyone held against her was her gossiping ways, and the odd bit of
embellishment when she or her friends got into trouble. None of her close peers at Hogwarts
were even questionable, or well-known, for the most part.

There, they had hit a wall.

"There will be something," Aurora had said to Hermione as the four of them sat in that awful
broom cupboard, on the evening before their final exam and the Third Task of the
tournament. "I know there will."

Neither of the boys looked like they believed her; only Hermione looked like she wanted to.
With no one else bringing anything to the table, Aurora knew it was time to leave. She still
had some names and dates which she wanted to revise for History of Magic tomorrow. So
Weasley and Granger went out first, and Aurora and Potter followed when the coast was
clear.

It was only a five minute walk before they could part ways, but those five minutes were still
painful. Potter broke the silence by asking, "You excited for tomorrow?"

She stared at him. "I like History of Magic, but not that much."

"Not that." He let out a troubled sigh and she laughed. "The tournament."

"I knew what you meant," Aurora teased with a small smile. "And yes, I suppose so. I just
hope it's more interesting to watch than the last task."

"You rooting for Diggory?"

She shrugged. "I know I should say yes, but really my favourite's Delacour. Don't get me
wrong," she added hastily at the reproachful expression on Potter's face, "my visible support
will of course be for Hogwarts' most esteemed champion. But if Delacour wins, I can't say I'll
be disappointed."

"Suppose," Potter said. "I'm Diggory all the way — would have been Krum, but, y'know...
Ron."

She stifled a laugh. "He really is jealous, isn't he?"

Potter did not deign to reply. An attempt to maintain his friend's honour, no doubt.

"I've been asked to sit up front," he told her quite suddenly, a frown creasing his forehead.
"To watch. McGonagall told me today, apparently Crouch requested it himself. He thought
it'd be a good look for the press, even after what Skeeter said, but he doesn't seem too
bothered about that, which I guess is a good sign? And for whatever reason, Dumbledore
agrees."



"Dumbledore doesn't care about the press."

"I think he wants to be able to keep an eye on me. But, anyway, I wouldn't normally bother
— I'd much rather sit with Ron and Hermione — but it'll mean that I can keep an eye on
Skeeter, whatever she does. I'm sure she'll be there."

"Hm. Well, make sure you do. Are Granger and Weasley sitting with you?"

"A couple of rows behind - I'm in the space reserved for champions families and Ministry
people."

They really were pulling out the stops. She wondered what Crouch's concerns were, where
they came from. She wanted to unravel everything, but she couldn't right now.

"Well," Aurora said as they approached the staircase at the corner, where she would head
down the dungeons and he up to Gryffindor Tower, "try to enjoy it at any rate. And mess with
Skeeter, if you can."

He grinned in response but Aurora couldn't shake the unease in her chest.

-*

The next day dawned brightly but Aurora was overcome by a sense of deep foreboding. Her
dream the night before had been of Bellatrix Lestrange, the red light of the Cruciatus curse
and the green of the Killing Curse, and the sound of her cackle rang in her ears all through
the three hours she spent writing about goblin rebellions.

The end of exams was a relief, and she spent the afternoon down in the dungeons with her
friends, chatting about everything except the assessments, playing many rounds of Exploding
Snap, before joyously eating her way through all the food that had been laid for the
tournament feast at dinner. Viktor Krum’s parents were visiting for the final task, sitting at the
Slytherin Table and surrounded by interested people. Karkaroff, at the High Table, looked
deeply anxious, holding his left arm. That concerned her too. There was definitely a
significance to whatever he had shown Snape, but now Karkaroff appeared worried, and that
worried her too.

When the time came for the champions to head down to the Quidditch Pitch where the final
task would be taking place, Aurora couldn’t help but feel nervous, too. She cheered loudly
for Diggory, of course, who was flushed from all the attention, and from the kiss Cho Chang
gave him on his way off, which Harry Potter looked particularly bitter about.

Pansy linked their arms together as they hurried towards the pitch. Rare was it to find any
Slytherin bearing Hufflepuff colours, but both had put on sparkly yellow eye glitter for the
occasion, showing some school pride. The excitement was palpable in the air, everyone
yelling and cheering the names of their respective champions, though Diggory’s supporters
drastically drowned out all the others.

They all gathered in the stands, Aurora and her friends shunted near to the stairs down. Their
view was mainly of the judges’ table, and the top of shadowy hedges which she could hardly



see into. The judges were all seated apart from Bagman — Dumbledore excited, Karkaroff
stern and anxious, Maxine austere but curious, and Crouch stern, his face blank. Close to
them, the champions' families and various photographers and reporters sat, Harry Potter
among them and looking intensely uncomfortable about it. She felt a twinge of sympathy,
especially when she saw the way Rita Skeeter's gaze roamed over him, like all she saw was
another juicy scandal to sink her claws into.

Then there came the four teachers, with bright red stars on their hats, who soon set off around
the maze, patrolling. Ludo Bagman bounded out to the front of the maze, beaming as the sky
began to darken behind him.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the third and final task of the Triwizard Tournament is about to
commence! Let me tell you how the points currently stand! In first place, Mr. Viktor Krum of
Durmstrang Institute, with seventy five points! In second place, Mr. Cedric Diggory of
Hogwarts School, with seventy-three points! And finally, in third place, Miss Fleur Delacour,
of Beauxbatons Academy, with sixty points!” Aurora cheered for her possibly even louder
than she had for Diggory — in her opinion, Delacour deserved far higher marks in the first
task, if not the second. The judges were just unfair because they'd decided she was soft. "In
just a moment, one by one, our champions will enter this maze! At the heart, lies the
Triwizard Cup. The first to the cup wins the Tournament. Mr Krum will go first, on my
whistle! One — two — three!”

Filch fired a cannon and the crowd cheered as Krum gave a short, sullen wave and then ran
into the maze. The hedges closed behind him, swallowing him up, and Diggory and Delacour
both started pacing.

“Bets?” Draco asked round, frowning. “I’m going for Krum.”

“Of course you are,” Aurora sighed. “I’ll put a galleon on Fleur just because I like her, and
two on Diggory because I think he’s most likely.”

“You can’t bet on two people!” Draco protested. “It’s unfair.”

“I’ll go Delacour, too,” Theodore said. “Two galleons, Draco.”

Pansy sighed loudly, rolling her eyes. “Diggory’s the obvious winner. I’ll put three galleons
on him.”

“Exciting,” Gwen muttered.

“Well, what would you do, Tearston?” Draco asked, slightly sneering. Aurora frowned at
him, but was distracted by the sound of the cannon firing again and Diggory heading into the
maze, to cheers which drowned out anything Draco was about to say.

“I wish we could actually see,” Theodore muttered, squinting through the growing dark.
“What is with this tournament?”

“At least it isn’t February this time,” Aurora said, looking down at the judges, the faint dark
shapes crawling through the maze, and at the figures with red stars patrolling the edges of the



hedges. The final cannon sent Fleur into the maze, and then they were left waiting tensely,
trying to make out the spellfire. Some lit up the whole arena, others sparked and spat and
then fizzled out so quickly that one might have imagined them entirely. There came the
occasional shout, a cry, a shrill scream, but as the night grew closer and darker, and the
shadows of the maze grew longer, the task quickly became duller.

Then, an hour or so in, someone screamed. It sounded like Fleur Delacour — red sparks went
up from her wand. But there was another lingering red light that turned her stomach. That of
the Cruciatus. It lit the arena up again and then people started screaming, and Fleur did to.
The patrolling teachers ran forward, their red hat lights pressing through the hedges, and then
the judges got to their feet too, running, as that same red light lit up not far from Fleur, and
Krum let out a yell. The press pushed forwards from their seats as the judges scattered.

“What’s happening?” Aurora asked, leaning over the stands, her heart in her throat. “Has
Krum cast a Cruciatus?”

“It can’t be Krum!” Draco insisted. “It looked like there was another one over there, he's too
far away.”

“Well, it couldn’t be Diggory!”

“Maybe they have duellists in the maze,” Pansy suggested, but she too looked pale, and
leaned over the stands with Aurora. Down below, Dumbledore was looking up, motioning
and bellowing for students to get back, for people were craning over the stands to try and
catch a glimpse of what was happening. The commotion and confusion made nausea stir in
Aurora again, and her whole being went cold. Something was wrong. She could feel it in the
air, see it in the shadows of the maze through which Death roamed, taunting her.

“All is well!” Bagman insisted loudly. “Just a little hitch — Miss Delacour will be fine.”

Aurora doubted that. After a Cruciatus Curse, one could not ever simply be fine.

“I don’t like this,” she murmured, as the crowd died down and the patrollers retreated.
Moody slipped to the right, McGonagall to the left. Dumbledore, Bagman, and Madam
Maxime all returned to their seats, but Crouch appeared somewhat stuck, staring at the maze.

And Karkaroff. Karkaroff was gone.

Aurora tried to rationalise it, thinking he had gone to investigate Krum. Maybe he had been
sent somewhere and she hadn't noticed, or maybe he was caught in the still swarming crowd
at the front benches, where the journalists were teeming and clamouring for a story, and
champions' families demanding to know what had just happened. She peered down at the
dark maze, at the front of which the judges were still speaking, trying to comfort Fleur
Delacour’s little sister, who was loudly protesting in French that her sister be retrieved at
once.

“Where’s Karkaroff?” she asked, as Theodore came to her side, lips pulled in a tight frown.
There was another bright burst of light which distracted the judges and everyone else. A



wave of heat and light reverberated out from within the centre of the maze, rocking the
foundations beneath the stands, and her question was lost in the commotion.

Maybe Karkaroff was only helping out in the maze and that was why she couldn’t see him.
She tried to rationalise it, though her heart was pounding.

Something touched upon her shoulder. Death’s deep shadow lingered behind her, cold. He did
not speak, not in company, but she knew he was there. Warning her.

But of what, she wondered. She looked around, trying to spy anyone who shouldn’t be there,
anyone unwell. Her own heart went faster, she felt sick to her stomach, and thought back to
her dream the night before, Bellatrix Lestrange’s wild eyes and cackle burning through her.
Death pressed upon her.

“You know it already,” he said quietly. “You see her.”

She did not reply. She could not reply. Aurora clutched her wand, shaking it from her sleeve,
as the judges continued moving, clearly disturbed by the previous commotion.

“I really can’t see Karkaroff,” Gwen said, worrying her bottom lip. “Can you?”

Aurora shook her head. “Robin?” He did the same.

“Draco?” Her cousin turned sharply. “Can you see Karkaroff anywhere?”

He frowned. “No, why? I thought he’d be down with the judges.”

“But he isn’t.”

Draco blinked, and then swept forward, looking over the railing of the stands. He swore
lightly. “You’re right. I can’t see him either. He can’t have gone anywhere.”

“What about Snape?” Her voice hitched, picked up just as her fear did. “Draco?”

“He — I think he’s patrolling, isn’t he?”

Aurora didn’t know. All four hats were still there but she started second guessing herself as
she sat down, heart pounding, waiting for the time to pass, waiting for someone else to realise
something was wrong. She was sure there had been four patrols, but what if there were five?
What if something happened, Karkaroff up to something, and she had missed it?

She waited in panicked, suspended silence, as the tournament went on, as the swarm of
journalists and panicked spectators cleared near the judges' table. It became clear that
Karkaroff had indeed disappeared.

And then, she realised, cold fear clutching at her, that Potter was gone, too.

"Can you see Potter?" she asked Theodore in a low whisper, too afraid to ask anyone else.
Her body has gone rigid, her thoughts stalled.



Theo's keen eyes roamed over the stands. "Where's he meant to be?"

"With the press and the champions' families, and the Ministry... By the judges' table."

And slowly, Theo shook his head. Turning, Aurora could see Hermione and Ron starting to
push their way through the crowd, faces clearly panicked as they trampled over grumbling
spectators. Her stomach flipped.

"Karkaroff's taken him," she said quickly, reeling. "He must have — and I thought — but
Crouch — shit."

"He might be with Granger and Weasley."

"No, no, they're looking for him, too." Her breath quickened. This could not be happening,
she could not have taken so long to see it happening. It had been fifteen minutes since that
curse went off, and he was gone. In the crush and the chaos, Karkaroff must have seized an
opportunity. To do what, she did not know, and she hoped that she would never have to.

With the power that was now radiating from the maze, the chaos on the ground started up
again. Someone started screaming, and was quickly shushed by Crouch.

"I'm sure Potter's alright..."

"He isn't." She knew it in her gut, and she hated herself and the world for what she had to say
now, "Theo, I have to go."

"What? Where?"

"I don't know, but Potter's gone and — something terrible is about to happen. I just know it."

And Theo, who had always had a knack for Divination and a faith in it that she had struggled
to comprehend, stared at her. Then he nodded. "What do you need us to do?" he asked, for
Gwen and Robin were unsubtly listening in, too.

"Cover for me," she said, "and maybe pray a little."

She squeezed Gwen's hand, trying not to show the fear that was thrumming in her chest, and
turned to head down the stairs of the stand.

After a moment, she heard footsteps behind her and turned, seeing Theo.

"If you think there's danger," he said, "it's stupid to go off alone."

"It's stupid of you to try and come with me, if that's what you're thinking of doing."

Theo glared at her, hurrying down the few steps to meet her. "Don't try and argue with me,
Black."

"Oh, calling me by my surname now, are we?"



"Lady Black," he corrected, and though he tried to play it off as light, Aurora could not bring
herself to do the same.

"Theo, I'm serious. Something has been brewing all year and it's dangerous and I..."

"You what? Have to go in yourself, trying to fix everyone else's problems while refusing help
for your own?"

"I do not—"

"How many times have you put yourself in danger because of Harry Potter?"

"I don't do anything because of Harry Potter—"

"And how many times has someone here put themselves in danger to help you?"

She stared at him. "Theo, this isn't about me."

A hard look came into his eye as he came to her side. "I'm coming with you anyway."

Knowing that there was no point in arguing and wasting more time, Aurora sighed and drew
the Marauder's Map out of her pocket. "Fine, then, but keep up." She whispered to the map,
"I solemnly swear that I am up to no good," and then charged down the stairs, Theo hot on
her heels. Never before had she felt there were so many steps to get up and down these
Quidditch stands, and never before had she felt the map took so painfully long to reveal itself.

But just as she stepped down the final steps and hurried out towards the maze, someone
grabbed her arm.

Aurora let out a shriek, lashing out, before hearing the words, "Aurora, it's me!"

Granger. She relaxed and pushed out into the light so she could actually get a look at
Hermione and Ron, both of whom looked to be in great distress.

"Have you seen Harry?" Hermione asked, and when Aurora shook her head, she trembled.

"He's gone. We thought maybe he had come to find you, if he'd seen something strange,
but..."

"But you didn't really," Aurora said, "did you?"

Weasley nodded over her shoulder. "Who's this?"

Aurora glanced back at Theo and then glared at Weasley. "Theodore Nott. Do try to be more
observant, Weasley — when did you last see Potter?"

"I don't know," Hermione said, a hopeless sort of whine in her voice, "before the red sparks
went up, I suppose?"



Confirming her fears. Aurora's stomach turned as she looked down at the map in her hands.
There was no sign of Potter.

"And Karkaroff?" Theo asked from behind her.

Granger and Weasley whipped around as one to look at the judges' table, from which the
Durmstrang headmaster was conspicuously absent.

"I wasn't paying attention," Granger said, voice aghast. "Oh, God..."

Aurora turned her attention to the map, heart pounding. There were too many people in the
Quidditch stands for her to make out Potter’s name, but she couldn’t see Karkaroff either.
Snape, McGonagall, Flitwick and Moody all were roaming the outside of the maze, and
Diggory, Delacour and Krum were inside of it.

Her father had never said that specific names could be searched for and she felt that he would
have told her if that was a feature of the map. But she took a chance and said quietly, “Show
me Harry Potter.”

The map warmed in her hands, but there was no sign of him. Frustrated, terrified, she said
again, “Show me Igor Karkaroff.”

Again, there was nothing. It didn’t mean anything, she told herself, not necessarily. But it
didn’t reassure her, at any rate. She looked up at Granger and Weasley, panicked, and said, "I
can't see either of them. That doesn't mean they're gone, but, if we can't see them here, and
they're so lost in the crowd — because I can see they're not in the castle or anywhere else on
the grounds..."

The most sensible course of action would be to tell Dumbledore, she knew that. But that
meant going near Crouch, and surely, she thought, Dumbledore would have noticed
Karkaroff disappearing. She didn’t want to go anywhere near to Barty Crouch.

Weasley and Granger started calling his name, and Aurora tugged them back. "We have to
tell Dumbledore. Something's wrong, he can tell already..." He was distracted by a
commotion at the front of the maze — all the judges were. A firecracker went off, the sound
of it snapping into the air.

Professor Moody, she thought suddenly. Moody must know what to do, would be able to
help. She made a start towards the edge of the maze, Theodore close behind, while Granger
and Weasley darted in the other direction, making a beeline for Dumbledore, who was
standing with Bagman and Madam Maxime.

Moody was the nearest on patrol anyway, she realised looking at the map, and he was just
around the corner, but Crouch — Crouch was in her way.

She looked up sharply and stuffed the parchment in her pocket as he turned towards her, face
emotionless. “You are not supposed to be here,” he said.

“We need to speak to Professor Moody,” she said, “it is a matter of some urgency.”



“I’ll take a message,” Crouch told her stiffly.

Behind her, Theodore tensed, but Crouch's gaze washed over him like he was nothing.

“It has to come from me.”

“You have no authority here,” he said. “Who are you?”

She blinked in surprise, which turned quickly to anger. How dare he pretend that he did not
know who she was, she thought. “Excuse me?” She let out a breathy laugh. “Mr Crouch, I
suggest that you let me past.” He raised his eyebrows, raised his wand, and her heart
pounded. “I am Lady Black.”

“I cannot let you pass.”

She itched for her wand, but there were people about, and hexing Mr Crouch would not help
her case at all. Gritting her teeth, she tried a different tactic, her least favourite.

“Please,” she whined, “I’m just — worried, is all, about the champions. Professor Moody
knows what’s happening, and he said the task would be of use to me anyway, for my Defense
class. He all but suggested — and I need to see him.” She widened her eyes, the puppy-eyes
expression which she dearly hoped would work. Surely her father’s dog-like tendencies
would carry over into something useful to her.

But Crouch’s face was as impassive as ever, even if she did detect the tiniest hints of doubt
flickering behind him, a reluctance.

“These are the rules,” he said, stepping forward. “Return to your seat, Black.”

Fuming, she turned, but Theo was still staring at Crouch, his mouth set in a hard line.
Suspicion was written across his features. "Mr. Crouch," he started, "when did you last see
Professor Karkaroff?"

Crouch's eyes narrowed. His gaze whipped to the judges' table and back again. "Professor
Karkaroff is no doubt assisting the judges with the chaos over there."

"But when did you last see him?"

"Some... Some time ago." The distance in his voice set her on edge. "I do not make a habit of
conversing with Karkaroff, nor following his movement. Now, return to your seats."

He gripped Aurora's arm tightly, and she flinched. Theodore darted forward, eyes flashing.
"Let her—"

Crouch dropped her arm. "Return to your seats," he repeated in that clipped voice and then
turned, backing into the shadows.

They stared after him. "He's hiding something," Aurora said, but Theodore's brow was
furrowed, as though he suspected there was more to it.



"I don't like it."

"Come on."

Neither of them had intentions of returning to their seats, not now, even more unsettled.
Instead they slinked back into the shadows beneath the stands, Aurora eyeing Skeeter and the
rest of the press at the front of the crowd with disdain.

She could spy Granger and Weasley speaking lowly, not far from where Dumbledore was in
low and anxious conversation with Madam Maxime and Ludo Bagman. Minutes ticked by,
agonising, terrifying, as Crouch wandered aimlessly with his fellow judges, waiting. Every
minute, she checked the map, but there was no sign of Potter, no sign of Karkaroff. With
every minute that went by, she felt more and more ill, until at last Dumbledore returned to
Weasley and Granger and then to her and Theo, who had been wringing his hands together
anxiously and muttering under his breath, seeming perplexed by the whole situation.

In grand robes of bright violet, Dumbledore came over to them, face stony and eyes bright
not with his usual amusement and charm, but with deep fear. Aurora stepped forward,
tugging Theodore with her. There was only a small frown to indicate that Dumbledore found
the pairing odd — they had bigger things to worry about.

"I assume you have not yet located Mr Potter?"

She held back the bitter obviously that lingered on the top of her tongue. "No, Professor. We
don't know when he disappeared — last any of us saw of him was before Fleur Delacour sent
up those red sparks."

"Might I check this map of yours?"

She bristled at the insinuation that she could not read it correctly, but she swallowed her pride
and showed Dumbledore. At her shoulder, Theodore tensed. "Sorry," she whispered to him,
and the headmaster pretended not to hear. Her friend was clearly uncomfortable with the turn
of events, and kept glancing over his shoulder at Crouch.

When Dumbledore handed back the map, she pursed her lips and asked, "Well? Don't you
have any idea what has happened?"

"I sincerely wish that I did."

"Karkaroff's gone, too."

"It seems that is so." He seemed far too calm. "But we must not make a scene before the
press. Rita Skeeter, I feel, is looking at us very closely."

She was. Aurora did not want to care. In fact, at that moment, she found that she could not.
"What we must do," Dumbledore went on, "is to remain alert. The moment anyone spies
either Harry or Igor, we must go to them."

And he stood by them, watching. He was more scared than he let on, Aurora thought; she
could see it in the tension of his shoulders and the set of his eyes and the pale of his face



across which shadows and lines seemed more deeply drawn than usual. By Aurora's side,
Theo was tense, but if he was re-evaluating his decision to join her, he was loathe to admit it.

She kept her eyes on the map as Theo said, "You really think Karkaroff's taken him?"

"I think it would make sense if he had."

He pursed his lips, and said in a low tone, so that the others couldn't hear, "My grandfather is
friendly with him."

"Do you think he would hurt Potter?"

He took a moment to reply. "I don't know. I'm not sure I know a lot of my grandfather's
acquaintances well enough to know what they wouldn't do."

That unsettled her. The revelation seemed to startle Theodore himself, too, by the uncertain
look in his eye. Aurora spared him a sympathetic glance, then turned back to her map as the
minutes ticked by, as Dumbledore paced and eventually went to talk to some of the guests
from the Ministry again, and Granger and Weasley whispered, just separated from the two
Slytherins.

Aurora did not keep track of the time well, but it had been quite a while before her
monotonous silence was broken. She startled as a cheer went up from the crowd,
accompanied by a flash of bright light as Cedric Diggory appeared, holding the cup,
victorious.

But Dumbledore was not smiling. Aurora’s heart pounded as she met his eyes and kept to the
shadows of the stands as people started pouring down, cheering Diggory. His father reached
him first, clapping him on the back and beaming, and Ludo Bagman looked beside himself
with excitement, torn away from whatever conversation he had been having.

"You should go," she told Theo, "they'll start looking for you."

"They'll be looking for you, too."

She shook her head. "If something happens..."

Aurora's attention waned as her eyes fell back on the map and the little dot that had appeared
right at the edge of the grounds, in the passage that led from the Shrieking Shack.

Harry Potter.

"I've found him," she said, so faintly none of them heard her at first.

Her heart pounded impossibly loud in her ears. She did not know how long it had been,
except that it had been far, far too long. She looked up, meeting Theo's eyes. "He's in the
passage to the shack."

This meant little to Theo, who had never been t the Shrieking Shack, and to whom it seemed
she had never mentioned the passage that ran from the Whomping Willow to the decrepit



building. But Granger gasped and grabbed Weasley's hand, her eyes shining with both relief
and a renewed fear. The two of them took off before Aurora could say more, going to tell
Dumbledore, but with trembling hands, she knew they had to act faster.

She turned sharply to Theo and said, "Cover for me?"

"You can't just charge into danger—"

"It's only Potter that's there, I've checked, and the map doesn't lie. But everyone will be
leaving soon, and Draco will wonder where I've gone and—"

"And you're still worried what he thinks of it, right now?"

She stared at him, surprised by the question. "Aren't you?" she shot back, and to that he had
no reply. "Please, just..." She looked back over her shoulder, to where Granger and Weasley
had been swallowed by the crowd. "I have to find out what happened."

And she ran off before he could protest any more.

The run between the Quidditch Pitch was seven minutes at Aurora's best, ten if she was
trying a light jog. The time between the Shrieking Shack and the Whomping Willow was
approximately a fifteen minute walk, but if one was scared and desperate enough, a run could
take ten minutes.

Aurora could see from the pace of Potter's dot that he was, indeed, desperate. As she ran, she
was hardly aware of the footsteps behind her, only knowing who they belonged to because
she could see them on the map — Granger and Weasley and Dumbledore. If she had her
broom, she would have been quicker, but she was not. All she could allow herself to focus on
was the ground beneath her feet as she tore over rocks and twigs and mulchy leaves, heading
under cover of dusk towards the Whomping Willow.

As she approached, something strange happened. Silver light bloomed against the darkness of
the sky and the bushes, and as it grew and came closer, she could see what it was. The shape
of a great stag. Potter's Patronus. A call for help.

She hastened on, and so did the others behind her. Gripping her wand tightly, she cried out,
"Expecto Patronum!" and hoped that the darting white fox would reassure Potter until they
got to him.

Coming to the tree, Aurora searched for a stick to prod the knob at the tree's base, but could
not make any out in the dim light. Annoyed, she cast an illuminating charm with her wand,
scanning the ground. The tree branches swung for her and she darted out the way, heart
pounding.

Theo's hand clasped around her own as he tugged her away from the tree, just narrowly
dodging another branch.

"Hell, you're a fast runner — Are you mad?"

"No, help me find a long stick."



"You what?"

"Theo!"

Cheeks flushed, Theo stared at her. "What do you need a stick for?"

"To get the tree to still, there's a knob..."

"A knob?"

"Yes, and Potter's down there and..."

The tree stilled. She halted, hanging back with bated breath, afraid of what she was going to
see as Harry Potter clambered out, deathly pale and trembling like nothing she had ever seen
before.

"Help," was all he said in a broken voice. "Help, you have to — he's dying."

Aurora took a cautious step forward, heart pounding. Potter still had the Hogwarts crest
painted on one cheek, but the paint had run, streaked by what looked like tears. And there
was blood smeared on one cheek, a red impact mark blooming on the other.

“Potter?” she said quietly, hardly daring to breathe. Behind her, Theo was silent.

He stumbled forward and met her eyes. “Aurora,” he said, voice hoarse. “Aurora... He — he's
back.”

“Back?” There was only one person that could be, one person whose return he would speak
of with such dread in his voice. “Who’s back?” He stared at her. “Potter?” Another blank
look. “Harry?”

“Karkaroff.” She blinked. “No, I mean — Karkaroff's dying."

"Potter, I'm confused—"

"Voldemort's back! He — he was going to kill him, he was trying, the others were torturing
him and... He apparated us but he — he's not going to make it, you have to come and help!"

Her mind raced. That the Dark Lord had returned, that Karkaroff had had a hand in it. But,
no. Karkaroff was dying, and if Potter wanted to save him from what had been done by the
Dark Lord's hand...

"Harry." Dumbledore was rushing forward now, going to the boy in a swirl of violet robes.
"Harry, what has happened?"

"Professor, you need to come with me. Now, he — Karkaroff's dying, he tried to save me and
he's dying!"

There was a moment of hesitation on Dumbledore's part, which agitated Harry even more.
"Professor, you have to believe me—"



"I do, Harry," Dumbledore said, with a level of calm that Aurora was not at all capable of
experiencing at present. "I do. Where is he?"

"The Shrieking Shack. I — I know you can't Apparate inside of Hogwarts grounds and it was
the best place I could think and it should have been Hogsmeade but I knew I should come to
you and Karkaroff... Please, Professor, just, we have to hurry—"

"Yes, Harry, I know." Dumbledore turned back to the other three; Hermione and Ron had
gathered behind Aurora, both shaking, but at Dumbledore's look they surged forward to their
friend.

"Harry, are you alright?"

"Where'd you go?"

"It — Crouch's son! He — he's alive, I don't know how, but he, when the curse happened,
everyone was distracted and he Peteified me and then, he had an Invisibility Cloak and
Karkaroff—"

He broke off again, and as the other two put their arms around him and Dumbledore
whispered about curses and dead men, Aurora was at a loss. She could not comfort and right
now she did not know how to advise either. She had found him, but what good was she,
really?

She hung back, beside Theo, who appeared as uncertain of himself as she felt. There was a
certain tangible fear in the air, stretching between them and extending to the others, who were
trying to calm Potter enough to get information out of him. Aurora hated seeing people
distressed, she had never known what to do — but Theo, at her side, seemed to itch to do
something, to go towards Potter even though he barely knew him and never a kind word had
been exchanged between them.

He was a step towards them when Dumbledore turned sharply and remembered their
existence. His sharp gaze stalled Theo, pushing him back with a look that was almost
judgmental, and Aurora tensed.

"Mister Nott," he said, "we must alert the Ministry at once. Would you go back to the
Quidditch Pitch and inform Ludo Bagman and Barty Crouch — Miss Black, kindly go to my
office and contact your father. Miss Granger, Mister Weasley, with me."

"She can't go anywhere," Potter said frantically, just as Aurora had been about to say yes —
anything to avoid the awful, terrified look on Potter's face. "There were others there. Death
Eaters." Her stomach plummeted and Theo reeled back, his face paling. Their arms brushed
and her heart pounded, willing Potter to stop what he was saying. "Malfoy — Lucius Malfoy,
I saw him, he was there. There was a Parkinson, Crabbe, Goyle, Bulstrode..." He looked at
Theo and she mentally dared him to say the other name of the top of his tongue.

Theo knew it anyway.

That sick feeling knotted her stomach again. Her head rang. Somehow this felt inevitable.



"The person who took you off the grounds tonight, Harry," Dumbledore said, "are they still
here?" Potter shook his head. "Miss Black, please. Mr Potter will need his godfather. Mister
Nott — quickly, and tell no one else what has happened."

She did not particularly want to go off on her own right now, not after seeing Potter like that.
But the threat was after him, not her, and she needed to run, needed to escape the horrible
pity for him that was writhing inside her, and she could not stand to have anyone else by her.
"Miss Black," Dumbledore continued, through the buzzing in her head, "When you do get
through to your father, would you bring him to the hospital wing? The password for my
office is Fizzing Whizzbees, and the password for the Floo Network is Toffee Apples."

The run was not long, only five minutes or so. And she would rather be somewhere Potter's
captor could not immediately return to. Nor, still, did she want to be near Karkaroff. Just in
case. She trusted Potter wasn't lying, but she was not so sure that she could trust his judgment
when he was in a state like this. "Yes, Professor," she said, and with a wrenching glance at
Potter, she took Theo by the hand — for he was still staring, stricken, over Potter's shoulder
— and turned and ran.

The night was growing cold, or maybe it was just her fear as she checked over her shoulder
every five seconds. Potter and the rest had disappeared, frantic and fearful, and she had a
mission; now was not the time to be hit by a wayward hex. But she felt confident, running.
She felt she could be useful and that she knew how to defend herself too.

"You think Potter — you think that really happened. That You-Know-Who came back?"

She wished desperately that she could tell Theo no. Through the air that rushed past them she
turned to them and said, "I think he may have been coming back for a long time. And if
Potter says so, well, his mind may be muddled but he's telling the truth."

She wished those words — or any words — were capable of comforting Theo, but nothing
could. His hand in hers, they sprinted through the darkness towards the Quidditch Pitch.

"Come with me," he said to her, turning. "We'll tell them and then go to the castle together."

"I have to get my father as soon as I can. And it'll be a mess in there, and complicated, and
someone needs to go. I can take care of myself."

"Are you sure—"

"Go, Theo, quickly. Meet me at the Hospital Wing if you must." She scanned the map
quickly. "There's no one about who shouldn't be. Now, go."

She could not waste time, and indeed, she wanted to see her father as soon as she could,
already rattled herself. One thing at a time. Theo separated from her reluctantly, returning to
the clamouring crowd of celebrations, and she ran in the opposite direction, up towards the
looming castle.

At the steps, she picked up the pace, desperate to get inside and avoid the drifting sounds of
celebration from the Quidditch Pitch. It was just barely warmer inside the castle than out.



Portraits whispered as she hurried past, spreading gossip already through the castle. News
travelled fast in Hogwarts and it was unavoidable. Soon enough, everyone at the Quidditch
Pitch would realise that Potter and Karkaroff both were missing, that Dumbledore had taken
off from the judges’ table. People would start to speculate and perhaps, to panic, when they
heard the stories.

“Fizzing Whizbees,” Aurora panted once she reached the base of the Headmaster’s Tower.
The stone griffin statue’s eyes glowered as it moved aside, far too slowly. “Hurry up,” she
muttered, tapping her foot. “Professor Dumbledore has sent me and it is urgent.”

At that the griffin at least responded, unveiling the tower staircase beyond. Aurora ran up the
stairs as fast as she possibly could, her wand out already. The door at the top was thankfully
unlocked, and she barrelled in. The door banged against the wall as she shoved it open,
startling a group of the portraits on the wall.

“I say, girl!” cried the portrait of Armando Dippet. “Don’t disrupt an old man’s sleep!”

“It’s urgent,” she snapped, searching the room for Dumbledore’s fireplace.

“Is that my girl?” asked the portrait of Phineas Nigellus, staring down imperiously at her.
“Lady Black, you look most undignified!”

For once, she ignored him, hurrying over to the fireplace, the top right corner of which had
been marked with a letter F. There was a small pot on the high mantle, which she took
quickly, opening the sooty powder. Her hand trembled as she reached in, said the words,
“Toffee apples,” as instructed, and knelt down, making to start a call to Arbrus Hill.

Then the door creaked behind her. Aurora froze, feeling a draught come in through the
window, raising the hairs on the back of her neck. There was a certain cold emptiness to the
office, one which hadn’t been there before.

She turned, gripping her wand. With the colour leeched from his skin and the warmth drained
from his eyes, Barty Crouch stood in the doorway. Staring straight at her.
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The Work of Crouch
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"Mr Crouch,” she said, with an urgent glance at the portrait of Armando Dippet, whose eyes
glimmered curiously. She stood and raised her voice, hoping that the portraits might hear and
raise an alarm — there was something disconcerting about the look in Crouch’s eye, and the
fact that he was there at all. She thought back to the way he had spoken to her earlier and
shivered. “I thought you would be celebrating a Hogwarts win.”

She did not know what she had expected — a cold smile, perhaps, some wild admission of
guilt or a grand master plan. But Crouch merely looked at her, blankly, and said, “Where is
the boy?”

“I’m sorry?” Anxiety lumped in her throat. “What boy?”

“Harry — Potter.” He forced the word out in such a way that it seemed as though he were
fighting a battle with his own speech. “The boy told us they were coming here, that
Dumbledore was dealing with it. I thought — his office—"

His eyes flicked around the room, as though he thought that Harry Potter and the professors
were all going to leap out from behind the furniture, as if they had planned a surprise party.
Aurora’s heart pounded in her chest. “I’m sure Professor Dumbledore is dealing with him
most appropriately.”

“He is not here?” Crouch stiffened, turning around in a circle. “Tell me, girl. Where is he?”

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” she said lowly, “though I think Professor Dumbledore
would like me to question why you are so insistent.”

Crouch’s face maintained that look of blank disdain, but suspicion crept over Aurora. He was
close to the door, close enough that once he realised where Potter was, then he could easily
turn around and find him. And Aurora’s instincts were telling her that would not be a good
idea at all, not for anyone.

The Floo was still unlocked behind her, but she hadn’t yet called for her father. If she wasn’t
careful, if she left it unguarded, Crouch could Floo anywhere he wanted, and if something
was wrong, she couldn’t let him get away. But as he came closer, fear set in, and she
tightened her grip on her wand again, raising it slightly. The portraits on the walls whispered
and shifted within their frames.

“I am sure Professor Dumbledore will bring him soon. I came on ahead, to prepare.”

Crouch’s eyes brightened. “Prepare for what?”



“The Minister,” she bluffed. “He is coming to help present the Triwizard Cup, is he not? Now
that Diggory has won. But he must speak to Potter, too.”

His face bore little expression, only the tiniest furrowing of his brow. “I see. Potter... He will
be here soon.”

“Yes,” Aurora lied, eyes darting to the portrait of Phinease Nigellus urgently, begging him to
do something. Even if he could get a message to her father, through one of his other portraits
— there must be one at Arbrus Hill, she thought, and there was certainly one at Grimmauld
Place and one at the Manor — then it would do something. Aurora was on her own and
running out of time, just as Crouch was running out of patience. She could not stall him for
very long. “I am sorry, Mr Crouch. No doubt this has all put rather a damper on your event.”

He only grunted in response, a very perplexing reaction for him. Unease prickled over
Aurora, cold running up the back of her neck. “I’m sure it can be overlooked. And rectified.
Perhaps we should go down to the pitch again — I believe all is in order here.”

It happened so fast that Aurora hardly had the time to duck and block. Bright blue light
surged towards her, knocking her backwards. Crouch’s lips had barely moved, but there was a
look of disgust on his face, as well as a bloodthirsty glimmer in his eyes. She didn’t wait for
him to cast again — a duel would stall him at any rate — before crying, “Stupefy!”

Crouch blocked it deftly and the spell was flung right back at her. Aurora whirled away,
calling out, “Protego!” Her spell shattered, and she focused hard on keeping up her shield as
Crouch sent a severing hex towards her. It only just broke through, slashing at her shoulder,
and she let out a hiss of pain, ducking behind Dumbledore’s desk to avoid the beam of bright
red light that passed over her head.

Crouch’s movements were abrupt, not smooth. It was like he had to wait for an order before
he could cast, like he was fighting against himself. An Imperius Curse, she thought, hardly
believing it. The signs were there, though, and she didn’t know of any other reason why
Crouch would act like this. How long, she wondered — had this only been placed tonight, or
periodically, or all year? Surely it could not have been in place all year; it was too difficult to
sustain, and to easy to be caught out.

Her breaths came fast and she hissed as another burst of pain went through her shoulder. She
had to be quicker than him, through him off his planned course. The Imperius would limit
him, especially if he was trying to fight it, which she hoped Crouch was.

Her head span as she tried to recall a curse, anything strong enough to stop him. A simple
spell of jinx level would not be enough to contain Crouch — he was too powerful, too
experienced. Body-Bind could work, but it had to be strong, and her hands were already
trembling around her wand. Her shoulder burned with pain, blood oozing from the wound,
and she forced herself to tear her gaze away and ignore it. She had to keep him here. Keep
him from Potter.

Aurora ducked out from under the desk, a shield already erected around her, and cried,
“Impedimenta!”



Crouch lunged forward but was stopped by the jinx. His arm jerked as he tried to right
himself and his attempted curse flew off to the right, smashing against a portrait. The frame
was blown to pieces, and the other portraits bellowed their anger as Aurora ducked, trying to
avoid the debris.

“Vespstimula!” Crouch shouted, and an angry yellow light stung her face. Her cheeks went
hot, burning at the sting, and tears welled in her eyes at the pain.

“Expelliarmus!” she tried, her throat constricting. The spell came out feebly, and Crouch
brushed it aside.

“Transmogrify!” came his next spell, which she blocked, but the sight of it stunned her
momentarily.

Lurid green, burning, from deep within her memory. A torture curse, designed to end in
death. She recognised it. Her magic, her whole body, her whole being, screamed in rejection,
as the world slowed around her. She knew this curse. She had felt its effects before, from a
different caster, with the intent to kill when she was only a baby.

It confirmed what she had thought, what she had feared.

This was not Barty Crouch. Not his mind, anyway. This was a Death Eater, or someone
controlled by a Death Eater — his son, she thought frantically, his son who had tortured the
Longbottoms with Bellatrix, who had possibly come to kill her with Bellatrix.

Did he seek to kill her, now, too?

All her fury went into the curse she threw back at him, blasting him backwards through the
door. He hit against the pillar and crumpled to the ground, rolling down three steps before
halting. He did not move, but Aurora panted heavily, hardly daring to believe it. For good
measure, she cast a Body-Bind Curse, heart hammering in her chest.

The force with which he had hit the pillar. She wasn’t sure that she could regret it, but the
thought did make her feel nauseous as she crept closer to him. If he was dead...

It had all happened so fast. She didn’t even know what he wanted, why he was there, who he
really was. Her stomach lurched as she knelt by his unmoving body, saw his glassy eyes
staring at the ceiling. This was typical of a Body-Bind, she reminded herself, dragging him
up the steps, slumped in a corner of Dumbledore’s office.

“I haven’t killed him,” she whispered, more to herself than to anyone else.

The portraits muttered among themselves but Phineas’s voice cut above the rest. “Heavens,
girl, you look a wreck!”

She shook her head, unable to worry about that. Her father, she thought woozily, she needed
her father.

She stumbled back towards the Floo in a daze, calling for Arbrus Hill.



“Father?” Her voice was shrill, ringing in the silence of the lounge she was looking into.
“Dad?” Nothing. “I need you! It’s Aurora! Dad!” Her voice broke, burning pain racing
through her shoulder again. Her vision swam, nausea rolling through her. “Dad, please!”

He came running into the room and she sagged in relief once she could see him. The motion
sent pain racing through her again, and her breath stuck in her throat. “Aurora? What
happened? Your face—”

“I’m in Dumbledore’s office,” she said, choked, “I need—”

“I’ll be there in two seconds,” her father told her and she pulled away, stumbling to her feet.
Her knees trembled, legs like jelly, and she clutched the mantelpiece. Footsteps thudded on
the staircase and she braced herself, clutching her wand again, though with the way her mind
was slipping, she doubted she would be able to do much.

Focus, she told herself, bent over. Pressure on the wound. She stumbled to Dumbledore’s
desk, searching for gauze, bandages, a clean cloth. She hoped he wouldn’t mind if she used a
white handkerchief — the thought made her laugh, almost deliriously, as she pressed it to her
burning shoulder.

Flames crackled as her father stepped through the fireplace, and her head felt too heavy for
her shoulders as she turned. He stepped forward, eyes wide, face pale, and went to hold her.
“Aurora, what the hell is going on?”

“Crouch,” she said, “duelled — I don't know if it’s an Imperius or he’s possessed or
something else — Potter — kidnapped...” She fought to get the words out, to breathe again.
Her father pulled her towards him protectively and she let out a shriek as his hand brushed
against her shoulder. “Says he’s back. Dark Lord... Dumbledore took him — said to fetch
you, and then Crouch—”

Her father’s eyes found his slumped figure. “Aurora, is he alive?”

“I don’t — don’t know.” Panic rose in her throat. “Have I — I can’t have — didn’t mean to
— he tried to use the — this curse—” Her father’s arms tensed around her “—I recognised it.
He was going—”

“What in the ruddy hell?” Moody’s voice blasted from the doorway. Aurora wanted to turn
towards him, but her knees gave out and she sank into her father instead. He stumbled back
but kept a firm grip on her. “Black? Dumbledore said you were up here — what the hell did
you do?”

“Crouch — he attacked me, Professor.”

“I can bloody well see that,” Moody snapped, and Aurora tried to restrain the sob that
wrenched through her throat. A lump grew there and she could hardly speak or breathe
around it. He stomped over to Crouch’s body. “He’s alive. Get to the Hospital Wing, Black.
They’re waiting for you.”

“What — what are you going to do?” she asked, voice shaking as she leaned on her father.



“Keep him here. I’ll revive him once you’re out the way and safe.” He frowned. “Better get
Dumbledore to call his phoenix back. And keep your wand out, Black.”

She took in a shaky breath, relying on her father to help her move towards the door. When
she looked at Crouch, revulsion stirred in her stomach. If he had been killed, she felt it wasn’t
much of a loss — but she didn’t like the thought of murdering him. “You’re sure he’s alive?”

“Trust me, girl,” Moody said, “you held your own, but your blasting hex isn’t strong enough
to kill a full-grown man.”

“It’s alright, sweetheart,” her father murmured, pulling her closer as she trembled, trying to
make it to thestairs. Her shoulder throbbed, and the pain and swelling from the stinging curse
was only getting worse. It made her head spin, her throat close up, and the thought of not
being able to breathe made her even more scared, made her force herself to breathe and
struggle through it. "Hey," her dad said softly, "Aurora I've got you. You're going to be
alright. But I think we need to get this shoulder seen to, yeah?"

"It looks nasty," Moody agreed with a grunt, "but Pomfrey'll get you patched up. Now." His
eye whirred as he looked down at Crouch's body on the stone. Aurora felt sick just looking at
it. "I think this one's for me to deal with, eh?"

Aurora nodded numbly, and her father took a tight hold of her, helping her down the
spiralling stone staircase. The castle was far too quiet, though perhaps that was just because
her head felt so clouded with shock and confusion. She suspected students were being kept
down at the pitch, but couldn’t really hear if there was anybody about, her head was spinning.
“Dad,” she said, as he clutched her tighter, “watch my shoulder.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he said, wincing as he adjusted his grip. “We’re almost there.”

She didn’t quite register what was going on in the Hospital Wing when she and her father
burst in, except that there were more people than she had expected. No Karkaroff, though.

At their entrance, Madam Pomfrey let out a shocked gasp. 

"Crouch,” her father ground out, “Moody’s with him now, he’s — Harry?”

Potter’s voice came across dimly and Aurora strained to focus in on his face, pale and marked
by tears and blood and grime. His eyes were wide as he asked, "What happened, Aurora?"

She hated that he did her the kindness of asking, but she was grateful, too, as Pomfrey guided
her to the bed next to him.

"I'll be alright," she said, thought it felt like a great lie. The motion of sitting down made her
head spin more and her stomach churn. When she turned, agony shot through her shoulder
again. Madam Pomfrey hurried away to a cupboard and then came back over, armed with
various potions and pastes.

“I didn’t — manage to say — what happened—”



“It’s alright, Aurora,” Dumbledore said, quietly, hovering over her for a minute. “Sirius said
Crouch did this to you?”

“He — Imperius — I think.” She coughed, throat constricting again as sharp, stinging pain
flared over her face.

“Lie back for me, Black.”

Aurora swallowed, with difficulty, turning her head to see, blearily, the outline of her father
standing between her bed and another. “Dad?”

“You’re alright, sweetheart,” he said, taking her hand.

“I know I’m alright,” she grumbled, even though she felt the farthest thing from alright. It
wasn’t even just the wound on her shoulder, or the stinging hex still active on her cheek. It
was the lingering, ringing call of ‘transmogrify’ from Crouch that terrified her. It dredged up
a memory that she had to relive in nightmares, brought out a pain that she thought was going
to kill her — because that was what it was supposed to do. That was what Bellatrix had
intended it to do.

She listened absently to the conversation around her as Madam Pomfrey tried to ease the
swelling of her face. “She’s having trouble breathing too,” her father said. “I think she might
be in shock, and there was a stinging hex, which might still—"

“I know what a stinging hex does,” Pomfrey said sharply, dabbing some cool oil on her
afflicted cheek and bringing something to her lips. “I’m more than equipped to deal with this,
if you’ll relax, Black.”

Regardless of which Black she was speaking to, Aurora tried to relax and let Madam
Pomfrey do her work. But it was difficult when, every time she closed her eyes, she
remembered, and it brought a lump to her throat, stopping her breathing. It was only once
Madam Pomfrey had left them, and Weasley and Granger had been sent to fetch Professors
McGonagall and Snape, that Dumbledore asked Potter to recount his tale. Aurora was
surprised he did it in front of her, but her father showed no signs of letting her out of her sight
or out of his grip — he held her with one hand and Potter with the other.

Potter's explanation came out in shaky words and brittle breaths, spilling over themselves and
then being bitten back, like he was afraid to fall over some mental precipice.

He told them how, when the commotion had broken out in the maze and everyone rushed
about to help, someone under an Invisibility Cloak had found him, and Petrified him. He had
been unable to move, but could see what was happening. Karkaroff, who had been fearing
something like this, aware of the darkening mark on his arm — apparently a sign of the Dark
Lord's growing power — had made his way through the commotion to Potter, having noticed
his quick change in demeanour.

The person under the cloak — Barty Crouch Junior, who was alive and well, apparently —
had been quicker than Karkaroff, though. Enraged by the sight and interference of the traitor
who had sent him to Azkaban, he had caught him with a stunner and drawn both of them



under the cloak. They both had been dragged away, off the grounds, where Crouch had
Apparate them, to a graveyard Potter claimed to have seen in his dreams. To the place where
the Dark Lord's own father had been buried.

Karkaroff had been disarmed, tortured, and bound, by the will of his former master. They
wanted to make him suffer — Crouch and the Dark Lord — for both his treachery and his
later interference, trying to save himself from the inevitable death he know would come with
Voldemort's return. They bound Potter, too, and told him of how they had planned this, how
Barty Crouch had evaded his father’s grip in the summer while he had been called out
unexpectedly on the Sirius Black case, having been smuggled out of Azkaban and staging his
death with his mother in his place. Potter spoke of how Barty Crouch had given his hand to
revive Voldemort, who had also taken his father’s bones, and then Potter’s blood.

Then he went quiet, and Aurora felt an unexpected protective twinge. When she looked up at
Dumbledore — their headmaster, who was supposed to protect them and had done nothing —
rage rose within her. He was watching Potter with a contemplative look, like this was all a
great mystery for him to deduce, and she tried to sit up, not knowing what she wanted to say
but knowing it was nothing nice.

“He told me my blood would make him stronger,” Potter said quietly. “Rather than if he used
someone else’s. He wanted the protection that my — my mother left in me. And he was right.
He could touch me without hurting himself. He touched my face.”

There was something like triumph on Dumbledore’s face then, and Aurora did not like that at
all. It made her stomach turn. How much did he know, or guess, that he never revealed? How
much was he willing to sacrifice to confirm whatever theory he just had?

Potter went on at Dumbledore’s behest, telling them of how the Dark Lord had re-emerged
from a cauldron, how he had called the Death Eaters to him. Aurora tried to tune out the
names — Lucius Malfoy, Crabbe, Goyle, Nott, Parkinson, Avery, MacNair — but they rang
in her head anyway, a creeping reminder of all the ways she didn’t fit, all the ways in which
her world was changing around her, and the lack of control which she had over it.

“The wands connected?” her father asked, when Potter mentioned it and stopped. His green
eyes glimmered with tears, and the sight of it was painful. “Why?”

“Priori incantatem,” Dumbledore said softly.

“The reverse spell effect?” Aurora and her father asked at the same time. She was not
familiar with wandlore and did not know how all of the things Dumbledore was telling them
occurred — but she made it a mission to find out.

He told them how the spirit of an old man had re-appeared before him, then that of his own
parents. At that, her father let out a low curse, tensing.

“They all said,” Potter started, then broke off. “They said... To run. To get as far away as I
could, to get safe and never look back. But I couldn't leave Karkaroff. He — he tried to help,
he'd tried to do the right thing, for once, when I'd spent the whole year thinking... And when I
broke the curse I managed to distract Voldemort and they all ran to him, and Karkaroff's



bonds broke and I — I told him to bring us back to Hogsmeade, so I did but... Something
went wrong."

His voice split on those words, giving way to a cleaving sob, and Aurora knew, in her heart,
that Karkaroff had not survived the night. That was why she hadn't seen him.

"He was dying," Potter said, "and I couldn't save him but I — I couldn't let him die there."

Silence fell.

“I will say it again,” Dumbledore told him, “you have shown bravery beyond anything I
could have expected of you tonight, Harry. You have shown bravery equal to that of those
who died fighting Voldemort at the height of his power. You have shouldered a grown
wizard’s burden and found yourself equal to it — and you have now given us all that we can
expect of you this night. I expect that, once I tell him what has transpired, Cornelius Fudge
will want to come up and speak with you. The rest of the school currently has no idea what
has happened tonight, but they will, eventually. I will ease your burden as much as I can.

“As for you, Aurora.” She tensed under his gaze and instinctively held on to her father’s
hand, not even caring how pathetic or weak it might have appeared. She needed someone to
hold onto. “You too have shown courage, in duelling Mr Crouch. The portraits had gotten
word to me, that you were trying to stall him, stop him from finding Harry. You did so at risk
to yourself.”

Her cheeks heated up, but the praise did not make her any less angry. “He tried to use the
Transmogrifian curse on me,” she said, looking at Dumbledore. He looked horrified, but not
surprise. “Do you... Know anything about that?"

There was a glimmer of recognition in his eyes and her stomach churned.

“I cannot say... Crouch used it on you?"

"He was Imperiused."

"His son's influence." Dumbledore let out a long sigh, gaze drifting back to Potter. "I believe
we have more questions to answer about that."

“I want to know how a Death Eater got onto the school grounds,” she said, avoiding
acknowledging the way her heart seized and she wanted to cry, or scream, or anything, to
release the remnants of pain she felt inside of her.

“We did not anticipate such an event—”

“You should have precautions against intruders!”

“He had an Invisibility Cloak, we believed him dead—”

“Potter could have been killed!” She stared at him, furious. What the fuck was wrong with
him?



“Aurora,” Potter said quietly, “it isn’t Professor Dumbledore’s fault.”

She seethed, but the weariness in his tone stopped her from going further.

“I must ask that we let Harry rest now,” Dumbledore said quietly, watching them both with
twinkling eyes. Aurora had never hated that expression more. “If he would like his friends to
return and stay with him, they may do so. No doubt Madam Pomfrey wishes to tend to you
both again.” Her father squeezed her hand tighter. “Please, do not interrogate Harry further.
He has had been through quite an ordeal tonight.” Aurora tried to hold back the glare she
wanted to direct at Dumbledore.

Her friends were out of the question of course. Apart from Gwen, and perhaps Theo, but she
wasn't sure she could face them, like this. She had only her father, and her godbrother, and his
too-loud friends who didn’t heed any warnings. Madam Pomfrey was quick to return after the
Headmaster left, offering Potter and Aurora Dreamless Sleep, which she declined. She
wanted to stay awake, to hear what happened to Crouch. She wanted more than anything to
speak freely to her father, but she couldn’t, not with Granger and Weasley around, muttering
under their breath.

Only once Potter drifted to sleep and the pair of them took over his bedside, did her father let
go of his hand and turn all his attentions to Aurora. He slid his chair to sit beside her, and she
struggled to sit up.

“How do I look?” she asked, lifting a hand to her swollen cheek.

“Not as bad as earlier,” he said quietly, “but you do look exhausted, sweetheart.”

“I am,” Aurora admitted, resisting the urge to curl towards him and lean against his shoulder.
But her father seemed to understand. He moved closer, reached his hand up to stroke her hair
gently. “Dad, the curse Crouch used, the Transmogrification. Do you think Bellatrix
might've..." She felt sick even thinking the words, recounting the flaring pain and nausea.
"What is it supposed to do?"

“We don’t have to do this tonight,” her father said, “you need to rest, too.”

“I need to know,” she insisted. “You know I do.”

His face fell into a look of deep consideration, and her father took a moment to himself
before he could speak. “I don't know if that was used on you, Aurora. We couldn't figure it
out, but it is possible. I just..." He squeezed his eyes shut. "But I do know about the curse
itself. It's very dark."

"I gathered that."

He swallowed, closing his eyes and Aurora watched as he fought with his words. “The curse
is intended to — to torture. It doesn’t target the nerves and the mind like the Cruciatus, it
targets — the body. Bones. It’s supposed to break them, it’s supposed to destroy a person.
And then, when every — when every part of you... It locks you in place. The mind is
suspended, while the target dies slowly. Once it reaches a certain — certain point — there’s



no... No coming back. The mind and te body and spirit — magic — are split apart, and then,
at its most painful, you die. "He took in a shaky breath. “It’s particularly cruel.”

"But it didn't kill me."

"It has to be sustained. We must have gotten there in time... Aurora, this curse... If it is what
was used on you. There are theories, about what it can do for one's... Future."

Her stomach turned over. "What do you mean?"

"It isn't meant to let the target live. If they survive the attack, it's still supposed to have an
impact beyond that. And..." He trailed off, his own face contorting in fear. Tears swelled in
his eyes. "But maybe the curse didn’t have time to take hold. I would have thought it
wouldn’t — wouldn’t take so long — but... In the chaos, the panic...”

But Aurora felt somehow that wasn’t true. The first time she had spoken with Death, he had
said that she was supposed to be dead. That he was a remnant not only of that curse but of the
family curse. Family magic, passed down...

“There was something else,” she said quietly. “You’ve seen Death but never spoken to him.
You said most of our family have some sort of connection. But I have spoken to him. There
must be something more to it. He said I should have died. Not that I avoided dying, or
avoided the curse — that it should have killed me. But it didn’t. It didn’t rebound, didn’t
shatter, it did take hold... But it didn’t kill me. It clearly affected me, from what you told me.
But not as much as it should have. Certainly not from a witch like her."

Her father shook his head. “Maybe we got to you quickly enough. Maybe Bellatrix had a
shred of humanity left within her, that she could not bring herself to kill her own blood
relative. The curse can have lingering effects, even if it doesn’t...” He trailed off, pain
flashing across his eyes.

Aurora’s stomach dropped, and she felt suddenly, a fresh wave of nausea. “Did they use the
same curse...” she started quietly. “Did they use that on my mother?”

“No,” he said softly, “no, they used the Killing Curse." Easiest way to kill in a battle, if one
could manage it. That meant, if Bellatrix had used a different curse, that they didn’t merely
want to kill Aurora — they had wanted to hurt her and to hurt her father by doing so. “They
wanted a clean Death. Quick. To make sure there was nothing...” He swallowed tightly,
pained, then cleared his throat.

Though likely her imagination, Aurora was sure that she could feel a twinge of pain in her
neck, an ache wrapping around, like hands trying to strangle her. “Aurora,” her father said, “I
will protect you, from whatever comes. I won’t let anything like that happen again.”

“I’m not scared,” Aurora said, even though she was. She was terrified of being killed,
especially by Bellatrix Lestrange. For if the Dark Lord truly had returned, Aurora knew it
was only a matter of time before he broke his loyal followers out of Azkaban.



And then Bellatrix would come for her again. As the eldest child of Cygnus Black, she was
the next closest descendant other than Aurora’s own father. She stood to gain the most.
Aurora thought, with a terrified cold in her chest, that she would need to sort her will. Under
no circumstances could Bellatrix Lestrange be allowed any of her family’s power.

“Harry said Lucius Malfoy was there,” she said quietly, because she didn’t like the way her
father was looking at her, like he was scared for her, like he pitied her, like there was
something worse that he wanted to say but she wasn’t ready to hear. “He’s Draco’s father.”

“I know,” her father told her, brow furrowing. “You’ve told me this before.”

Aurora curled closer in on herself, leaning her head on her father’s shoulder. There was so
much she was supposed to do this summer, and now she did not know if it was safe at all.

Lucius Malfoy would not hurt her now, surely, she thought. But if he had orders, could he
even refuse? Enemies could be everywhere this summer, from the Parkinsons’ Gala to the
Merlin’s Day Ball.

But she could not cower in fear of them, she reminded herself, no matter how much she
wanted to in that moment. That would mean letting them win anyway.

Instead, for now, she leaned against her father and sighed.

“Are you going to talk to Draco about it?” he asked, and she shook her head.

“I don’t know. They’ll all find out soon enough, or they’ll work it out.” Everything seemed so
strange and uncertain now. There were two sides emerging, and she had been so determined
to balance between them, but it seemed she might not be able to do so for much longer. She
wasn’t even sure that she had a choice.

One side would kill her anyway — her friends weren’t their parents, but their parents
certainly would not give them a choice as to where their loyalties lay.

“I just want to sleep now,” she admitted, even though she was scared that if she closed her
eyes, all she would see was curselight.

“That’s alright,” he told her, voice gentle, as he helped ease her back down, so she was lying
on the bed. His hand combed through her hair again and then let go. “I’ll be right here, okay?
Do you want Dreamless Sleep?”

She wanted desperately to say no — to be able to say no. Needing a potion to get restful
sleep, she told herself, was weak. She couldn’t take it. But she didn’t want nightmares, didn’t
want to recall that curselight even in sleep. So she nodded, and her father gave it to her. The
potion was gentle, cool and soothing against the back of her throat, and she sighed, leaning
back against her pillows.

“I’m right here, sweetheart,” her father said, kissing her forehead gently as he smoothed away
her hair. “Get some sleep.”



Her last thoughts as she drifted away were of Bellatrix Lestrange, of her motives and her
failure, and if the matter of blood had really mattered. She did not think Bellatrix would care
— she would see Aurora's death as a way to take her power — but perhaps that had stopped
the curse. Perhaps that was why Death was so interested.

Perhaps... Perhaps Regulus Black was interested too.

Chapter End Notes
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Denials

They were awoken in the early hours of the morning. Cornelius Fudge had arrived in the
night, it seemed, and when Aurora cracked her eyes open she could see Granger, Weasley,
and her father all watching the door nervously. It was with a twinge of guilt that she felt
annoyed that no one had come to visit her. Not Draco or Pansy, not Daphne or Millie or Theo
or Gwen or Robin. Maybe they hadn't been allowed, she hoped.

"Dad?” she whispered into the quiet, flexing her fingers where he still held her hand.

“Sh, sweetheart,” he told her, reaching his other hand to smooth down her hair and brush his
knuckles gently over her cheek. “Get back to sleep.”

She ignored him, struggling to sit up. Pain surged across her shoulder again, but she gritted
her teeth and ignored it. Seeking resigned, her father helped her, holding her back as she tried
to get comfortable. “What’s going on?”

“We don’t know,” Hermione Granger whispered with an anxious glance at Potter, who was
still asleep. Lucky him, Aurora thought bitterly. “Fudge is here. He and Moody are shouting.”

The sounds of running footsteps grew louder, though Aurora’s ear were still filled with a sort
of buzzing sound. “Never should have taken it into your own hands, Alastor!” Fudge was
yelling, voice just discernible. Potter stirred on the bed opposite. “How no one noticed — he
is clearly not in his right mind! You should have left him to me, I am Minister of Magic!”

“And I’m a bloody Auror!”

“Ex-Auror!” Fudge’s voice rang shrilly.

The door to Madam Pomfrey’s office opened and she stormed out, looking furious. “What’s
all this screaming and yelling?” she asked, eyes alighting on Aurora. “You should be
sleeping, Black! All of you should be!”

“It’s rather difficult right now,” Aurora drawled, and her father sent her a warning look.

“Still a ruddy better Auror than a wet blanket like yourself!”

“How dare you—”

Someone said Moody’s name and the commotion and yelling died down. Too late — Potter
was already stirring, trying to sit up even as Madam Pomfrey tutted and tried to ease him to
sit down again.

Seconds later, Professor Moody stormed through the doors of the Hospital Wing, followed by
a rather furious Cornelius Fudge and Professor Dumbledore. On a stretcher behind them
floated the still limp body of Barty Crouch, and Aurora felt her stomach twist. He had said he
would revive him. He didn’t look revived.



Madam Pomfrey let out a thin breath and hurried to relieve the stretcher, helping Barty
Crouch onto a bed at the far end of the ward.

“Professor Dumbledore,” her father said, flatly ignoring the seething Cornelius Fudge.
“What’s going on?”

“Cornelius has just arrived from the Ministry,” he said. “He saw fit to ensure that the
Triwizard Tournament celebrations were not ruined by his intrusions.”

Celebrations, Aurora thought dimly. It was strange to think people were celebrating, most
with no idea of what had happened that night. The thought jarred her and she turned to
Dumbledore sharply.

“Your housemates have been informed of your stay in the wing, Miss Black,” he said, as
though reading her mind. “I am sure you will have visitors in the morning.”

“I hardly thought it necessary to disrupt Mr Diggory’s success,” Fudge said, “not for such an
outlandish story. Though it does appear that I should have arrive much earlier, for the sake of
Mr Crouch.”

“He’ll survive,” Moody grunted, but it sent a tremor of fear through Aurora. What if he
didn’t? If he had been under the Imperius, it wasn’t his fault, the duel. She would hardly call
him innocent, but she hadn’t wanted to kill him. She didn’t want his blood on her hands, and
she especially didn’t want it to be known.

“Professor Moody,” Fudge said, the emphasis on Professor not going amiss, as his lip curled
in dislike, “saw fit to take care of Barty Crouch himself. He tells me that you, Lady Black,
had an altercation.”

Her mouth went dry. How much did he know?

“I dealt the last blow,” Moody said, looking straight at her, like he was telling her to play
along. “But he’ll make it. He was a threat.”

Fudge pursed his lips. “Be that as it may, the Ministry must uphold justice and you—”

“Justice,” Moody snorted. “Why don’t we ask Potter what he thinks of Crouch?”

Potter, who had been unusually quiet since he had woken, startled. “I — which one?”

Moody jerked his head. “Senior. Though from what I hear, his son’s out loose too.”

“Preposterous,” Fudge said immediately, before Potter could even get a word in. “Barty
Crouch’s son died twelve years ago, in Azkaban! There is no evidence to suggest he’s still
alive.”

“I believe it would be prudent to wait until Barty Crouch awakens to decide that, Minister,”
Dumbledore said quietly.



“Crouch has been trying to get me alone for months,” Potter said, face pale, as he looked
between the three men. “He’s — every task, he’s tried to talk to me. I thought something was
wrong but, he never did anything...” His brow furrowed. “Not that I could be sure of.”

“Barty has been unwell, but that is no reason to suggest that he has been involved in some —
some plot, to resurrect He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named!”

“But he was!” Potter insisted. “I don’t know if he wanted to be, but his son was there, he’s
alive, Minister, he kidnapped me and he — he killed — killed Karkaroff.”

Fudge looked for a second like he had to struggle not to believe Potter. Aurora wondered if
he had seen Karkaroff yet, because surely he could not dismiss that. No, he must not have
seen him, he must not have had everything explained to him yet.

"Mr Potter,” he said at last, drawing himself upright, “I do not know what you think you are
playing at. He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named cannot have risen again. Dumbledore, surely you
cannot believe this! On the word of one boy!”

Dumbledore’s gaze was calculating, but not cold. “I certainly trust Harry,” he said eventually,
which didn’t seem to appease Potter. “I see no reason why he might lie. We shall have a
confession from Barty soon. Surely he can shed some light on the situation.”

As if on cue, there was a slight cough from the other end of the Hospital Wing. Everyone
turned, and Dumbledore made to head there immediately, but Madam Pomfrey shooed him
off sternly. “Do not disturb my patient!” she insisted, while Fudge disregarded her completely
and hurried over.

“Barty,” he said, voice unsteady, “old friend.”

Crouch did not move, but Aurora swore she could see his eyelids flutter.

“I’m telling the truth,” Potter insisted, looking between Dumbledore and Sirius, then over to
Fudge and Crouch. “That’s what happened, I know it doesn’t look like it, but he’s back! You
have to do something!”

“I believe you, Harry,” Dumbledore said, and Aurora’s father murmured the same.

“But the Minister...”

“Barty,” he was saying, much to Madam Pomfrey’s annoyance. Crouch stirred, then bolted
upright.

“Where am I?” he asked sharply, looking around with wild eyes.

“You’re in the Hospital Wing at Hogwarts, Barty,” Fudge said.

“Minister, if you will move aside, I must check on my patient—”

“I need to question him.”



“You shall not interrogate somebody in my ward! I have told you this before!”

“I am the Minister of Magic!” Fudge said sharply, and Madam Pomfrey glowered at him.

“I would not care if you were emperor of the universe, this is my patient and if he has truly
been under the Imperius Curse for any period of time—”

“Barty,” Crouch said in a hoarse voice. Cold trickled up Aurora’s spine.

“What’s that? That’s your name.”

“No.” He shook his head. “No, no. He — he left. Where did he...”

“You are in shock, Mr Crouch,” Pomfrey said, voice dropping so that Aurora could not hear
what was said next. Curtains were drawn around his bed, but Dumbledore disappeared
behind them with Fudge.

She could hear no more — supposedly, Silencing Charms had been cast. Weasley and
Granger looked nervously at Potter, like he was a dormant hex. Aurora didn’t think they
needed to worry — Potter seemed angry, but he also appeared more likely to collapse in
exhaustion than anything else.

As for herself, she wasn’t sure she could even bring herself to try and get back to sleep.
Another dose of Dreamless Sleep so soon would not be recommended, but seeing Crouch’s
face had brought back the memory of the curselight. She wanted her friends there — Gwen,
specifically. Gwen, who had no tie to this, who would support and help her without
complication. Gwen, who knew where everything in their room was located, and who could
bring her the perfect book to read and give her the jewellery and trinkets she needed
desperately to hold onto.

Her usual family ring rested on her left hand but she needed more, she needed the other one.
The cursed ring, because for all it disconcerted her, it felt like it might hold an answer now.
There was no rationale for this feeling of Aurora’s, but she clung to it, needing something to
tide her over until she could research that curse properly. It occurred to her, too, that she
would have to ask Dumbledore about it. She didn’t like that, didn’t like that he knew more
about her situation than she did. That knowledge should never have been his to keep, even if
he had had such limited time to truly discuss it with her father.

“Harry,” Granger was saying across from her, voice tentative. “If you don’t mind my asking...
What did happen?”

Potter opened his mouth but nothing came out. “Dumbledore said not to question him,”
Aurora’s father bristled. “He’s been through enough, and he’s got the bloody Minister to
contend with.”

Even in the dim light, Aurora could see Granger’s startled look and flushed cheeks. “Sorry. I
just — just wanted to ask. Is he really back?”

Potter stared at her, seeming to struggle for words.



“That is what he said, isn’t it, Granger?” Aurora said coolly, arching her brows. Weasley
glared at her.

“Don’t tell me you don’t believe me,” Potter said, and Granger shook her head furiously, eyes
widening.

“No! No, of course I believe you, Harry!”

He still didn’t look pleased. “You should get some sleep, mate,” Weasley said, “before they
all come over again.”

“Can’t,” Potter said, eyes still trained on the curtains around Crouch’s hospital bed. There
came from Crouch a strangled yell, and Aurora tensed.

It seemed like a very long time passed in the stifling silence before Dumbledore strode out
from behind the curtains, Fudge mumbling along behind him.

“Clearly distressed,” he muttered, wringing his hands, “doesn’t know what he’s saying... so
dreadfully unwell...” Aurora and Potter exchanged glances. Dumbledore caught the action
with a curious look. “Imperius curse... addles the mind... memory...”

Aurora did not speak, but Potter and his friends, and Aurora’s father, all watched Fudge
attentively as he came to a halt before their beds. “The testimony is — is faulty.”

“Barty Crouch has confessed to having assisted his son in escaping Azkaban. And to his
disappearance. He claims to have been under the Imperius Curse.”

“Clear as day,” Moody barked.

“He says... Well, but he cannot know.”

“Barty has told us that Lord Voldemort placed the Imperius Curse upon him,” Dumbledore
said, and Fudge shivered at the name. Aurora clenched her hands in her bedsheets.

“He may believe it to be so,” Fudge said, “but until we are certain, we cannot take it for
granted. Barty has always been very distressed by the actions of You-Know-Who and his
followers, everybody knows he never really got over it... And it is — it is impossible that
You-Know-Who has risen again.”

In truth, Aurora was not sure why she believed Potter so wholeheartedly. It was not an
especially believable tale. If she had not noted his disappearance, had not seen his sudden
reappearance on the map, she would have had no idea. If Crouch had not attacked her, she
would not have imagined there was anything amiss. No one but Potter could bear witness to
what had truly happened.

But she knew that he would not lie about such a thing. Perhaps a year ago she would have
been inclined to turn away from what he said, but she realised rather startlingly that she knew
better now.



“He needs St. Mungo’s,” Fudge said, wringing his hands. “I am sure he is not in his right
mind.”

“But it’s true,” Potter said. “I mean, if he attacked Aurora, he didn’t do it by himself, if he —
he wanted me! And Voldemort is back, I saw him! He killed Karkaroff!"

"Yes, well." Fudge shifted awkwardly. "I'm sure we will find out more, once the body has
been... Seen to."

"People don't just die!" Potter shouted, incredulous.

"I am sure there was some... Terrible accident, a byproduct of whatever happened in the maze
tonight. These things happen, and if Crouch was involved well... We may never know."

"But we do know," Potter said starkly. "I watched it happen I — I saw him die and he was
trying to save me and—"

He broke off, choking over his own words. Silently, Aurora's father moved to hold him, and
Aurora was relieved to see that it calmed Potter, just slightly.

"Cornelius," Dumbledore said softly, "I think perhaps it is best for us to go now. If you wish
to speak to Harry further, you can do so at another time. If you'll come with me, we must
discuss how to deal with Igor Karkaroff..."

A small, incredulous smile crossed Fudge’s face. It was the wrong thing to say, even if
Dumbledore believed himself to be protecting Potter. Fudge was already disbelieving — if he
did not get a statement, if he let Dumbledore speak to Potter before he was questioned, that
would be an obvious issue, because he could be influenced, to his perspective anyway. “You
are prepared to take Harry’s word on this, are you, Dumbledore?”

Her father tensed, furiously. “Certainly,” Dumbledore said, after a beat of silence. “I have
heard Mr Crouch’s claims to the Imperius Curse, and Harry’s account of what happened
earlier this evening. That, with the clear statements from Miss Granger, Mr Weasley, and
Lady Black, fills in much of the details. I believe Harry is telling the truth — I see no reason
to believe otherwise. Once you see Igor Karkaroff, you will understand."

Fudge was still smiling in that odd, horrid way. “And you are prepared to believe that Lord
Voldemort has returned on that — and the death of a man who has had many targets on his
back for many years — and the word of a boy who, well...”

He paused a beat, and Potter frowned. “You’ve been reading Rita Skeeter, Mr Fudge.”

“And if I have?” Fudge retorted, slightly red. “There’s a lot you’ve been keeping from us. A
Parselmouth... all these funny turns...”

And of course if Fudge believed Skeeter about Potter, he might believe Skeeter about Aurora,
too. Another account to discredit.

“Listen to me, Cornelius,” Dumbledore was saying now. “Harry is as sane as you or I. The
scar upon his forehead has not addled his brain. I believe his scar hurts him when Voldemort



is nearby, or feeling particularly murderous.”

Just like that night in the summer, Aurora thought, with a sickening lurch. All of this had
been building and building and they had been powerless to stop it. Perhaps they should have
done more — the future stretched out before her and she imagined it twisting from the path
she had once envisioned. Everything was going to change, again.

“Look!” Potter shouted, making to get out of bed, though Aurora’s father pushed him back
gently. “I saw Voldemort come back! I saw the Death Eaters! I can give you their names!”

No, Aurora thought quietly, closing her eyes. No, she didn’t want to hear this, not again.

“Lucius Malfoy—”

“Malfoy was cleared! From an old family, donates generously to good causes—”

“MacNair!”

“Also cleared! Now working for the Ministry!”

“Avery!” Aurora wished she could tell him to stop. Fudge was never going to believe him, he
was only giving him ammunition, infuriating him further. “Nott!” She winced at the thought
of Theodore. “Crabbe! Goyle!”

“You are merely repeating the names of those who were accused thirteen years ago!”

Aurora leaned back, sighing, and closed her eyes to try and block out Fudge’s blustering. No
one would be able to get through to him in this state, she realised. He was so furious, so
disbelieving. Barty Crouch needed to be taken to St. Mungo’s, needed to be declared sane so
that his testimony would at least count for something. She did not like the man, not one bit,
but at least she thought he would take this seriously.

Dumbledore was insistent, trying to tell Fudge what to do, but it was not working and she
didn’t understand how Dumbledore didn’t realise that of course Fudge wasn’t going to listen,
when he was clearly scared of shaking things up and losing his power and control, that of
course he didn’t want to be dictated to by the Headmaster of his old school.

It was no surprise when Fudge stormed out, with one final plea that Voldemort just couldn’t
be back, and two demands — the first, that Crouch be moved out of Hogwarts and into St.
Mungo’s, the second, that Professor Moody should be let go immediately. Apparently, he was
a danger around children.

Aurora felt too sick to say that she had been the one to stun Crouch. “No loss,” Moody
grunted, almost as if to reassure her. “Woulda done it myself anyway. And I was meant to be
out of here in a week anyway.”

It didn’t ease her conscience much, but at least Crouch was alive. She wasn’t a murderer.

After Fudge had left, and Madam Pomfrey gone to her office, Dumbledore placed a Silencing
Charm around them all and spoke in low tones. “There is work to be done,” he said. “If



Cornelius will not step up to fight, someone else must. Sirius — you are in touch with Remus
Lupin?” Her father nodded. “Good. Get a message to him. Say the old group must reform.
Stay with Aurora and Harry for now, if you must, but tomorrow.” Her father nodded.
“Ronald?” Weasley gave a start. “What does your father think of Cornelius Fudge?”

“I — well — I wouldn’t say he likes him,” Weasley said, rather taken aback. “Fudge doesn’t
think Muggles are very important to study.”

“I must get a message to himself and your mother too, as soon as possible. They might come
to the castle — I am sure Molly would be eager to ensure Harry is alright.”

Weasley blinked. “Well, yeah, I guess.”

Dumbledore nodded musingly. His gaze fell on Aurora for a strange moment, eyes
glimmering with slow calculation, before he nodded. “We must convince all those who are
open to believing the truth, as soon as possible. Alastor — would you get word out to the old
crowd when you leave this morning. Mundungus Fletcher, Arabella Figg, Emmelime Vance.
Lie low for a while.”

Moody nodded and gave a funny sort of stamping motion, like he was preparing to salute a
general. “I’ve a few Aurors in mind,” he said, and this time his eyes flicked to Aurora too.

She knew already what Dora would say, even if she didn’t like it. “Good,” Dumbledore said.
“Go.”

Moody gave that funny nod again and stomped out of the Hospital Wing, so that it was only
the six of them left. “I must speak with my staff,” he said after a moment. “Minerva and
Severus, and I must make arrangements for the Durmstrang students to return without their
Headmaster. This news will be...” He trailed off. “For now, I must catch up to Cornelius. He
cannot be allowed to ignore the facts before him, nor to ignore Igor's death. I will address the
school tomorrow morning."

Aurora knew already that she did not want to be anywhere but here when that happened. The
thought of what Draco might do, how he would react. And the rest.

She barely managed to smile when Dumbledore swept from the room, lifting the Silencing
Charm as he did so. She eyed the bed where Crouch lay — just how long had he been like
this for? It seemed awful, distorted, to her, that the man who had sent her own father to the
Dementors without so much as a trial after the war, could let his son escape to commit such
an act.

But it was, most unfortunately, not entirely surprising.

“Drink the rest of your potion,” her father told Potter gently. “And you two — Hermione,
Ron — you ought to sleep, too. Harry will be fine. Aurora...” He looked over to her fondly.
“Would you like more potion?”

She shook her head. “No.” She didn’t know what she wanted. In truth, she wanted her own
bed in the dungeons, her cat curled up at the end of it, Gwen snoring gently across from her.



But she also wanted to stay with her father. “I’m sure I can sleep without it.”

“Yes, but you’ve just—”

“I’ll be fine,” she lied, and her father sighed.

“I’ll have Pomfrey bring some in case you change your mind.” He glanced back at Potter.
“I’ll be right here though, until you wake up. Alright?”

They both nodded, and Aurora turned on her side, feeling heaviness deep into her bones. Her
sleep was fragmented, haunted by green light running through the darkness of her vision,
phantom pains racing through her.

At least, she thought as she woke up, panting, just as the first of the sun’s rays slanted
through the wing’s windows, she knew now what it was. She knew what she was facing,
what her body and her magic had been fighting for so many years.

Let Bellatrix Lestrange come for her, she thought bitterly.

If there was anyone she was going to kill, it was going to be her.

-*

Aurora felt exhaustion all the way to the bone when she woke again in the morning.
Sometime without her knowing, Barty Crouch had been moved — presumably to St.
Mungo’s — and Granger and Weasley had been moved into different chairs, where both were
now curled up asleep. Her father was the only one who was in the same position as he had
been the night before, and Aurora squeezed his hand tightly as she stirred.

He looked over, eyes bright. “How do you feel?”

“Shit,” she said honestly. “Mostly aching though. It’ll be alright.”

“Take it easy,” he told her. “It’s almost nine o’clock.”

“Right,” she said. Everyone would be at breakfast by now, and Dumbledore would be telling
them what had happened. “I’m sure I can handle a sore arm.”

He frowned at her. “Whatever you can handle,” he said, “Madam Pomfrey insists she take a
look at it before you go anywhere.”

Scowling, Aurora rested back. “I’m perfectly fine.”

He just shook his head ruefully. “Just stay here, at least until she comes out. I’m the one
she’ll go daft at.”

“I wasn’t going to run off,” she grumbled, but did as she was told anyway, grimacing as
Potter and his friends all stirred.



She knew most of the school would be in the Great Hall right now, but she dreaded the
thought of returning to the Slytherin Common Room. Perhaps she could pretend that it never
happened. Gloss over it, pretend her shoulder was fine and she wasn’t bothered by anything.
It wouldn’t make it go away, but reality would take time to set in, time she needed to decide
what to do. Another war would mean society split, her own friendship and circle broken
apart. Regardless of her friend’s views, their families would have to come first.

She didn’t know where that would put her, even with Draco.

They all ate breakfast in a rather muddied silence. Potter was quiet, barely paying attention to
anything anyone said to him, not that Aurora could blame him. Once Madam Pomfrey gave
her the all clear, Aurora let her father walk her out of the wing, glad to be free of the stifling
atmosphere, though he would return to stay with Potter for the rest of the day. She just needed
to be somewhere that wasn’t here. And she knew she had to deal with the common room
sooner, rather than later.

“Who do you want to pick you up from the train?” he asked quietly, as she let him lead her
the longest route to the dungeons. “I know Andromeda would like to see you as soon as
possible, but I’ll be there too, if you want me to.”

“I know you don’t want to be in public too much—”

“I want to know what you want,” he said sternly, before she could deflect. “If you want me
there, I’ll be there. I’ll see you the first day you’re back anyway.” He put a hand comfortingly
on her shoulder. Uncertainty swam in his eyes, before he gave a sharp sort of nod.

“Be there,” she said quietly, not meeting his eyes. She didn’t want to admit that she wanted
him there, that she was startled and uncertain and wanted him to reassure her. Because she
told herself that she shouldn’t want those things, even now — perhaps especially now. “If
you want to.”

He seemed to take that to mean that she wanted him, and nodded. “We’ll talk about that
curse,” he told her. “I — if that’s what you want. Between us, and maybe Dumbledore, we
can find out something, surely. Something to help."

Gratitude trickled through her and she nodded, giving a brief half-smile. “Thank you. I’m
sure there will be more I can learn.”

His answering smile was sad, as they descended to the ground floor, heading towards the
steps that would take her to the dungeons. “I so wish that there wasn’t.” The castle was quiet,
but Aurora dreaded crossing the threshold of her common room, knowing that everything
was going to change. “I think Dumbledore may want to speak to you soon. And you know
that, this summer, if we...” He lowered his voice, casting wary glances at the portraits around
them. “If he calls people to fight, I will fight.”

“I wouldn’t expect any less,” she said, even if privately she wished that he would stay out of
any fighting that was to come. It wasn’t her place to dictate that and she knew that if she
tried, he would resent her greatly for it. She glanced towards the shadowy steps down to the



common room, uneasy. “I’ll see you at the end of term,” Aurora told her father quietly. “I’ll
write to you, too. See if there’s anything I can do.”

“Would you keep an eye on Harry?” he asked. “Neither of you like to tell me when you’re
upset, but he needs someone to know.”

She nodded. “I will. As much as I can, anyway.” She had to think of herself too.

Aurora smiled halfheartedly and when they paused at the top of the stairs, she hugged her
father quickly before stepping away. Surprise flickered on his face that she had been the one
to initiate the embrace, but it turned quickly to a smile. “And tell Madam Pomfrey
immediately if anything flares up or hurts.”

“I will.”

He gave her a stern, doubtful look. “See to it that you do.” Her father kissed her gently on the
forehead then retreated. “I love you, sweetheart. Please write.”

Aurora nodded, and before she could talk herself out of it, or into a ring of anxiety, she
hurried down the stairs to the dungeons. Her father’s footsteps retreated above her as she
hurried along, letting herself into the Slytherin Common Room door.

A palpable tension hung in the air. People were knotted into their own small groups,
whispering in hushed tones. They glanced up at her entrance, and though most didn’t seem to
care much, entranced by their own gossip rather than whatever she had gotten herself into —
Aurora really wished she knew how much Professor Dumbledore had revealed — she could
see Draco and Pansy both staring at her, questioning gazes locked onto her. Theodore, with
them, bit his lip and looked at her in worry, caught between sitting and standing to come and
find her, while Lucille avoided her gaze, and Vincent and Greg stared at the ground.

It felt, all of a sudden, like a line had been drawn — a line she had never wanted to imagine.
Holding her head higher, she looked across the common room to Cassius Warrington, whose
gaze was worried, and the expression warmed her slightly, reassuring. Near him, sat Gwen
and Robin, with Leah MacMillan, Sally-Anne Perks, and Jones and Stebbins.

To her surprise, when Gwen and Robin came after her to her dormitory, Leah joined them,
and Apollo Jones hung awkwardly in the doorway, staring.

“Aurora,” Gwen said, hurrying to her side. “What the fuck happened?”

“Language, Gwen,” she admonished, but it was half-hearted. “And I don’t know the answers
to the questions you want to answer. I’m fine.”

“And Harry Potter?” Leah asked, eyes wide. “Dumbledore said he was kidnapped? And saw
You-Know-Who come back?”

Robin scoffed. “He can’t have.”

“He says he did,” Aurora said slowly, afraid to look at them. “Barty Crouch attacked me,
under the Imperius Curse. I’m fine,” she repeated at Gwen and Robin’s faint noises of



concern. “Now anyway. My shoulder hurts, but that’s it. It all points to the Dark Lord but
there’s no... Conclusive evidence, as of yet. I think I...”

She daren’t speak it.

“You believe it?” Apollo Jones asked, eyebrows raised, and this was when she frowned at
him, caught halfway to a glare.

“I don’t know, Jones. What are you doing here?”

He shrugged. “Figured Aunt Hestia would say to see if you’re alright.”

She pursed her lips, the connection having evaded her for a minute. “Well, I am alright. But I
still don’t know what happened. Dumbledore heard Crouch’s account. Whatever he told you,
is likely more accurate than anything I could.” How she hated saying those words, admitting
that.

“But if he’s back,” Gwen said, with a furtive look at the door, as though checking there was
no one listening in. “What does that mean?”

“It means it’ll be like last time,” Leah said, with a furious look on her face, which was
considerably paler than usual. “My dad — bloody hell.” She winced. “I have to write to him.
Does Fudge know? He must. They’ll call the Minister’s Council, won’t they? And the
Assembly?”

Aurora shrugged, somewhat bitter. “Fudge doesn’t seem to feel any need to act right now. He
is skeptical. If he wants to call the Assembly, he hasn't told me, and he won't want to tell
Potter."

“Of course he’s skeptical,” Robin said, rolling his eyes, and they all turned to him. “Listen,
even You-Know-Who can’t just come back to life, right? Who’s to say Potter even was
kidnapped?”

“Maybe,” Apollo said, “but Dumbledore said Karkaroff's dead. He can't lie about that, and he
can't just die! Obviously something happened."

“It doesn’t mean he’s back. It could just be random Death Eaters. He gave loads of names,
didn’t he? Mum told me about him.”

“Yeah, right,” Leah said, “Lucius Malfoy’s friends with him, they wouldn’t just hunt him
down.” Her eyes cut sharply to Aurora, as though daring her to refute any involvement on
Lucius’s part, but she stayed quiet. There was nothing she could say now, nothing that she felt
would be at all useful to them or to her.

The room lapsed into silence, and Gwen came to sit by Aurora’s side, putting an arm around
her shoulders. “I’m fine,” she grumbled. “Please can you all stop staring at me?”

Apollo pressed his lips together and nodded. “I’ll uh... See you later, Black.”



She nodded back, letting him go, and he sidled awkwardly out of the room. Leah gave her a
strange, short look and a brisk nod before doing the same. They would speak later, Aurora
supposed. The MacMillans might be useful.

When it was just the three of them, Robin closed the door and sat down on Gwen’s bed,
across from the two girls.

Aurora didn’t know what to say, until she turned to Gwen and managed to muster some
words for her. “If the Dark Lord has returned,” she said, “you need to know what we could be
dealing with.”

Robin nodded his agreement. “I can’t believe it,” he said, “it sounds ridiculous.”

“Well, even if it is ridiculous, the fact it’s a possibility is disturbing enough. Especially after
the World Cup.”

Abashed, Robin nodded and ducked his head. “Just saying, just because Dumbledore says
something doesn’t mean it’s true.”

“I know,” Aurora admitted, “I doubt I would believe it either. But Potter has spoken of things
before, of visions—” Robin scoffed “—and as unbelievable and strange as they are, they
seem to add up. I wouldn’t believe such a thing on Dumbledore’s words alone, either. But I
saw him reappear on the map, I realised he was missing. Crouch most certainly attacked me,
and he confessed. It all adds up to a rather horrible result. As for Gwen.” She took in a deep
breath. “You know my mother was muggleborn, don’t you?”

Gwen nodded, but Robin let out a laugh. “You know I’ve been trying to figure out if it’s true
for ages.”

“It isn’t something I just bandy about, Oliphant.”

“I know, I didn’t expect you to actually admit—”

“Robin,” Gwen muttered, “shut up.”

His cheeks flamed as both girls turned hard glares towards him. “Yeah, okay. Gwen.”

“Last time — well, my father doesn’t speak of it often. But Muggleborns were targeted. The
Dark Lord’s followers did things to them even worse than at the cup. They murdered...” She
swallowed, the words sticking in her throat, whether at the admission of her blood status, or
at the thought, she wasn’t sure. “They murdered my mother’s entire family. Two younger
siblings were a witch and wizard too, the rest Muggles. The night after my mother was
murdered. They burned them all alive, and their Muggle neighbours with them.” Gwen
stared, horrified. “My mother was — well, she fought. Made herself known. Not all will be
subject to the same treatment, but you need to know.

“I don’t know what he plans.”

“If he’s back,” Robin interrupted.



“Of course, if. If he is back, his followers may gain the confidence to crawl back out of the
woodwork. Even the anti-werewolf legislation last year, that was a step in that same
direction, the loathing for creatures of lower blood status. Many of the proposals from that
piece of legislation were similar to that from anti-muggleborn bills introduced a few decades
ago. Banning them from employment in specific fields, requiring them to disclose their status
and personal details beyond that which a pureblood would be required to for the same
occupation. I do not know if the same will happen. Some wanted it to be a requirement that
muggleborns prove their magic was not stolen, something impossible to prove as no one can
prove where their magic comes from.”

Gwen was staring, growing more horrified by the second. “If the Dark Lord’s followers bow
to him once more, that all could be on the horizon. I don’t want to scare you, Gwen.”

“I need to know,” Gwen said immediately. “I’ve heard some of the things people say, even if
you pretend not to hear.” She tried to ignore the needle of guilt that turned inside of her. “It’s
dangerous, isn’t it? Even without him, once I get out of here, if there are people that could
defend that, believe in that.”

Aurora nodded. “Precisely.”

Gwen swallowed, and Aurora moved her arm to sit around her friend’s shoulders, holding
her. “But I won’t let them hurt you,” she vowed, even knowing that she could not possibly
guarantee anything.

Nodding, Gwen leaned against her. They breathed together in silence before Robin said, “You
didn’t hear what Malfoy said earlier.”

She stiffened, going cold. “I don’t want to hear what he said earlier,” she told Robin, who
shook his head.

“That’s what I thought you’d say,” he muttered.

Aurora could not bring herself to glare at him, only straightened up and sighed, combing
back her hair. “Oliphant, would you leave us for a moment? I want to get out of these
clothes.”

Though he didn’t look pleased, Robin nodded and got to his feet. “Come find me,” he said to
Gwen on his way out, then vanished.

A weight lifted from Aurora’s chest. “I know you don’t want to talk about it,” Gwen said,
“but I need to know what I’m dealing with. If I’m at all a target...”

“I’ll tell you,” Aurora promised. “Whatever you need to know about this. I’ll see what I can
do, to prepare, in case anything happens. Though I suspect he will lie low for a while. Build
up his supporters — especially if Fudge turns a blind eye as he is insisting.” She shook her
head. He was so in Malfoy’s pocket, so indebted and embroiled in corruption from so many
old families. It was something she had taken advantage of before, but she knew it would
render him ineffective. “Things won’t all happen at once. For now the best we can do is keep
our heads down.”



Gwen snorted. “As if you’re going to keep your head down.”

“I am capable of such a thing.”

“Never in a million years, Lady Black.”

She withheld a smile. “Go find Oliphant,” she told Gwen instead. “I really need a wash, and
fresh clothes.”

Gwen smiled faintly on her way out, but Aurora could tell it was forced. “See you in the
common room?” She nodded — she would have to go there eventually.

But she took as long as she possible could to get changed, to hug her cat Stella and insist on
feeding her treats. She wound her snake necklaces around her neck, ignoring their annoyed
hissing about her apparently awful Duelling skills. That feedback, she decided, was best left
to another day.

Then she went for the ring that lay in the bottom of the drawer. Its stone reflected the
distorted light from beneath the lake, rippling with green, and she pressed back the cold
feeling of foreboding that washed over her.

There was a knock at the door. Aurora jumped, heart pounding, and turned. "Who is it?"

"Theo." A beat of silence. "Is it alright if I come in? Gwen said you'd be out soon but I
wanted to check..."

She sighed in relief. "Yes." She clasped the ring and it burned her palm. "Yes, come in then,
Theo. I'm alright."

When he opened the door, he gave her a look to suggest he thought she was anything but
alright. "I'm so sorry," he started, "I should have come with you—"

"It's not your fault," Aurora said, voice sharper than she had intended, but Theo seemed to
dismiss this.

"Are you hurt? Snape said there was an altercation with Crouch?"

"Yes, he... He was under the Imperius Curse and tried to duel me. He caught my shoulder, but
it's mostly alright now." For a second, the memory of the Transmogrify curse popped up in
her mind, but she could not bring herself to mention it, not even to Theo. "I'm mostly tired. It
seems a lot has happened in a night."

"Yes, it does seem that way."

With a note of surprise, Aurora realised Theo was still hovering at her doorway. "You can
come in properly, you know," she told him, "don't worry about propriety or some such thing,
I couldn't care less."

"Oh." His cheeks flushed as he edged further into the room, and Aurora bit back a faint smile
of amusement as he shut the door gingerly behind him. "Right." He shook his head as he



approached her, goin to lean against one of the bedposts. "So, what happened? If you don't
mind, I understand if you don't want to, but... Everyone's saying different things. About our
parents, about the Dark Lord — that's what Dumbledore told the school, that the Dark Lord
returned and killed Karkaroff and tried to kill Harry Potter. He didn't mention much about
Crouch, maybe he wasn't allowed, but, everyone's waiting to hear more."

Aurora nodded. "It's true. Potter went over it later; what happened while he was away and
before we found him. Karkaroff's dead." Theo let out a low sigh. "Fudge doesn't seem to want
to hear anything about it, especially after Potter mentioned names." Theo tensed, and though
she wished she could spare him the knowledge, she knew that lying would not help the
situation. "He said your grandfather was there. Presumably, it was a Nott, but..."

"My grandfather is the most likely candidate," Theo said dryly. He did not meet her eyes.
"Well, that's fantastic."

"Theo, I'm so sorry."

He shrugged. "It's not a surprise. I should have seen this all coming, really, shouldn't I?"

Aurora shook her head, and sank down onto the edge of her bed. "I wish there was something
I could say, Theo. I know you want to know what's going to happen, but I don't know. I don't
know anything except that I'm scared, and I think the world is only going to get scarier."

"I know," he said, in a quiet voice. "Me, too."

She swallowed, and there was a lump in her throat which she could not quite rid herself of.
"I, um, think you should know... Draco didn't seem very happy, about you going to help out
Potter."

"Oh, sod it," she muttered. "He'll never be happy about anything concerning Potter. I'll talk to
him, and sort it out."

"Right." Theo did not seem as convinced. "Well, either way, I think he and Pansy want to talk
to you, and he seemed pretty worried. I just thought you should know he's, perhaps not going
to take the same side, as you are?"

"I could have figured that out for myself, Theo." He bit his lip and she said, "Sorry."

"Everything's going to change," he said, looking just past her to the gloomy window onto the
lake, "I can feel it. I guess we just need to be prepared."

She looked up at him, amused and surprised, eyebrows raised. "We?"

Theo glanced away, but then back at her and said, "Well, you can trust I'm not on my
grandfather's side, can't you?"

And she found, despite her fears and uncertainties, that she really could. The world was going
to change for everyone, she knew, and they all would have to find a new place within it.

-*



It was only after lunch that Aurora managed to speak to Draco and Pansy, without anyone
else hanging around and listening in. Her apprehension about the new mood in the common
room was only heightened by the presences of the likes of Vincent and Greg, Lucille and the
Carrow sisters.

They found a quiet corner of the library, and Aurora put up silencing charms around them.
Everyone was subdued despite the Hogwarts win the evening before, but there was a most
noticeable absence of any Durmstrang students. When she was certain that no one could
listen in, Aurora turned to her to best friends and felt a knot of worry stir inside of her.

It was Draco who spoke first.

“Were you with Potter?” he asked, as if that was the most concerning part — not that Aurora
was entirely surprised.

“Yes, and no. I didn’t leave the grounds,” she said, trying to be delicate, “but I saw him when
he returned.”

“Right.” Her two friends exchanged a look. They had already discussed this, she knew, and it
was obvious now. “And you were in the Hospital Wing all night?”

“Yes.” Aurora smoothed her skirt, nervous. “After I summoned my father. There was an...
altercation with Barty Crouch.”

Draco’s eyes lit with recognition at the name. She wondered how much he might have been
told, if their parents had gotten messages to them yet. Potter didn’t know if the Parkinson
there was Pansy’s father, but even if she didn’t dare say so to Potter, Aurora felt it was more
than likely. “You’re not hurt, are you?” Pansy said, and she grimaced.

“Only slightly. Stinging hex to the face. He also may have attempted to sever my arm from
my shoulder.” Pansy gasped. “Other than that, quite alright.”

“But why?” Pansy asked. “What does he have to do with it?”

Draco snorted. “Don’t be dim, Pans.”

Pansy’s face flushed. “I am not being dim, Draco, I’m asking a question.”

“He was under an Imperius Curse,” Aurora said quietly. “I got in the way of... Whatever he
was trying to do.”

Neither of them spoke, but exchanged that look again, a silent conversation which Aurora
couldn’t quite follow, and made uncertainty sink into her. “By... Him?”

“Dumbledore suspects so. I would not be surprised.” She declined to mention Crouch’s
current condition, or where he had been moved to. Aurora wanted to trust her friends — told
herself she did trust them — but she didn’t want that information to fall into the wrong hands
by a loosely worded letter. “I don’t have the details of what happened to Potter. Other than
what Dumbledore has presumably told the school.”



Draco gave another derisive snort. “Yeah, and he made it pretty clear what he thinks.
Reckons we should all come together and, what was it, Pans?”

“Unite for a better future,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s all rhetoric and drivel. He seems
to think he has everyone in his pocket.”

He did, Aurora thought, have most people in his pocket. But certain people would not fall in
line regardless, and many fell on precisely the opposite side to him. It was obvious
Dumbledore wanted to persuade his students to his own cause, but Aurora felt that was
unlikely. Perhaps most especially for the Slytherins, the very people he needed to convert and
convince, and the very people who felt most unappreciated and hated by the rest of his
school.

“Regardless,” she said quietly, “the facts of the events are likely there. I suspect you will get
more information over the summer.”

That brought a stifling silence down between them which made Aurora question why she had
let herself say it in the first place. “We all will,” she tried hastily to rectify.

But Draco was looking at her very oddly. “What will you do?”

“With regards to what?”

He shrugged. “Everything. I mean, he’s back. He’ll want the Black family on side, like he did
last time. Everyone knows they — we — have powerful magic. My father — well, it’s safer
to seek him out, than to let him come to you.”

Slowly, his words sank in alongside a cold feeling of shock. “If he’s back,” Pansy said, with a
furtive look, while Aurora’s heart pounded in her chest. “I haven’t heard anything official.”

The words barely registered to Aurora. She realised that Draco didn’t know the full story of
her infant years, of how her mother had died — very, very few did, and it was not a story she
delighted in sharing, least of all to him — but the fact that he said that so plainly chilled her.

“Listen,” Draco said, “all the lords are suspicious of you, you know that. They'll want you to
pick a side; our side. You're Lady Black, still."

Yes, she thought, she was Lady Black. She was also born of a muggleborn, and the Dark
Lord’s own supporters had once conspired to kill her and that muggleborn mother.

“Maybe this isn’t the best conversation to have right now,” Pansy said, while Aurora tried to
regain speech.

“I’m just saying, it’s about time people did something to fix our society, and I know my
father would be able to assist—”

“They won’t want me,” Aurora managed to say eventually. “Trust me, Draco.”

“I know you’re not technically pureblood, but you’re different than the other half bloods. You
were raised pureblood, you’re Lady Black, my family likes you, I'm sure father would vouch



for you and you'd be safer—”

“I’ve no interest in becoming a Death Eater.”

“Well, not now, obviously, I wouldn’t either.” He shifted uncomfortably, realising finally
Pansy’s frantic and unsubtle signals to shut up. “I’m not trying to say you should. I know you
think — well, I don’t know what you think, I know you don’t agree with my father — but, it
could still benefit you. To just... At least appear to consider their side. Our side."

A cold smirk came across her face, forced to hide the terrified feeling his words gave her. “I
am sure I can find benefits from other causes. And I am sure your father would not seek to
give me any benefits.”

Draco’s face fell, as he seemed to try and recalculate. But Aurora couldn’t even bring herself
to tell him what it was he had done wrong, if he still couldn't see it, if he still chose to leave
in naïveté and ignorance. While some form of contact with them would perhaps provide
shelter from and information about Bellatrix Lestrange, it was hardly a safe call, and she
couldn’t abide the thought of serving the Dark Lord. They would kill her eventually.

False Lord, she recalled Arcturus and Lucretia once having called him. They would not want
that either.

She raised her eyebrows at Draco, taking a deep breath to control herself. “Be careful this
summer,” she told them both, more to Pansy than to Draco. She was the one who was
conflicted, after all, the one who had spent the last year uncertain of a future which had
possibly been turned on its head yet again.

Aurora shook her head, feeling that most unwelcome of feelings, that she was out of her
depth, not in control. This was not the time to have a single plan, and certainly not the time to
divulge one.

Pansy looked most uneasy at this, folding her arms. After a moment, Draco stood, clearly
rattled by the atmosphere. “Right. I’ll, er, see you in the common room. Crabbe and Goyle
won’t know what to do without me.”

Aurora thought this a rather unfair underestimation of the two boys, but she nodded as her
cousin left. Once he was out of their eyeline, Pansy’s face crumpled and she put a hand on
Aurora’s arm.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, “I didn’t know he was going to say that! How insensitive — after
you were attacked! Does the shoulder still hurt?”

“It’s fine, Pans,” Aurora lied, in a soft voice. “Draco... Well, I’m sure he thought what he said
made sense.”

Pansy winced. “It was stupid to say. Of course you’re not going to seek him out.”

“Obviously.”

“Draco’s just...” She shrugged. “Well, I guess we’ll see this summer. Once we all go home.”



Aurora nodded, a lump in her throat. At this rate, she wasn’t even sure if she would be able to
see her best friends this summer, outside of the usual social engagements. Not if there were
Death Eaters hanging about, not if her father was putting himself in danger.

She was not sure if she could bring herself to see them, either.



A Parting of Ways

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

For the final week of term, Aurora kept her head down as much as possible. She avoided
Potter when she could, only speaking to him when no one else was around to overhear his
whispered worries about her father, and her questioning about whether he had actually
managed to sleep the night before — usually, the answer was no, and it showed on his face.
They didn’t discuss what had happened in any explicit terms, and Aurora was happy to keep
it that way. It seemed he needed that, too.

The configuration in the common room had changed, if not by much. Rather than Draco,
Pansy, Vincent and Greg, Aurora was most often joined by Daphne, occasionally alongside
Blaise, and Theodore. Lucille and Millicent both appeared antsy, though for different reasons,
and Gwen, Robin, and the rest all distanced themselves over the other side of the common
room.

She was most comfortable talking to Cassius and Graham, in truth. They slipped, mercifully,
into friendship as opposed to the mess and confusion of earlier in the year, and Aurora could
not have been more grateful for the reprieve. The Quidditch pitch was available for use again,
and both were more than up for an early evening flight with her. Of course, Aurora claimed
that she just wanted to ensure she was ready for next year and they could work together as
always, but the truth was, she needed the freedom flying gave her, the feeling of
weightlessness, the ability to forget everything else and just focus on what she was doing in
the moment. Ballet gave a similar feeling, but it was a solitary hobby, for her, especially now
that dance club had disbanded for the year. Flying gave her connection, too, and she was
grateful for it.

A few nights before they were due to go home, Dumbledore summoned Aurora to his office,
which was hardly surprising. She had been waiting for this moment, sat across from him, and
was rather surprised when, instead of saying anything worthwhile, he first offered her a
sherbet lemon.

“Thank you,” she said as she took one, watching his eyes glimmer at her. Dumbledore was a
strange man, one whom she could not yet understand. He had an extraordinary amount of
influence for a mere headmaster, but she supposed that was what happened when the
government was incompetent — and had been for many years — and nearly all people in the
country came through the same educational institution.

“Lady Black,” he said, and Aurora tried not to smile smugly at hearing the title. This wasn’t
time for needless pride. “We both know what happened last week. No doubt, you have very
much to deal with when you return home this summer holiday.”

She smiled thinly. “I rather think so, yes.”



“I do make a habit of getting to know my students,” he told her, “even if they do not realise
it. This school has had so many students pass through its doors, each with their fair share of
secrets by the end. I know that your situation, even so, is a peculiar one. Few take up lordship
while still a student.”

His pause invited explanation, and Aurora thought for a moment before replying. “It was out
of necessity. Had my relatives survived, I would have assumed formal ladyship at seventeen,
or upon graduation. But you doubtless knew this already.”

He dipped his head, with an amused smile. “I know that navigating such a position may be
tricky. I am afraid even I have little advice that you will find useful. But, Lady Black, I
believe I do have a proposal that will interest you.

“You have full control of the Black family estate, correct? All of its properties?”

“That is correct.” And easy for anyone to find out, even if the details were concealed to the
untrustworthy. “Why does this concern you, Professor? I do hope you are not planning on an
expansion of Hogwarts Castle, I fear that would be rather too ambitious, even for you.”

A smile crossed his face, but didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Lady Black, as you are aware
through your father, I am organising a movement to help defend this country against the
return of Lord Voldemort.” Some of the portraits on the walls muttered, annoyed, at the
words. “I am aware that you have a number of heavily warded, well-guarded houses, ready at
your disposal, which are uninhabited except for your house elves.” Something dropped into
her stomach as she realised what he was getting at. “Lady Black, might I have your word that
this conversation does not get passed around. You understand, I cannot have word of any of
our activities getting to the wrong people.”

She nodded slowly. “You have my word. On that, alone."

“Good. The Order of the Phoenix was a group set up at the beginning of the last Wizarding
War, to fight Lord Voldemort and his supporters, separate from the Ministry. As Minister
Fudge has not seen fit to take any action in the past week—” he had not even so much as
called his council, and Aurora knew some of the Assembly members were growing restless
with all the rumours that were coming out and being ignored “—this group is being recalled.
But we need a headquarters.”

It was as she thought, then. He wanted her allegiance.

“Professor, while I support your cause, I do not know that I can pledge anything to you. It
would be a mistake on my part, to do so, I feel.”

“I am not asking for much,” he said lightly. “I know of your home in London, Islington,
currently unused? Another in Kensington? Both would be useful for their proximity to the
Ministry and Wizarding London.”

She tensed at the mention of Grimmauld Place, the house in Islington. It was hardly a place
for the Order — really, for anyone who was not an approved of member of the Black family
— or one which she thought any of Dumbledore’s allies or supporters would take to. If they



got anywhere Grimmauld Place, she was certain, they would take out every artefact they
deemed as ‘dark’ and strip her family’s heritage away.

“You can't be serious," she said. "Professor, that house would be wholly unsuitable."
Dumbledore bowed his head, at the same time gesturing for her to go on. She pursed her lips
and admitted, "Our house in Kensington, I am less familiar with. But I still don't know that I
like the idea of having a rebel order creeping through my property." With a sigh, she dared
herself to ask, "Has my father already spoken to you about this?" Dumbledore nodded, and
Aurora squeezed her eyes shut, annoyed. It would have been nice of him to give her a bit
more warning, or any at all.

The idea behind the Order, Aurora understood, but she did not want to ally herself to it,
especially not when the political mood was still uncertain. Houses such as Malfoy and Nott
and Selwyn all would support the Dark Lord, houses such as Greengrass and Caradas trying
to remain neutral, those such as MacMillan and Abbott staunchly on the side of the ‘light’.
But that did not necessarily mean Dumbledore, and Aurora knew that she could not make
such a decision while within the walls of Hogwarts, anyway. She needed to learn more, so
that she could make a choice not only informed by personal ideology and opinion, but by her
political needs. But she could hear Dumbledore out. If there was no viable alternative, she did
still need to protect herself — it was just difficult to do that while defending her name,
politically.

"What would you offer me, anyway?" she asked. "Out of pure curiosity. I can't imagine you
expect me to help you out of sentimentality?"

“I may be an old man,” Dumbledore said slowly, “but I assure you, I have quite the network
of friends. You told me you were interested in Alchemy?” Aurora nodded, uncertain.

“You told me to keep studying and I could choose to take the subject in my sixth year, with
sufficient O.W.L. results.”

“I’m sure it won’t surprise you to know that I have very many contacts within Alchemy, even
now. I could perhaps, help put you in contact, or assist you in starting studies earlier than
would be usual. Don’t think me arrogant, but I must admit are many areas of magic which I
have acquired a strong base of knowledge in, including rare magic. I do not only mean
Alchemy — I practice Occlumency, Legilimency, and consider myself rather capable of
wandless magic. Or,” he went on, “as you are aware, I have many Ministry connections, too.”
Somehow, Aurora doubted those Ministry connections meant quite so much at the moment,
not with Fudge seemingly so frustrated with Dumbledore. Many followed Dumbledore, but
she would not take that for granted. And she had power of her own; Dumbledore was not
going to serve her right now. “Of course, I have other options.”

Then why was he asking her? Aurora couldn’t help but ask, though felt she knew the answer.
Perhaps he was curious about her family, wanting to poke his nose in. Perhaps he wanted to
get a measure of her, to see just how much ‘dark’ magic abided at Grimmauld Place.

The fact that he thought to ask her rattled Aurora first of all, and the lack of useful offers
frustrated her.



“Why my family houses specifically?” she asked slowly. “If, as you say, you have other
options.”

“In truth, your house is simply best placed.” She wasn’t sure that she believed that. “The
wards may need reinforcing, and I would be happy to be Secret Keeper for a Fidelius Charm
on the property, to tighten security.”

She almost laughed. Surely Dumbledore couldn’t think she would let him do that. Perhaps
her father would have, but Aurora did not want Dumbledore interfering in her family or its
magic.

“Most of our members do not have the means to accommodate us. A headquarters, a base
from which to operate, would be of great benefit, especially if we end up conflicting with the
Ministry. I would compensate you, too, of course. Your father suggested it — were it up to
him alone, he said, he would have offered up anything he could to help."

"Well, I'm not my father."

Dumbledore's eyes twinkled. "Indeed, you are not."

"You helped me recover from a curse when I was a child," Aurora said, narrowing her eyes.
He blinked, clearly thrown off by this line of questioning. Good. "A curse cast by Bellatrix
Lestrange, designed to kill me, or at least harm me beyond human capacity. The
Transmogrifian Curse?"

"I — I do not know," he said, and it annoyed her to realise the sincerity of his tone.

"But you treated the curse."

"I removed most of the traces of Dark magic from you, yes. Though it has become more and
more concerning that those traces do not seem to have disappeared... Entirely."

That was what she had feared. "You have a Pensieve, here, don't you? A rather nice one, if
Potter's description is accurate." Dumbledore raised his eyebrows. "Professor, I am in danger
with the Dark Lord's return, too. Many of his followers would kill me, one of them Bellatrix
Lestrange. For that, I need friends. I'm not stupid. That doesn't mean I accept your offer,
though."

"But?" His mouth twitched into a small, victorious smile which she despised.

"But i will consider it. If," she cautioned, "you will help me to uncover the truth of the curse
upon me, and why it has manifested and persisted in the way it did. I want access to your
memories, your knowledge, and I do not want you to coddle me and shield me from Dark
magic as you try to do for every other student. It is rather too late for that, I fear."

"You wish to learn Dark magic?"

"Learn about it," she corrected, rolling her eyes. As if she would ask Dumbledore for that —
it would have been a certain way to end the conversation, at least. "And how to fight it,
properly. I can think of no better teacher alive."



Dumbledore opened his mouth slightly, then closed it, and bowed his head. "Then I shall
consider your offer, too, Lady Black. Knowledge is a noble pursuit."

"I'll let you know my decision as soon as I can, Professor. But you understand, I cannot
promise anything right now. It would also be rather inappropriate to do so, I feel.” She was
sure she could hear Phineas Black tutting in approval, but then, it could just as easily be
disapproval.

Dumbledore nodded at her. “As you wish, Lady Black. Thank you for your time. Take a
sherbet lemon on your way out, I hope not to have too big a surplus by the end of term.”

-*

The Leaving Feast that year was unusually subdued. Even the official presentation ceremony
for Cedric Diggory’s Triwizard win, was overshadowed by the notable absence of Professor
Karkaroff. Rumours abounded about what had happened, some sticking by the theory that he
had been killed by the Dark Lord, but many insisting it must have been some rogue Death
Eaters instead, in some freak breach of security, or, bizarrely, that he had staged his own
murder and brought Potter along for reasons unknown, which Aurora thought made very little
sense but clearly comforted some of her fearful peers.

Headmaster Dumbledore acknowledged the truth, of course, in his speech. He spoke of unity,
of the need to maintain the connections between schools and between houses which had been
fostered during the tournament. During the speech, Aurora noted most of her friends at the
table muttering amongst themselves, even as the other tables nodded along. The other three
houses were always united, after all. When he mentioned Harry Potter, derisive snorts went
around the Slytherin Table — which admittedly did not help their case for unity, if they ever
did want to propose one — but Potter himself looked deeply uncomfortable with the
attention.

They did, however, join in the toast to Karkaroff, alongside their Durmstrang tablemates,
though many seemed grudging. Draco had spoken all year about how Karkaroff was an old
friend of his father’s, but now he appeared uncertain of what he was supposed to think, and
his hands shook around the goblet he raised.

That evening, Aurora’s friends did not gather for one last night in the dorms as they usually
did. At least, not that she was aware of. Instead, she sat up talking to Gwen, going over their
plans for the summer. These included Aurora’s plans to ensure Gwen’s safety, should there be
a violent resurgence in the Dark Lord’s name — though she doubted it would happen so soon
— as well as more general plans to meet up, if possible.

It was still with an uneasy feeling that she boarded the Hogwarts Express the next morning,
and sat with Daphne, Theodore, Gwen and Robin. The weather could not have been more
different to the downpour in which they arrived last September — instead, it was bright and
sunny, summer air warm against the mass of black robes.

“My mother wrote to me this morning,” Daphne told them as the train rushed through the
mountain glens. “And Astoria. She wants us to go to France for the summer, so I’ll only see



you all on Merlin’s Day. Grandmother’s hosting again and she’ll be furious as ever if we miss
it.”

A frown creased Theodore’s brow as he glanced to Daphne, then Aurora, who nodded in
understanding. The Greengrasses had been known to be neutral in the last war, despite some
of their house sharing rather openly in the same ideology which the Dark Lord and his
supporters had espoused. It hadn’t made them particularly popular, and while most had
welcomed them back into society — they had little choice, with the way things turned — it
was clear that Daphne’s parents were unnerved by the possibility of the Dark Lord knocking
on their door again. This time, it would be even more difficult to refuse.

“I don’t know where I’ll be this summer,” Theodore said quietly, looking at Aurora, “but I
might go somewhere with my mother, if she’s well. I think she’d like that.”

Aurora nodded, sinking back against her seat and looking idly out of the window. Merlin’s
Day, she night receive an invitation for, and perhaps more of the key families might invite her
to smaller events, but she felt the Parkinsons’ family gala might be off the table this year.

“I’ll write,” she said, not looking at any of them, but instead focused on Theodore’s shifting
reflection in the glass. “I’m sure we’ll find ourselves seeing each other at some point.”

“Yeah,” Robin said, not sounding like he believed a word of it. In truth, it was unlikely any of
them would get to see the Oliphants — at least if she visited Gwen, no one would be around
to gossip. But Aurora doubted she would see any of her friends, outside of the designated
social events. Even though Theo and Daphne held no sympathy for the Dark Lord, she would
not be able to protect them from it, or herself from the shadow cast by him onto their
families.

Unless there was a way to protect them, she thought. But there was little she could do right
now, even as Lady Black. She had to find a place in the Assembly, in politics, safeguard
herself while trying not to draw attention or scorn from the Dark Lord’s side.

Her mind drifted back to Dumbledore’s offer. It would be most unexpected for her to open
her door to the Order, which when she thought about it, was possibly a part of the reason
Dumbledore had thought it such a good idea. The Order was a secret society. No one need
know of her involvement, but this way she had personal protection, and something to offer
prospective personal allies — a connection with Dumbledore, and the protection of the only
wizard the Dark Lord had ever been truly afraid of.

She would still negotiate, of course. He had to offer her more than he thought he was already.
But, she considered, staring out the window, she would never have protection from the Dark
Lord or his supporters. Not unless she joined them, and she doubted they would want her —
only her name. She was Aurora first, she thought, something which she rarely let herself
consider.

“It’s only for two months,” she said as she turned. “Then we’ll be back at Hogwarts.
Relatively safer.” She hoped. She wasn’t sure how safe she really felt Hogwarts to be
anymore.



Theodore smiled sadly at her. “How’s the shoulder holding up?”

She blinked, surprised at the question, but grateful for it, that he had both caught onto what
she was worrying about and changed the subject from that even greater worry. “It’ll heal,”
she told him, “I’ll be good as new by September and perfectly prepared for Quidditch.”

“Good,” Robin said, grinning over at her. “I don’t care about Harry Potter, we need to thrash
Gryffindor.”

“I certainly hope that we will,” Aurora laughed. “As long as our new Beaters and Keeper are
up to scratch. Either Cassius or Graham will be captain, and we make a good team as
Chasers. Cassius is a better tactical leader, but Graham might be better at keeping the new
recruits in line.”

“Are they holding trials this time?” Gwen asked. “Or is it invitation only again?”

Aurora shrugged. “I don’t know. I know my spot’s guaranteed by either captain. Cassius
might have trials, Graham might have a list prepared of candidates already.”

Robin nodded thoughtfully, and glanced at Theodore. “We’ll try out if we can, won’t we,
Theo?”

Theodore grimaced. “Sure. In our O.W.L. year, our priority must be Quidditch.”

“It doesn’t have to be a priority,” Aurora sighed, “but if you’re good, you should give it a go.
Have some house pride. Merlin knows we need someone smarter than Derrick and Bole on
the team. And Bletchley too for that matter.”

Daphne laughed, and Theodore conceded her point with a grin and a low, “Maybe,” before
the conversation turned to the question of their O.W.L. prospects and the issue of prefectship
next term. Personally, Aurora was confident in all her subjects, except Herbology and Care of
Magical Creatures, and imagined she would be a candidate for prefect. But it did depend on
the level of input Dumbledore had, over Snape’s. Even so, she thought she was certainly up
high on the list of potential prefects, just as Theodore was. She could see them making a
good team, and it seemed he thought so too, when he grinned at her and whispered in her ear,
“I look forward to working with you, Black.”

She rolled her eyes, suppressing a smile. “Don’t count your chickens, Nott.”

“Do you not have faith in me?” She glanced at the other three, and allowed herself a small
smile when she looked back to Theodore.

“Of course I do. But maybe if you agree to Quidditch tryouts, I might have a bit more.”

His eyes lit up as he started to laugh, and Aurora couldn’t stop herself from smiling back. At
least for this journey she could pretend everything was alright with the world. She could
allow herself the luxury of laughing with her friend, in a sun-filled carriage, as if she was
truly happy.



After lunch, she and Theodore headed further down the train towards the carriage where
Draco and Pansy were sat, with Vincent, Greg, Blaise, Lucille, and Millicent. It was rather a
squeeze to get in, and from the looks that passed over her, Aurora got the distinct, creeping
feeling that she wasn’t really welcomed. Draco and Pansy spoke to her as usual, but Millie
was visibly uncomfortable and while Aurora didn’t know if it was her imagination or not, she
felt certain that there was something wrong. It didn’t take much to figure out what, but she
hated that she could feel it affecting her already.

Her friends were careful with their words, too. They spoke not of their families, but of Cedric
Diggory’s victory party — which she had of course, not been able to attend — and the exam
results which had just been released that morning, something which she knew none of them
were really bothered about, other than perhaps Draco, and herself and Theodore.

Leaving was almost a relief. She stepped out of the carriage as they neared the south, going in
search of better conversation and a carriage where she didn’t feel so stifled. Nothing was
certain yet, but from the air of conversation, it certainly didn’t seem to her like Fudge and his
Ministry were going to move. If they had, they would have already done it.

But she knew that the Assembly confirmation was to take place next month, anyway. The
forty-nine elected delegates would be chosen by their constituents, to represent their parties
and people in the Assembly. Once it sat, the new assembly would have to confirm the
Minister, or deny him, in which case a new Minister would be chosen. The confirmation
could be set in motion at any time, though it always had to happen after a new election.

Perhaps Fudge worried that if he did make a move and admit the Dark Lord’s return — with
Potter lacking credibility and Barty Crouch apparently now refusing or unable to give a
statement — he would take the blame. For a strong leader, the promise of war victory might
mean popularity at elections, but as the other side had yet to launch a real attack on the public
or government, it seemed Fudge would play it down, at least until he was secure. After all, he
had to know that if he were to go to war, he would be declaring war on those who had funded
his Ministry all these years.

The strategy, she felt, was deeply flawed, but if it was the case, she felt she could understand
it, just a little. If she was in his position, she thought, perhaps she would be tentative to shake
things up, too.

“Aurora?” a voice called along the corridor to break her out of her thoughts, and she turned
sharply to see Cassius and Graham, striding towards her.

Seeing Cassius still made her slightly uncertain, but she smiled at him as best she could.
“Hello, you two. Come to do the rounds?”

“Wanted to check in on our favourite little Chaser,” Graham said, ruffling her hair as he came
closer. She glared up at him, which only made him laugh. The effect was rather lost on
someone twice her size and almost a foot taller than her.

“I wanted to check in on you,” Cassius corrected, “Graham’s words were ‘bloody hell, should
we make sure Black’s shoulder’s going to be alright for Quidditch next term?”



Despite herself, she laughed. “It should be, if Madam Pomfrey has anything to do with it.
Really, it feels mostly fine now. You saw me flying yesterday anyway.”

“Yeah, but we haven’t tried you with a Quaffle yet,” Graham said, rolling his eyes as though
that were obvious, while Cassius grinned. His smile was directed at Aurora, but she was
surprised and somewhat pleased with herself to find that she no longer felt those disarming
flutters at his gaze.

“I’ll be perfectly fine, Montague. I’m more worried about you, after that truly awful dive
yesterday.”

“The sun was in my eyes,” he grumbled.

“It was a bit cloudy for that excuse, mate,” Cassius laughed. “Might have to replace you.”

“Y’wouldn’t dare,” Graham said.

Aurora and Cassius exchanged a grin. “We would,” she said, flicking her hair. “Do not doubt
us.”

With a glance back to Cassius, Aurora found herself surprisingly at ease. The tension and
uncertainty that had surrounded them had evaporated, and it was a relief. As much as she
liked Cassius, and always had, she wasn’t sure that romantic feelings were something she
could even deal with right now. She felt, rather, that she would be perfectly happy never to
have to feel them again, and deal with all the confusing consequences.

When they disbanded, with promises to write and organise summer training, Aurora went
back along the carriage, and saw a cluster of people around one compartment door. Even
from a distance, she could make out Vincent and Greg, towering a distance apart, presumably
with Draco in the middle of them. She debated, for a second, turning back and joining Leah
MacMillan, Apollo Jones, and Lewis Stebbins, whom she had spotted a few compartments
back, but she told herself that whatever unease she had felt earlier, it should not affect her
cousin.

“Trying not to think about it, are we?” Draco said softly to whoever was inside, oblivious to
her approach. “Trying to forget it ever happened?”

A muffled voice inside the compartment, but it was blunt, and sounded like Potter. Something
sank inside of Aurora.

“You’ve picked the losing side, Potter! I warned you! Didn’t I say that you ought to choose
your company more carefully, remember? When we met on the train, first day of Hogwarts, I
told you not to hang around with riff-raff like that! Too late now, Potter! They’ll be the first to
go, now the Dark Lord’s back!” Cold washed over her, sickening. “Mudbloods and Muggle
lovers first! Do you want Granger to end up like your mo—”

Aurora didn’t know what happened next, only that spell fire burst from the compartment and
the other side of the corridor, and she had to flatten herself against a wall to avoid it. Her
heart was pounding, not from that but from what Draco had said.



Mudbloods and Muggle lovers first.

Nausea rose in her throat. Draco had never said such things so plainly, not to her, not that she
could or wanted to remember.

Now her cousin was on the floor, unconscious, and she herself too stunned and hurt to move,
as the Weasley twins walked over to her.

“Alright there, Black?” one of them said loudly, and Potter immediately poked his head out
of his compartment. “I hope we don’t need to stun you, too.”

She could hardly formulate an answer, staring at Draco. “Don’t — don’t just leave him
there,” she said, her voice betraying how shaken she was. They were just words, yes — but
they were words that she didn’t want to hear, least of all from her cousin. He wouldn’t have
said it if he knew she had been listening, she was sure. But he had said it, and she had been.

“Put him in an empty compartment,” she told one Weasley, as Potter came over to her, a
frown on his face that appeared almost concerned. Had it been a more opportune moment,
and she had felt less sick, she might have laughed at the expression being directed at her.

As it was, she let him ask, “How much did you hear of that?”

She shook her head, swallowed tightly. “Enough. If you’ll excuse me, I must return to my
friends.”

“Aurora,” Potter said as she turned, “you can sit with us.”

She blinked in surprise. Tried not to stare, at the absurdity of that statement. No, she very
well could not, even if he was offering.

“We’ve only got a little while left anyway,” he went on, “come on in. I promise I’ll
rennervate Malfoy. Well.” He paused. “Hermione will.”

She tutted and rolled her eyes. “I suppose my father will be pleased to see me making nice
with the darling godbrother.”

Potter grinned cockily and tugged her inside his compartment. Ron Weasley gave her a funny
look, but seemed to grudgingly accept her presence, and Granger seemed, if anything, excited
to see her.

As the Weasleys and Granger started up a game of Exploding Snap, Aurora sank against the
seat, feeling out of place as she folded her hands in her lap, until Potter said quietly, “Listen, I
know you like Malfoy, but don’t tell me off for hexing him after what he was saying. He was
about to say my mother, and he knows Voldemort’s—”

“I know what he said,” Aurora said calmly, trying to come back to herself. “I told you, I
heard. But he didn’t mean it.” Even as the words left her mouth, she knew them to be a lie.
“He wouldn’t say it if he knew I was there.”

Potter shrugged, something cold in his eyes.



“But he said it.”

“Yes.” That cold feeling trickled through her stomach. “He did. Even knowing that I...”

She blinked, as though trying to squeeze the thought out of her head. Saying such things to
Potter, about Draco, felt wrong. Even if what Draco had said to him was also wrong.

“I told you who was there,” Potter said lowly. “I know you don’t want to bring it up, but... If
you’re unsafe there, in the common room, tell someone.”

She stared at him. “Why?”

“Because you shouldn’t be.”

“Draco wouldn’t hurt me. I feel perfectly safe around my own cousin, thank you very much,
Potter.”

“I know that, I’m not trying to say he would, but just — I’m trying to... Say, that if you need
somewhere to go, find us.”

“Why?” Aurora asked again, baffled by the conversation which seemed to mean more to him
than it did to her.

“Like you said,” he said with a shrug. “Play nice with the darling godsister. What are brothers
for?”

“You’re not my brother.”

Potter gave a strange sort of grin, like a laugh was trying to make its way to the surface, but
was being blocked. “I know. Just saying. You’re not that bad as a godsister.”

She scoffed, but the words were surprisingly pleasant to hear. If only, she told herself,
because her father would be glad to hear them repeated. “Thank you, Potter. And likewise —
you’ll be safe with your Gryffindors, but if you need anything this summer, I know where
you are, and you know where to send my owl.”

She stood, as the train slowed towards King’s Cross Station. “See to it that Draco, Vincent
and Greg are all revived. I’ll see you on the platform — my father will be waiting to see you,
too.”

She let that sink in to Potter’s delighted expression as she closed the door, headed back to
Gwen, Daphne and Robin. They had been rejoined by Theodore, and also by Leah
MacMillan, and Aurora decisively failed to mention anything about Draco and what he had
said. It didn’t sit well with her at all, but this was her cousin. The most important person in
her family, in her life, the only constant feature she had.

It was an isolated incident, she told herself. Draco was showing off, because he was worried
about his father this summer. Nothing more, she thought.

But she was lying to herself.



Aurora was one of the last to leave their compartment on the train, lingering behind with
Theodore, who looked just as anxious.

She smiled shyly at him, trying to give off an encouraging look. “My siblings are all out there
already,” he said, staring out the corner of the window. “My mother isn’t.”

“I’m sure she’s alright.”

Theodore frowned. “I know.” He turned to her, concern etched in his features. “Your father’s
waiting for you.”

“I know,” Aurora repeated, “I just want a moment, before I go out and have to confront...
Everything.”

“Yeah.” A small, sad smile quirked up Theodore’s lips. “Me too.”

She waited, hesitant, before managing to speak. “Find time to write to me, alright? I hope
your mother’s okay.”

“It’s not just her I’m worried about,” he admitted. “I mean, of course, I am worried about her.
Especially since she isn’t even here. But I’m worried about my siblings, too, being stuck
around my grandfather. I'll have to try and convince them to come with me and mum.”

Aurora nodded. “Good.”

Then, they both turned to the door, heading out together. “Be safe,” Theodore told her, and
she raised her eyebrows.

“Really? You’re telling me to be safe, Nott?”

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t be insulted, Black.”

“Hardly,” she scoffed, then smiled at him. “You be safe, too, Theo. I’ll see you in
September.”

Easy, warm quiet fell between them as they walked, and Theodore let Aurora off the train
first, lingering at the end of the carriage until she was gone and he could head towards his
grandfather without worrying about being questioned. Aurora found her own father with
ease. He stood with Dora, whose hair was a bright violet colour, and had most certainly
added a few inches to her height for the occasion.

Her dad pulled her into a tight hug once she reached him, setting down her cat cage and
trunk. His arms wrapped warmly around her shoulders, as he held her to him. “Where did
you get to?” he asked. “You must be the last off the train.”

“Second last,” she said, as her dad kissed her forehead. “Theodore and I wanted to wait a
minute.”

“Theodore?”



She declined to add the Nott, instead saying, “My housemate. He’s a bit anxious about going
back to his family for the summer.”

Her father nodded, understanding in his eyes as she stepped back. “Do you think he’ll be
alright?”

Aurora changed a glance over her shoulder to see Theodore had been swallowed by the
crowd. “He’ll be safe. It’s complicated — for everyone.”

She was made vaguely aware of Potter looking at her, distracted from his conversation with
Dora. No doubt he was thinking about what Draco had said, and that night in the graveyard.
He knew who Theodore was too, but Aurora met his gaze and defied him to say anything
against him.

Taking in a sigh, Aurora picked up her trunk and moved to embrace Dora for a short moment,
before turning towards the exit of the platform. “Shall we go? Are Potter’s aunt and uncle
waiting for him?” Her father still had a questioning look in his eye, but she sent him back a
look that indicated they would talk later.

Potter groaned. “You know, Sirius, I really don’t think they’d care if I just didn’t show up.
They’d probably throw a party.”

Her father growled. “And that is precisely why I want to turn around right now and take you
home with me. But that’s kidnapping, apparently.”

“You’re my godfather! And I want to go!”

“I know.” Her father’s face fell. “Dumbledore insists you have to go, to renew the protection
in your blood. One week, maybe two. I’ll visit whenever I can, and so will Aurora.”

She tried not to show her protestation on her face at that declaration. “If they lay a finger on
you, give you any hassle, I’ll be there like that.” He clicked his fingers and Potter grinned
reluctantly. “And remember,” he said as they approached the gateway to the Muggle station,
“you are so, so loved, Harry.” Aurora looked away uncomfortably, feeling like she was
intruding. “I’ll get you out of there as soon as it’s safe to do so, and we know that
Voldemort’s forces aren’t going to be able to find us. Alright?”

Potter pulled a face, but nodded. “Alright.”

She could see in his face that it really wasn’t alright, and her father knew it too. “Bloody
Dumbledore,” he muttered under his breath, and clutched Potter’s shoulder like he truly was
intending on turning around and running off with him. But Dora nudged them forward.

“I am an Auror, remember,” she said, “please, no kidnap attempts in front of me. I hate
paperwork.”

Potter laughed, and leaned against Aurora’s father, as they passed through the barrier between
platforms.



She recognised his family immediately, noticeably Muggle, Petunia with her hideous floral
dress and outdated hairstyle, Vernon in a large suit. The boy was a surprise, more muscly than
she remembered, but still with a rather thuggish look about him, like he would beat up any
one of the little first years leaving the platform right now. She glared at him and he stared
back, eyes darting between herself and Potter, who cottoned onto this and grinned.

“Hey,” he called over, “you remember my godfather, right? And this is Aurora. My sister.”

Dudley sneered. “Don’t know how she can stand you.”

“I don’t,” she said lightly, so that only Dora, her father, and Potter could hear. Her father
frowned, but Potter seemed almost amused.

“Come on then,” Vernon said, clapping Potter on the shoulder, in something which was
possibly intended to come across as familial but instead looked more like he was trying to
break his shoulder. “Better get you home.”

“Not so fast,” Aurora’s father said, and he and Dora slipped away, the latter looking very
unamused by the Dursleys’ attitudes.

Aurora and Potter lingered by the edge of platform ten, quiet, until she cleared her throat.
“You did revive Draco, didn’t you?”

Potter nodded. “Well, like I said. Hermione did. Fred and George helped but I figured me and
Ron might have made things worse.”

“You truly are awful,” she agreed, though only halfheartedly. After all, Potter had — to her
annoyance — just come top of their Defense class for the second year in a row, not to
mention having won the Duelling Club championship.

It was to her surprise that Dudley Dursley sidled up to them, looking as out of place as
Aurora felt — she had put on Muggle clothes since she would be leaving the station this way,
and it was a strange feeling, her legs wrapped in tight blue denim jeans. “You’re the — you
know, then,” he said, and Aurora blinked.

“Am I?”

He nodded furtively. “You’re another one of... them.”

“He means you’re a witch,” Potter said, and both of them shushed him urgently.

“Honestly, we’re around Muggles, at least keep your voice down—”

“You can’t say that word, Dad’d kill you if he wasn’t—”

“Well, she is,” Potter snapped.

Dudley stared at her then shrugged. “Don’t look much like one.”



“Well, I am trying to blend in,” Aurora drawled, “I’m sure people would have a few
questions, were I to turn up in emerald robes and a pointy hat.”

Potter snorted, while Dudley went crimson, and glared between them both. “You even have
the same shit jokes,” he muttered, sticking his hands in his pockets. He turned a glare on
Potter. “You’d best be careful this summer. I’m Junior South-East Heavyweight Boxing
Champ now.”

“I’m terrified,” Potter said drily, and Aurora bit back a smile when he grinned at her.

“I’m sure you wouldn’t intend that as a threat,” she said, fingers itching for the wand in her
bag. “Would you?”

Dudley scowled, and they were spared his retort by his mother calling him over, her eyes
shining with fear when she saw them both talking to him. Pathetic, Aurora thought, as she
sauntered over and rejoined her father and Dora.

“We’ll see you soon, Potter,” she told him.

“Look after yourself,” she heard her father murmur, hugging him once more. “And Petunia?
Anything happens — I’ll know about it. Trust me.”

With that, Petunia paled and Vernon went red and Dudley’s eyes went wide. Potter grinned
appreciatively at his godfather, and then, sun shining above them, they went their separate
ways.
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Will and Way

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

That summer started hot and only got hotter. Three days in, the heat was already suffocating,
and the windows of every house thrown wide to try and entice a breeze that simply would not
come. Very few had any proper air conditioning, and so wizards and muggles alike took to
paper fans to cool themselves with, generating a breeze only of warm air which hardly did a
thing to help.

Aurora, however, had the sea.

She had come back to Black Manor for the day, a difficult decision. After what had happened
at Easter, her father and the Tonkses were loathe to let her anywhere near the place. But she
felt she had to come back. There was still so much left for her to uncover and interrogate, and
hiding from her own home and family would not help.

Her father had still insisted on coming with her. He was a ways further down the beach now,
though keeping an eye on her; Aurora had spent the morning perusing the manor’s library,
investigating protective enchantments and digging out the inventory of family jewels and
heirlooms. It was a long list, and many of its parts were scattered across the estate, and the
Gringotts vaults. Hardly light summer reading, but necessary, she was sure, once she found
the ring. And if she was going to open Grimmauld to anybody, she knew she would have to
ensure that she could keep track of everything properly.

The inventory was now to one side, while Aurora sat in the small beach at the edge of the
grounds. There were surely muggles nearby, but with all the ancient enchantments in the air,
it felt like there was no one around for miles, but her and her father. It was peaceful, in a way
that she realised she hadn’t felt for some time. This was her chance to be alone, to recuperate
and recollect her thoughts as she skimmed through cursebreaking guides for information,
making notes while humming Weird Sisters music as the sun beat on her light summer robes
and the sea breeze and light sprinkling of crashing waves cooled her.

Seclusion was reassuring, somehow, or perhaps it was merely the familiarity of the location.
She told herself that it did not matter what Callidora had told her back in February — this
was her home, it always had been, and whatever Arcturus had at first thought, she had to
assure herself of his love for her. She was Lady Black, after all, no one else. It was noted
explicitly in his will that the title and power go directly to her, that she had the power to
appoint any future heirs of her own and hand power to their bloodlines.

Even so, there was too much to be done for her to revel in the sea breeze. Just as she turned
the page to methods of arithmantic enchantment unravelling, there was a loud crack and she
glanced up to see Kreacher hobbling over the sand towards her. Aurora slipped a bookmark
in and snapped the book shut, sitting up straight as her house elf sank into a low bow.



“Mistress,” Kreacher croaked, looking around the beach in awe. It had been years since he
had last been here, either. “Kreacher was told to summon Lady Aurora.” He wrung his hands
together, and she narrowed her eyes in suspicion.

“Told by whom?”

“The portrait of the late Mistress,” he said, referring to her grandmother. Her father started
making his way along the sand to them, eyes narrowed. "She has been distressed, very
stressed, since house elf Tippy says that the house will have visitors.”

Aurora winced. She didn’t even know for certain yet, and had hoped to speak with the
portrait on her own terms. “Tell the late Mistress that I will explain to her later, should such a
thing transpire.” She would have to find some way to reason with and appease the portrait.
Yet another reason, she thought as she flicked her eyes back up to the grand manor, that she
needed to speak with her great-grandfather. “Tell her the Lady of the House has reasons for
everything.”

Kreacher looked like he was trying to hold back a snarl, but nodded shakily. “Yes, Mistress.
Of course, Mistress. Kreacher has news of Gringotts too, Mistress. The Ministry of Magic
has asked that the accounts be investigated.”

Her blood went cold. “Did they say why? Why did I not receive the owl?”

“Ministry addressed to the Black family,” Kreacher said with a sneer. “Not the Lady. They
wants to know Lady Aurora’s connections to the Potter boy.”

“Harry Potter?” Her head whirled. Did they think that she had taken money from him for
something, or the reverse? Fudge still seemed adamant that Harry had been lying about the
Dark Lord’s return. Could it be that he wished to reach Potter through her, or to tear holes in
whatever Alliance he might believe them to have?

She looked to her father as he stilled beside her. He said, "Investigative Jurisdiction Act.
They need an adequate reason and substantial corroborating evidence of a crime. They've no
reason to bother us, Aurora."

Relieved, she nodded. "Thanks. Kreacher, do you know if they've accused Potter of
anything?"

Kreacher shook his head. "Kreacher does not care about the Potter boy."

Fair enough, Aurora thought. "Right. Is that everything? I think we can deal with that quickly
enough." Frowning, she thought to add, “Would you like to come into the house?” His eyes
bulged. “It has been a long time.”

“Kreacher has cleaned,” he mumbled, “Kreacher has been in the manor.”

“Yes,” she said, “but not with me. Come.” Aurora got to her feet, picked up her books and
dusted sand from her robes. Her father frowned, but said nothing. "I may require your
assistance anyway." She glanced at her father. "And if there are to be any changes to our



situation, then I will require your help in ensuring the House of Black maintains its power
and legacy while adapting to the needs of our time. This may be key to our longevity.”

Kreacher made a face. “Kreacher does not — does not likes the Dark Lord, Mistress.
Kreacher has heard the stories about his return and Kreacher does not like it.”

“Nor do I,” Aurora told him drily. “Which is why I am trying to do what I can to ensure our
safety in the face of the threat he poses. By whatever means. It is a complicated matter,” she
admitted. “And I would order of you that the details of this conversation are not discussed
with anyone except myself, unless given my explicit permission to do so.”

Kreacher nodded as they began to walk, Aurora keeping slow on the walk up the sands and
the long grass banks, where the expansive grounds and the manor awaited them up the hill.
Over the other side was a thick swathe of trees, but to east and west, the family grounds went
on and on, rolling over meadows which covered old gold and salt mines.

“I am very much aware of the threat posed to me because of my blood status,” Aurora told
Kreacher as they entered the house. Her father, behind her, pretended not to take interest in
the portraits and paintings around them, or the antique vases and table decorations. "Even
from those who bear Black blood. But I am Lady Black, and I must be the one to uphold our
family. The Dark Lord and most of his followers would have me dead. Certainly, Bellatrix
Lestrange would.” At her name, Kreacher gave a strange, strangled sound.

“Mistress speaks ill of Mistress Bella—”

“She is not your Mistress,” Aurora told Kreacher warningly., as her father tensed behind her.
"Please do not treat her or speak of her as such.” When he did not say anything more, Aurora
continued. “Albus Dumbledore offers me protection, but the nature of the services I would
give ensure their secrecy. Therefore, I do not naturally declare a loyalty, while still having his
loyalty to me, due to the need to uphold his base and his secrecy. It is not ideal, and so many
precautions need to be taken to safeguard heirlooms — which is where you come in,
Kreacher — but right now it feels like the best decision. I can ensure my own safety, and
allyship with someone, since the other side would never take me, and I know that I do not
want them, too. Dumbledore has offered me protection and information. It is not a decision I
take lightly," she told him, "but... It is a choice that I must consider, for my own good and that
of the family. It may not be what anybody else would have chosen before me, but..." She took
in a deep breath, staring straight ahead towards the open doors. "I am the only person who
can make that choice. And I feel that I must. This way, I can have an extra insight into the
developing situation by virtue of my position. I hold more power than I would otherwise.”

Kreacher nodded along, though he still appeared displeased. Not that that was any particular
surprise.

Her father came to her side and whispered, "That sounded awfully rehearsed."

"I've been convincing myself," she said back in a brittle voice. "And I'm sure I'll need to
convince others, too."



They turned right and at the doors to the portrait gallery, Aurora halted. She still had to steel
herself for this, afraid of what she might hear but not be told.

She took in a short, nervous breath while Kreacher glanced up at her, eyes wide, waiting for a
reaction she didn’t know how to give. Aurora braced herself, laid a hand on the cool brass
handle, and opened the door with a long creaking sound which made Kreacher wince.

The air of the gallery was cool as always, and though she was sure she had heard whispers on
the other side, they died down as soon as they entered, her heeled boots clicking on the
marble floor. Her father was silent behind her.

"There she is," came Arcturus' voice from down the long hall, warm with familial
recognition, "my heir."

"She brings the elf," said another portrait importantly. Kreacher, trembling with excitement at
her side, stared around with reverent eyes. "And her father. How curious."

"I told you she'd be back," came the voice of Phineas Nigellus, as Aurora continued towards
her great-grandfather. "Dreadful duel she got herself into, Arcturus. I've said for years that
school needs to manage its security better."

"You have told us this already," Arcturus said placidly, "at least a dozen times in the past
week." There was a glimmer of a smile on his face as he looked at Aurora. She bowed her
head when she reached him, and clasped her hands.

"Phineas has told me rather a lot recently," Arcturus said. His gaze flickered to his right,
where the family portraits stood. Bellatrix was not among them, being from a more distant
branch of the family than held this manor, but the portrait of Aurora's father and uncle and
grandparents was. She was sure her father — the taller of the two boys, about twelve years
old and clearly itching to get out of the frame — grinned at her, and his older self, who was
staring around in a sort of familiar awe. "Is it true you are entertaining an alliance with Albus
Dumbledore?"

"The Dark Lord has returned," Aurora said, for it seemed the best way to get it over with.

There was a moment of silent before one of the ladies on the left wall let out a scoff and said,
"Dark Lord? Child, you will have to be more specific than that."

Aurora clenched her jaw, stomach turning with the weight of expectation. The name came to
the tip of her tongue and she forced herself, against instinct, to say, "The one who calls
himself... Voldemort."

Even saying it felt wrong. There was no real taboo enchantment on it, but having had the
name be so avoided for years, and knowing the weight it held socially, made her tremble with
nerves when she spoke. Her father put a hand gently on her shoulder. She swallowed the bile
that rose in her throat and went on hastily, "I need to protect myself. I need to know what
really happened to me the night the mother died. I'm not... I'm not giving anything up. I'm not
promising myself to anyone. But I have to consider the family as it is now."



Arcturus raised his eyebrows. "Well, you are Lady Black."

Her stomach turned. It was hardly a ringing endorsement, but it wasn't a disagreement either.
And yet, Aurora had rather wanted some advice.

"You don't think I'm doing the wrong thing? Again, I haven't made up my mind, but,
hypothetically."

"Hypothetically." Arcturus tilted his head. Beside her, Aurora's father tensed. "You speak of
protection. For yourself, and the rest of the family."

She swallowed tightly, feeling dozens of pairs of eyes upon her, questioning what her
definition of family ought to be, and how she dared to speak of it. "Yes. For my father, for my
cousins — Andromeda and Ted and Nymphadora. And for Elise Black." Arcturus' brow
furrowed. "She is the granddaughter of your cousin, Marius."

"The squib?" Phineas' voice rang out sharply. "I thought we killed him!"

Her stomach turned again, and Phineas' words hit her, cold. Her father took in a sharp breath,
but when she glanced over at him he showed little of the surprise that she felt. Instead he
looked almost resigned, or as if his suspicions had been confirmed. "Sorry?"

"Phineas—"

"Cygnus was adamant about it," he went on, "weren't you — oh, the sly thing's slipped from
his painting. He said the boy was dead, he was desperate to get rid of him." For a moment,
Aurora forgot how to speak. They had meant to kill Marius. Of course they had. It could
hardly be a surprise, and yet, it wasn't something that she had truly allowed herself to
consider before. Of course, the family that had raised Bellatrix Lestrange, who had wanted to
kill Aurora's mother simply for being a muggleborn and daring to have a child of the Black
family, would want to rid themselves of a squib born to them. They hadn't merely lied about
his death as a coverup — they truly had meant for him to die.

But she stared around the portraits on the walls, all of them shifty and uncertain of what to
say, all of them looking to her for guidance on what their stance should be, and felt yet
another piece of her worldview chipped away at and destroyed.

"Cygnus couldn't stand the shame of a squib. He came to me, to ask what to do."

"Well, he didn't kill him," Aurora said, trying to keep her voice even. "And a good thing, too.
He's a very kind man, and I think highly of his granddaughter. She may well be the future of
this family, given the situation we are in, and I will prepare her for that and protect—"

"You cannot think of making her your heir."

This was the voice of Elladora on the left; a great-great aunt, severe even in her late teens
painted with her parents and brother.

"I may have little choice—"



"But she is born of muggles!" Phineas' voice screeched. "She is not fit—"

"She is eleven," Aurora's father interjected, fury in his voice. "And perfectly lovely."

"No one asked your opinion," said Phineas Nigellus, and her father's expression turned
mutinous.

"Father," Aurora began lowly, "perhaps you and Kreacher might like to go outside... Maybe
look at the library?"

"No," he said, "no, I think I'd rather like to hear what our family has to say."

"I'm not sure that's a good idea."

"No? I think it'll make for a riveting conversation."

"Dad..."

"There is no point in arguing with him." That familiar voice came from the left. Aurora
turned sharply, seeing that her grandmother had returned to the frame with the family portrait.
Her expression was one of disgust as she looked at her son. "He has never backed down from
an argument, girl."

"I'm not sure that's—"

"Too stubborn for his own good."

"Quite unlike my cow of a—"

"Father!" She turned again, frustration surging. "Both of you, enough, this is unproductive.
All of you, actually — petty sniping will do nothing for the future of the house of Black, nor
will prejudice, and I cannot stand it. If I need to, then I can make Elise Black fit. Would you
rather I name the person who would most want me dead? Do you think I should present my
would-be murderer with an extra motive?"

Those words quelled her father, reminding him again of the threat of Bellatrix Lestrange.
Quiet rang through the hall. Aurora turned back to the portrait of Arcturus, but the anger that
had flared in her at everyone else's reactions seemed to lessen her need for approval. Advice,
yes, but the bile and hatred in everyone else's voices reminded her that she did not want to
bow to the ideology that had hurt Marius in the first place. Truly, she felt that she could not
bow to it.

"If you think I have a better choice," she said, addressing her great-grandfather now, "please,
tell me. I do want your advice."

Phineas made a disgruntled noise and slid from his frame. Arcturus clicked his tongue.

"I would never have allied with Albus Dumbledore," he admitted, which Aurora knew
anyway. "My own political allies have always been very opposed to him."



"They rejected me."

"Did they? Or did you merely assume that they would?"

Aurora blinked. "What do you mean?"

"Aurora, dear, I cultivated those alliances for a reason. Because I knew that they — Malfoy
and Nott and Carrow and Avery and Parkinson — would follow their instinct of rejection
otherwise. I needed to give you the best chance of ingratiating yourself to them. I did not
have enough time, I admit that. But I always sought to protect you.

"You were always rather caught in your own mind, as a child. I do not deny that the likes of
Abraxas Malfoy and Albert Nott might not treat you kindly. And I am sorry for it. I do wish
that you had managed to keep them on side, that I had been able to live long enough to keep
you secure, and that I could protect you now.

"But the past is our undoing and we cannot change it. The thing about our family is, we
endure. If this is the way... It is not the path I wanted or would have chosen, but sometimes
that less desired path is the one we must take, to survive.

"I would, however, recommend caution. Do not throw your lot in with Dumbledore and
alienate others, or ruin your chance of surviving the backlash if it all goes wrong."

"I wouldn't," she said clearly. "I don't intend to make this public knowledge. Fudge dislikes
him now, though — Dumbledore." Arcturus raised his eyebrows curiously. "The political
atmosphere is changing, and the election is almost upon us and I'm still not sure where public
opinion will fall. Perhaps that will guide me, politically, for a while." He nodded in
agreement. "But Fudge won't do anything about the Dark Lord. He won't fight. So trying to
keep to his agenda and his views, won't get me anywhere. He won't protect any of us, so it's
Dumbledore or nothing."

Arcturus let out the sigh of a man who had seen almost a century of political turmoil and still
managed to be disappointed. "How is the best case scenario Albus Dumbledore?"

Aurora's lips quirked into a smile. "I ask myself this daily."

"Be careful," Arcturus managed to say. He was looking at her father, too. "Keep your cards
close to your chest, please. Do not do anything for free."

"I never do," she said. "I am getting something out of it. Dumbledore is a great wizard, no
one can deny. He's going to tutor me, personally, and he's going to help me. I spoke to you
some time ago about a blood curse. I believe Dumbledore has information which may help
me to discern its origins, and to heal from it."

A deathly silence fell. The words blood curse rang in her ears. To her right, Lord Castor
started, "The House of Black—"

"The House of Black is Lady Black," Arcturus snapped, before their ancestor could say
anything cruel. Her father straightened, and Aurora saw for a moment, a flicker of agreement,



or of relief. "Without Aurora, this family falls. Without Aurora, our past is nothing. Lady
Black must protect herself."

"Lady Black should not need to! She should be able to fight better. Or at least have a husband
to do the fighting for her."

Anger seethed inside of Aurora and she whirled around to face the portrait of Castor, who
had spoken. "There are more ways to fight than with brawn and stupidity, flinging hexes
about and taking a sow's ear off."

Castor, who had indeed cut the ear off his prize sow with a wayward hex in his youth, pursed
his lips. "I am only saying what we all know and what the rest of the world does, too."

"I will marry when I want to," she said, "but I am still over a year from being of age so I'm
afraid you'll have to wait."

"They never should have changed the law—"

"I can make my own decisions," Aurora said firmly, aggravated by the whispers in the room,
and frankly insulted. "And I will. In this context, in my situation, my allies are limited.
Merlin's Day is in just over a week, and I will take the opportunity to improve my political
standing, and see how the election pans out. But I..." She swallowed tightly, hating to voice
her desperation and need for help. "I shall make my decision. Thank you for showing me that
I do not want you to make it for me."

Phineas Nigellus muttered something about disrespect, though whether it was aimed at her or
Castor, she did not know. She did not particularly care, either.

"Arcturus?" she asked. "Might I go to the underchambers again? I feel I have some
unfinished business, and I should like my father's help."

A faint smile graced his features. "As you wish. I hope you find what you are looking for."

She wished she could be so optimistic. Aurora turned to Kreacher, who had been watching
this exchange with a torn expression. She mustered a smile. "If I am to have any guests this
summer,” she said, bending slightly to speak with him, “then Grimmauld Place will need
cleaning. Artefacts and heirlooms will be moved to a more secure location, here. I would be...
honoured,” she told him, choosing her words carefully, “to have your assistance. If there is
anything sentimental to you, from my grandparents or from Regulus, you may be able to
keep it somewhere safe, if you would like.”

Kreacher’s eyes went round and he said slowly, “Anything?”

“Within reason,” she amended. “You would ask me first, of course. I understand such a
change may be difficult for you, moreso than for the other elves, and it may help to ease the
process.”

The elf merely stared at her, hurrying up the stairs behind her. “Thank you, Lady Black,” he
croaked out, and she smiled at the title. “Kreacher — Kreacher would like that.”



“Good,” she told him, feeling both relieved and pleased. If she could only find an adequate
space to move things from Grimmauld Place, between here and Silver House, and perhaps
Carrick, then she might manage to both ingratiate herself to Dumbledore and protect her
inheritance. "You may go now. Start having a look at things you wish to protect. I shall see
you soon."

Kreacher beamed up at her and then Apparate away, disappearing with a crack. A cool breeze
fluttered from the spot he had left, and Aurora straightened up before turning to her father.
"Come on," she told him. "You're allowed to do magic so there's far less chance of falling
down the stairs in the dark. But there might be some spirits. I don't know if he — they'll want
to see you."

Her hasty coverup only made it clearer that she had meant Regulus. Her father's expression
remained mild, though, as he followed her underground, into those shadowed and hallowed
rooms, filled with musty books and dusty ornaments.

"I've never been down here," her father admitted, wrinkling his nose and shivering. "It's..."

"Creepy?"

"Depressing," he clarified. When Aurora glanced over her shoulder, she paused. He was very
pale, and had that unsettling, haunted sort of look in his eye.

"You don't have to be down here," she told him softly, "I'll be alright, if you're uncomfortable.
Really."

"I don't want you to get hurt."

"You don't have to defend—"

"I'm fine," he lied, and she pursed her lips.

"Fine, then. We'll be quick anyway, the lighting's awful to try and read by, and I don't think
I'll find much of consequence."

"What is it you're looking for anyway?"

"I don't know. Just... I feel like I need to find something. To actually feel like I'm doing
something instead of just, sitting around waiting to be attacked. If there's anything relating to
the Transmogrifian Curse specifically, or torture curses... Or how to counteract them. I don't
know, I know Bellatrix never had access here, but maybe Regulus... There's more to this than
I've been told. I just don't know what to do."

"Okay." Her father frowned, staring around with ghostly grey eyes. "Breathe, Aurora."

"I'm fine—"

"Let's both stop saying that, yeah?" She sighed, but remained quiet. "What way do you want
to go?"



"Left," she said immediately, glad to grasp back onto her mental plan. "I didn't get to explore
that way much before. There might be something more practical there — spellbooks or
grimoires or some such things."

But all they found, moving through the underchambers, seemed to be dust. The visit yielded
few immediately relevant results, though Aurora could not resist the book she found written
entirely in runes, or the handwritten journal in dense Latin.

"It might become relevant," she said when her father gave a look of objection. "Or it'll be
interesting anyway."

He shrugged. "Your books, sweetheart."

On the way back out, she felt a presence at her neck again. She could not identify the spirit,
but was sure that Regulus was somewhere, watching, and so she said to her father, "Do you
think your brother left anything down here?"

He seemed startled by the question. He turned and stared at her, eyes bright. "Intentionally?"
She nodded. "I — I don't know. Far as I know he never came down here at all. Anything he'd
left behind, would have been at Grimmauld." He seemed to take her silence for objection, and
insisted, "We'll be able to look into it next time we're there. Dumbledore might be able to
help."

"Maybe," Aurora muttered grudgingly. "I'm not so sure I want him too close to our family's
history, though. He's hopefully going to agree to my terms, not to disrupt anything. And
besides — I want to do this myself. Or at least," she amended, "without needing the help of
outsiders."

As she spoke, a draft picked up again, a cool breeze tickling her ankles. And there was a
tugging at her stomach, drawing her onwards, into a shadowy room decked out in swathes of
— surprisingly well-kept — purple velvet curtains. Her father followed closely behind her,
wand at the ready. "Where's this?"

"I don't know."

The room had little furniture but seemed cluttered by everything else. There was a simple oak
desk and writing chair in the centre, and a long-cold cauldron in the corner, and a single
bookshelf tucked away behind a curtain. Yet books were piled high on the desk, one
precarious stack topped with a brass contraption which was still whirring round and round,
one pearl floating in the centre of it and emitting a high pitched whine every few seconds.
Leafs of paper were scattered across the desk, coated in a thick layer of dust — until the
breeze, with its invisible hand, swept the dust away.

Aurora tried not to smile, for her father's sake — he looked rather disturbed by this show, and
had paled again. "You think he's here, don't you?"

"I know he is," Aurora said, wringing her hands together. "I just want to know why."



The spirit tickled the back of her neck, and then the room fell silent and still. Aurora stepped
forward, footsteps soft on the old stone floors. Her father stood at her back, wand out,
unwielding.

She bent down as she reached the desk and tried to read by the light of her father's wand. "It's
a letter," she whispered, "or an attempt at one. Or..." She frowned as she moved onto the next
paper. "This is a will." Her father's head snapped around. "Regulus's will, I think. Maybe. The
letter looks complete."

"What's the date?" her father asked, voice trembling slightly. "Regulus always dated his
letters. He dated everything. He was meticulous about his record-keeping."

"The letter says the seventeenth of September." Her stomach dropped. "1979." Just shy of
two weeks before she was born. "The will's dated the fourth of November, of the same year."

"Just before he died." Aurora nodded, and picked the two scrolls up carefully. Heavy grey
dust came away on her fingertips. "I don't know why it's stuck down here."

"Do you think Arcturus kept it?"

It was a silly question. Aurora doubted that her great-grandfather would ever leave something
so important lying out on a table. He couldn't have known about it, then.

"I don't know, Aurora," her father said, running a hand through his hair. His gaze seemed to
darte verywheee except from those written scrolls and the truths they might hold, of a brother
he didn't know how to remember. "Seems an odd place to keep them, though."

Aurora nodded. "Do you think I should take them? It's a bit..." Creepy, she wanted to say, but
couldn't. Her father shook his head.

"They're left here. In your house."

"Yes, but they're personal. It feels wrong, somehow, like I'd be disturbing the dead."

He raised his eyebrows. "It's up to you."

Her stomach turned, but she rationalised with herself that it was no different to taking and
reading something of Lord Hydrus'. And she had read plenty of letters and correspondences
of historical figures for class; but this felt too close, too personal, and she wasn't sure how to
reconcile that yet. Never mind the fact that she did not know which version of Regulus she
would find, or if she wanted to find him at all.

But it could help her. She had to be practical. Still, as she took the old parchment, she
whispered under her breath, "Stay happily with your spirit."

A cool breeze struck up again, like hands roaming over her arms. She shivered, and looked
down at the letter, trying to keep her composure as she read the address line and the first
paragraph.



"We should get home," she told her father, "we're to meet the Tonkses for tea, remember, and
then Dumbledore's visiting."

Her hands still trembled around the parchment, and her father gave her a funny look, but
didn't press her further. They would have time to go over this later, but for now, as they
silently made their way out of the room and back upstairs, Aurora was concentrating on
keeping herself together, and trying not to let her mind go into overdrive wondering about
how she could possibly discuss this properly, about what she might find to shatter yet more of
her childhood memories.

"Aurora," her father asked, when they got home and she immediately headed for her own
room, "we are going to discuss this, right?"

She nodded. "I just want to read it first, myself, so I'm more comfo- familiar, with it. And
then I can think about it and be more useful."

"It might help if we dealt with it together from the start. Why don't you want me to help?"

She swallowed, and shook her head. "It's... The letter feels too personal."

"Oh." His expression fell, into a cold neutrality. Uncertainty, and guilt, curled Aurora's
stomach. "I see. You don't think Regulus would want me to read it then, is that it? It's too
close to the family — the family you know, not the one I did."

"No," she defended instantly, cheeks blazing, "it just — you might not like it."

"You think I can't handle—"

"It was addressed to Narcissa Malfoy." The words came out biting, and cold, and she felt sick
as she said them. Her father stared at her blankly. "And I just... Want to understand, myself,
first."

The Malfoys were already too complicated, without getting her father's feelings thrown into
the mix. And whatever Regulus had been writing to his cousin about — seeking help, from
the look of the first few lines — would only upset her father. She was sure that he could not
see things as objectively as she wanted to. Because though she did not dare say it, certain
things did hit too close to home, and he didn't understand them the way that she did.

"Let me get my feelings in order first," she told him, "before we see Andromeda, and before I
have to deal with Dumbledore and try to come to some arrangement."

"You don't have to hide things—"

"I took you there today, to the manor. I'm not hiding it. I just need to process things alone. So
do you, so don't pretend otherwise."

He held his tongue this time. Aurora pushed down the stab of guilt, and hopped up the first
few steps. "I'll be down soon."



She hurried up the stairs, into her own room, and locked the door. This letter had never been
sent, and she didn't know why. Only the letter itself could tell her.

My dearest cousin Narcissa,

No doubt by now you have heard about my brother's wife being with child. The child is due
at the beginning of October (I have suspicions it will be a girl, though it is of little
consequence really). As you are surely also aware, this puts me in a difficult position.

The Dark Lord is mocking of the situation, as is hardly a surprise. I am sure Lucius has
relayed this to you himself — he has certainly been willing enough to jest about it in our
gatherings. But I am concerned. Not because of the nature of the child's birth — I don't
believe that passing judgment on that will do us any good — but because our Bellatrix seems
to have taken this even worse than the birth of Andromeda's girl. 

She told me she wants the child dead, and the mother too. She means it, and the Dark Lord
encourages it.

In truth, Narcissa, I am scared. I do not see a future for us for so long as this goes on and the
Dark Lord rises to power. Our world as we know it is crumbling, family against family,
everybody falling, and yet he is untouchable. There is something wrong with him. I have
observed it, a emptiness of the soul, and absence inside of him. Perhaps it is the price one
must pay to become a Dark Lord, to trade a part of oneself for power. I am sure many more
of us have done so in less noticeable ways, myself included. 

This war is fruitless. This cause, I have come to consider, is meaningless. Our own Lord is a
half-blood, I have come to learn, and he is more powerful than anybody, except perhaps
Albus Dumbledore. I cannot confide this to anybody but you. Mother and Father would be
furious, my brother would be gleeful, and my grandfather is already too ashamed of what we
have all become. 

I cannot let Bellatrix kill this child, Narcissa. You may call me weak, and I know that Bella
would. But the child has done nothing wrong; its parents may have been on the wrong side of
the war, but this is not the child's fault. But it is not just sentimental concern, but practicality.
So many of our old families are dying out, their heirs swept up in this war, and I fear neither
Sirius or I will last much longer. I fear what may happen if the House of Black falls into
Bellatrix's hands. Our dynasty must endure; we were once the most powerful family in
Britain, fighting at the sides of great kings, yet subservient to none but magic itself.

The only person now that I can turn to for help is yourself, and your husband. The Malfoys
are one of few families to rival our own, and I know you are hoping for an heir soon. Help
me to stop Bellatrix, to save her — and our family — from herself and her fury. She has lost
herself, Narcissa. She will listen only to you.

We need you. This is not the time to worry about blood; this is about family and dynasty, and
we all know that anything can be believed so long as the lie is sufficiently dressed up.

I fear I am not long for this world. But as an heir of the House of Black, it is my duty to be
better than my brother, and prepare this family for the future. It is your duty to be better than



your sisters.

Yours,

Regulus Arcturus Black

Aurora sat staring at the letter for several minutes before she could begin to understand her
own thoughts. Even so early, before her birth, Bellatrix had been plotting Aurora's murder.
And yet, at the same time, Regulus Black had been plotting to save her. Not necessarily out
of any moral duty, she felt. The realisation that his motivations may have been more dynastic
in nature came as an unexpected blow. It had been foolish to set up any expectations, she
knew, and yet, a part of her had wanted to believe the good in him. Maybe that good would
have been realised, if he had had more time, if he had been steered ever so slightly in another
direction.

He had not, and she had to accept the reality.

He had never sent that letter. Aurora had no way yet of knowing if he had ever sent anything
similar, but she did have to wonder, if Narcissa's actions towards her in her childhood had
been a result of whatever conversations she had had with Regulus before his death. 

How much of her life was real? It was a question she did not want to answer. She had for so
long had so many questions, and now it was clearer than ever that answers were not
satisfying. It was down to her to take this evidence, to scrape together what little knowledge
she had of her past, and to put together something resembling faith.

She turned, with shaking hands, to the will. It had no witnesses signed to it, and as it had
been apparently forgotten in a basement for a decade and a half, she had little faith in its legal
significance. Yet, she could not stop reading, intrigued by the insight into his life and
possessions. He had left a treasure box to Kreacher, some silverware to Narcissa. Everything
else went back to Lord Arcturus, but he was specific about not letting certain things fall into
the hands of his parents, or cousin Bellatrix. It specified some clothes, jewellery, a locket and
an enchanted dagger. She did not know what had been done with those, if anything, or even
where they might be.

And yet, there was one thing left to her. 

To my niece, Miss Aurora Euphemia Black, I leave my personal library, curated and kept at
Number Twelve, Grimmauld Place. I grant this in the hopes that it may guide her education,
as a future Lady Black, in a role I will be unable to fulfil myself, for the enrichment and
safeguarding of our family and legacy, which shall fall to her hands.

She read this, and she sighed, and she knew which way she had to go.

Chapter End Notes
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Ashes Burn

Aurora and her father joined the Tonkses for dinner that night, a rather tense affair. He had
not pressed her about the contents of the letter, but that did not stop Aurora from thinking
about it constantly. And there was clearly something playing on Dora's mind too; she was
uncharacteristically quiet, and even clumsier than usual.

Just as they were about to start on pudding, she blurted out, "I've been speaking to
Dumbledore." Andromeda's spoon clattered against the edge of her plate. Aurora cringed at
the sound. "He's setting up this... Society. To fight You-Know-Who. Mad-Eye told me about
it, and I want to join up. I'm going to join up," she clarified, with a fierce look at her mother,
as though daring her to stop her.

"Dora," Ted started carefully, "are you sure about this?"

"As sure as I was about becoming an Auror," she said defiantly. This only seemed to disturb
Andromeda further; she sank into her seat and put a hand to her head, wincing. "I want to
help people. I want to fight."

"I'm all for it," said Aurora's father, sending Dora an encouraging wink. They'd discussed this
already then, Aurora realised.

"Oh, don't you start," Andromeda snapped. "You and all your friends, running off to join up
as soon as you left school — I'm not letting Dora end up like—"

"Like what?" Aurora's father asked, voice cool and low. Aurora's stomach turned.

Andromeda pressed her lips into a thin line. "I'm sorry, Sirius. But you cannot possibly think
that it's safe—"

"Of course it isn't safe, Mum," Dora said wearily. "But soon enough, simply living as we are
isn't going to be safe. Someone has to fight. I may as well be one of them. Mad-Eye thinks
it's a good idea."

"There is a reason they call him mad, you know."

Dora drew herself up straight, annoyed. "I need to do this, Mum. You've told me about the
first war yourself. I want to fight. Just because you didn't—"

"I didn't fight because I knew doing so was to put your father in more danger. It'd put a target
on all of us. And I had you to worry about."

"Well, I don't have anyone to worry about. I have to fight. Dad thinks I should, don't you?"

Ted sighed, pushing his hair back from his forehead. "Dora, I don't think it's really a matter of
should. You're not obligated to do this, just because your mentor wants you to. And I don't
want you rushing into this and putting yourself in danger."



"I'm literally an Auror—"

"But," he cut her off with a frown, "it is your choice. Just..." His gaze flickered to Aurora and
then to her father, who looked rather put out by the reaction to the news. "Be careful. I know
you want to see the best in people, love, but Dumbledore is a strategist. You may well get
hurt."

"It isn't about Dumbledore," Dora said. "Or even Mad-Eye. It's about the fight."

"Did you put her up to this?" Andromeda asked, looking at Sirius furiously.

"I — well—"

"I came to him, after Mad-Eye spoke to me. I wouldn't have if I didn't already want to join
up."

"You know how dangerous it is—"

"I don't need you to remind me, Andromeda." Her father's voice was brittle and annoyed.
"I've seen it for myself."

"I know you have, Sirius, but surely—"

"It's my choice," Dora reiterated. "I've already made up my mind. And I'm an adult."

Andromeda pursed her lips, but accepted defeat, knowing that there were few things that
could sway Dora's will. Still, she didn't look happy about; the worry that had been ever-
present in her eyes only seemed to grow stronger, and she ate little over the course of their
quiet final dish. After, Aurora and Dora went to clean up in the kitchen while the adults spoke
lovely in the lounge.

"You don't think I'm being stupid, do you?" Dora asked her, with a surprising clarity to her
voice.

"I... I don't really think that's for me to say." She avoided Dora's gaze carefully. "It's
dangerous. I don't want you to get hurt. But, like you said, you're an Auror. It's your job, it's
what you do. I think Andromeda and Ted are just worried about you."

"I know they are," Dora said with a sigh. "I know it's hard for them to think of me doing this,
going up against Dark wizards and Death Eaters, especially Mum."

"But it's what you feel you have to do."

"We'll all have to fight eventually," Dora said. "And I think fighting with Dumbledore, is the
safest place to be, for now anyway."

Aurora bit her lip, rinsing a wine glass under the tap. "Can I tell you something?" she asked
quietly. Dora nodded. "Dumbledore wants me to help the Order."

At this, Dora balked. "He what?"



"Not physically, or anything. They need a Headquarters, and we have plenty of space. So my
dad suggested we help and Dumbledore likes the idea and — I want to be helpful, and do
something, but I don't know what the consequences will be. I — we, me and my dad — are
supposed to meet him later. To discuss it.

"He's offered me an exchange, obviously. Lessons, and protection, and rent — and, I don't
want anyone knowing, but the family estate really could do with the extra financial boost —
and information. About the Death Eaters and about Bellatrix Lestrange, and what she might
do to me. I think it might be my best shot at surviving. I just don't know if I can take that shot
with him."

Dora cocked her head to the side, frowning. "How come?"

"I don't know if I trust him enough. I mean, he's meant to be the only one You-Know-Who
ever feared, but he's not shown much for it. He let my mother die, and Harry's parents, and
countless others."

"He is powerful," Dora said, "but that doesn't mean he's infallible, Aurora. You learn that,
working with Aurors. This is war. The best we can do is try to save as many people as
possible. You don't have to be part of that if you don't want to."

"I'm not a coward."

"I'm not calling you one," Dora said levelly, taking the glass from her and drying it off with a
flick of her wand. "Listen, I think that having a headquarter for the Order of the Phoenix is a
great thing, and it'll only help us. Whether you want that to be in your old home, is your
choice, and I can't imagine it's an easy one. God knows I think the place is creepy."

She could give only a half-hearted laugh. The entire top floor she had already decided would
not be disturbed. Nowhere with memories. Perhaps it was a good thing that her grandmother
kept such a tight leash on her. She knew every hidden passageway and staircase and alcove,
but had hardly seen inside any of the rooms. It hadn't really seen life in years, and it wasn't
like the manor. She could give it up, and maybe making it new was what she needed, too. A
break from the pressure of childhood and legacy. The chance to make her family home her
own, re-appropriated for her purposes, and for her father and her new family, just as much a
part of her as the old.

"I think I'm going to say yes," she told Dora. "I don't have many other choices."

"You do," Dora said. "But this might be the best one. Don't think of it as working for
Dumbledore. Think of it as being for the greater good."

Aurora wrinkled her nose. "That sounds like something Potter or Granger might come out
with. The greater good... I just don't want to die."

Dora raised her eyebrows, and bit back the criticism Aurora could see pressing at her lips.
"Well, Dumbledore doesn't want you to die, either. That's the point of the Order. Minimising
casualties, reducing the impact of the war when it does hit, warning people... Holding the
Ministry to account."



"If people find out..."

"I could lose my job," Dora said, "my whole livelihood, my dream for the past seven years."

That gave Aurora pause. Dora was right; they all had so much to risk and to lose, either way.
And how precious, she asked herself, was the ambivalence of the other lords? How safe was
it to sit on the fence, when she would be pushed over the edge eventually?

The war would come for her. Bellatrix and Lucius and the rest would come for her, and they
would come for the people she loved, too. Delaying — or, really, ignoring — the inevitable
would only hurt her in the long run.

"I don't know what Andromeda and Ted'll say."

Dora shrugged. "Mum won't be happy. Dad'll be worried about you. More than usual. But it's
your choice. If you explain, she'll try to understand. She usually does — she's just a bit
shocked tonight, I think."

Aurora nodded, thinking this over, and turned to clean another plate.

-*

Dumbledore was due at ten o'clock; Aurora and her father arrived at Arbrus Hill at quarter to,
and sat nervously on the sofas in the lounge, watching the clock tick down. Aurora had only
recently felt like she had made her mind up, and even now, she could deny the fear she felt at
having to make any decision. Any choice she made could hurt her. There was no safe way out
for her.

She had to take a gamble. A risk. And that was utterly terrifying.

"I've already told Dumbledore I’m not taking any assignments away until September," her
father was telling her, rambling in the quiet. "I want to be here for you and Harry.”

She wanted to tell him that he didn’t have to be, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. In
truth, she wanted him there, she wanted to have her dad by her side especially when she was
so uncertain of the world changing around her. And she knew Potter would want him around
too. More than that, she knew Potter needed him around. She wasn’t sure at what point she
had started considering Potter’s needs as important, but she did know that to be true.

So she smiled at her dad and leaned against him. “Good,” she told him. “I think I’d like that,
too.”

The fireplace before them flared up bright green, and Aurora tensed, blinking away the surge
of searing light.

A second later, Albus Dumbledore walked out of the fireplace, looking rather inconvenienced
as he brushed at his violet robes.

“Good evening,” he said with a false cheerfulness. He already looked more weary than the
last time Aurora had seen him, and that was saying something. “I hope I’m not disturbing.”



“Not at all,” Aurora told him smoothly, standing up. “Please, come through to the dining
room.”

A more suitable room, one which felt less comfortable and more like the sort of place she
could hold court in. If Dumbledore was bothered by it, he did not seem inclined to say so,
sweeping through at Aurora’s direction.

She sat first, her father on her right and Dumbledore on the left, feeling nervous even though
she held most of the cards. Professor Dumbledore had that sort of quietly intimidating effect
which she both hated and envied, the same effect utilised by teachers to quiet a class without
having to raise their voice.

Aurora began, because she felt the sooner to get this out of the way, the better, and she didn’t
want to give Dumbledore any more authority over the conversation than she needed to.

“You may use Grimmauld Place for your headquarters,” she told him, looking him right in
the eye. There was a small glimmer of triumph and she smiled slowly. “However, I do have
my conditions.”

Dumbledore inclined his head. “I would expect no less, Lady Black. Do go on.”

“The first, which I am sure you would also like to uphold, is that no one is to know of my
involvement. My father has expressed his own plans to join your organisation, and I will not
stop him. However, I wish to stay out of it, on a personal level. I believe I would be able to
do more, in terms of forming alliances with other amenable parties, in this way. This will
benefit your operations, and mine." Dumbledore nodded, eyes glimmering. “The second, is
that I am kept in the know about the Order’s activities, its theories, and what it believes the
Dark Lord to be doing.” This, he appeared more apprehensive about. But to Aurora, that
information felt crucial, and she felt she deserved to have it. “It is only fair. I offer my
services, you offer me protection, and that includes information. How could I know how best
to defend the wards without knowing your intentions?”

She held Dumbledore’s gaze, seeing his uncertainty. But his hesitation lost to her unwavering
challenge. “Understandable,” he said. “Though you must see, that the operations of the Order
must remain confidential. We cannot have information falling to the wrong hands.”

The implication of that sentence, whether he intended it to be taken as such or not, made
Aurora uneasy. Even her dad frowned, verging on glaring at Dumbledore. “I’m hardly likely
to turn spy,” she said drily. “Nor am I likely to flaunt this, or anything else, to my peers.” She
tilted her head, narrowed her eyes. “You do trust me, don’t you, Professor?”

His eyes glimmered. In truth, Aurora felt Dumbledore might not trust anyone very much.
After all his years, she expected he would be wary, uncertain, and she also doubted that there
were very many Slytherins in the Order of the Phoenix at all. Wariness — of anyone — was
inconvenient for her but also entirely understandable, and she respected it:

“Of course, my girl,” he said, with a faint smile. “Your conditions are not unreasonable. I find
myself very much grateful. The Order, last time, had great difficulty trying to set up base and
safe houses. We are already one step better prepared than we were back then.”



She nodded firmly, then glanced to her father, who nodded in return. “I also want to learn
from you, as we discussed. If I am to defend myself, then I want to learn from the best. I
don’t know who you have for Defense Professor this year, but I want you to tutor me anyway.
Wandless magic, duelling skills. Alchemy.” Unease flickered across Dumbledore’s features
and she frowned, leaning forward. “I know Alchemy is an option for N.E.W.T.s at Hogwarts,
but some early experience couldn’t go amiss and I know you have connections in the field, as
we discussed. Everything you said you could do for me, I want it. Including the issue of rent,
a small payment in exchange for using the property. It takes a lot to keep up a place like that,
and it'll cost even more if we are to begin renovating and cleaning it as you expressed you
want to — a project which I want clearance on. And of course, I want your assistance —
including use of your memories — in learning about the curse Bellatrix Lestrange put upon
me as a child, and the threat which she and it still pose to me. Those are my terms.”

It was not too high a price, she felt, but Dumbledore’s reaction still was hesitant. She felt it
was because he did not, after all, trust her. Or perhaps he still was uncertain of her
motivations, her intentions. Perhaps he was right to question them, but not her loyalty. She
levelled her gaze and he seemed to understand that she was serious.

“Very well,” he agreed. “We shall prepare Grimmauld Place.”

“I will go alone first,” she said, not looking at her father. She doubted he would want to
spend any more time there than necessary anyway. “The house will respond better to me, and
respond better to visitors if I prepare it.”

Dumbledore nodded, but he waited for Aurora to stand before he stood, too. “Thank you,
Lady Black,” he said, and she smiled at the title as they shook hands.

“I hope it is worth it,” she said, “Professor.”

-*

Aurora wound up staying over at her dad’s that evening, once Dumbledore had left. Over
supper — a tense affair during which neither party wanted to address the matters of the day
— they danced around the topic of Regulus and the letter, and the Order and all the fears that
the future held. Until they could put it off no longer, and Aurora's father finished his pudding
and asked, "The letter you read from Regulus? What did it say?"

Cold, she stared down at the pool of melted ice cream in her bowl.

"It was about me," she started slowly. "He was writing to Narcissa, to tell her. He was
worried about Bellatrix, her reaction, even then. He knew she would come for me, try to kill
me. He wanted to stop it — stop her, and, I think, the war itself." Her father narrowed his
eyes. "You can read it. I just wanted to... You know. But, he did mention you." She debated
whether to expand, if it was her place to reveal to her father what his late brother had thought,
but she knew that he would insist on reading the letter for himself anyway, and she couldn't
wriggle out of the uncomfortable truth now. "He didn't know how to tell you, even when he
wanted to leave the Dark Lord. He wanted Narcissa's help to stop Bellatrix; obviously, that
never came to fruition, whether he sent another letter or not. It was a practical mission." It
was odd how it stung, to have to let go of some sentimentality, an idea that her uncle saved



her because he cared about her, because he did not care about her blood. There was some of
that; he did express his disillusionment with the ideas of purity. But his mission was self-
preservation. 

"Still," she said softly, unable to meet her father's eyes. There was nothing else that she could
think of to say. 

"You say he knew what Bellatrix was planning?"

"I'm not sure planning is the right word. But he knew what she intended, for me, yes."

"And he didn't say — didn't tell me!"

"Perhaps he couldn't. Perhaps he thought it was—"

"He should have told me!"

"Would it have helped? You must have known it was a possibility — what if he thought you'd
tear off after her? Or what if he wasn't able to speak freely? He tried to save me — he did
save—"

"He could've done more." Her father's expression had twisted into a rather ugly scowl. "He
could've left Voldemort, couldn't fought—"

"And died two months earlier than he already did? Clearly he did try to do something of use."

His mouth drew back into a thin, annoyed line. "He wrote to Narcissa... As if she'd ever cared
about anything more than her looks and her marriage."

Aurora's face snapped up to stare at him, surprised. "That's not true," she said softly. "You're
angry."

"Of course I'm angry!" His voice came out as a shout, and she flinched; he sounded like
Grandmother when he was angry, tone going up a clip, his accent posher and higher and
sharper. 

"Narcissa cares about me. Or, she did. She's not good at showing it, especially now, but, I
don't think she's entirely self-absorbed. She cares about family — whether family still
includes me or not, I don't know." Her stomach churned to think about it, to acknowledge out
loud her slipping status and loss of affection. "I'm not trying to defend them, their inaction, or
their views. But I don't think you see them as truly as you could. Which I understand. You
hate them."

"I don't hate—"

"Don't lie," she said, and he fell silent. Her stomach squirmed. "I don't know what this letter
means, if it's any use at all. Perhaps Narcissa knows what he did to save me, though she
might not help me or answer were I to ask — if I could even find a safe time or way to ask.
But, I did read the Will. He's left his personal library to me, at Grimmauld Place. I think that's
where I need to start. And, you may want to know... He made sure nothing of his inheritance



went to Bellatrix, and little to his parents. I didn't realise, but almost everything of his
reverted to Arcturus, and near everything Arcturus had is now mine."

"You think that qualifies as rebellion?"

"No. I'm not saying it does and I don't think it needs to be. I'm just saying, he did it. He had
some change since you knew him, Dad. That I'm alive is testament to that. We just have to
understand why. And see if Narcissa was the same."

To see, she felt though she could not admit, if Narcissa might be saved in her mind, too.

"Alright," her father said. "I get it."

"Do you?"

"You want proof that they weren't as terrible as I or history might make them seem. I
understand. No one wants to think badly of the people who raised them. Just, don't expect to
learn about them and learn what will make you happy."

He clasped his hands and learned forward slightly. "Aurora, I feel like I need to talk to you.
About your plans for school this year, and society this summer. Especially since you'll see
Narcissa, and all the rest."

"I shall dazzle society."

"Be serious."

"That's my line."

He did not smile. She did not feel like smiling either; it was a stupid joke, an attempt to
relieve the tension crushing her chest. "I know you trust your friends. I know you want to
trust Narcissa. I’m not trying to stop you from being friends with them, or talking to
Narcissa, even if I don't think it's the best idea. But some of your friends' parents will
encourage them to break ties with you. Whether because of your blood status or because they
believe you could end up opposing Voldemort, and more than likely both. You need to be
prepared for that eventuality.

“Back in the first war, leaving Hogwarts was like diving into Hell. Friends you’d known for
seven years suddenly turned, thrust into the roles their families had demanded of them. We
saw it already in our later years.”

“I know things are going to be different,” she told him irritably. “I’m not stupid, Dad!”

“I’m not saying you are,” he said in a clipped, annoyed voice. “Would you just listen to me?”

Pursing her lips in annoyance, Aurora glared at him and nodded. She didn’t need coddled by
him, or warned of things which were obvious. “Thank you.” That tone made her want to snap
at him again, but Aurora held her tongue. “What I’m saying is, the people you trust, you may
not be able to trust them with everything.”



Aurora scoffed. “I don’t trust anyone with everything, Father.”

“People like Draco. I know he’s your best friend, but we both know what side his father will
be on.”

“Draco is not his father,” she said, aggravation prickling at her, as did doubt. His words from
the Hogwarts Express nagged at her in the back of her mind. “I’m hardly going to invite him
to an Order meeting, but I know he wouldn’t hurt me.”

“He may not have a choice,” her father said gently. “And he may not make the choice you
want or expect him to.”

Annoyed, she scraped her chair back, glaring. “You’ve barely even met him!” she snapped at
her dad. “How would you know what choices he’s going to make?”

“I don’t. But I need to prepare you for the eventuality that you and the people you care about
may end up on the opposite sides of this war, whether by choice or not. They may not hurt
you, but would they hurt people you care about?”

It depended on who she defined as someone she cared about, Aurora felt.

“I know things are going to change,” she said, getting to her feet. “I’m not stupid. Don’t treat
me like a child.”

“I’m not, Aurora, I’m trying to warn you that there are some people you can trust more than
others. Some people you might prefer to keep closer to this year—”

“What?” she asked with a breathy laugh, incredulous. “Like who? Potter? Yes, making
friends with Precious Potter, that’ll keep me safe in the Slytherin common room, won’t it?”

“Harry needs you too—”

“I don’t give a shit what Harry needs,” she snarled, anger rushing up through her, “and I
doubt he needs me. I can take care of myself, and so can he.”

“I’m not saying you can’t.”

“Well, that certainly seems to be what you’re implying!”

“What I’m trying to say,” her father said through gritted teeth, closing his eyes in annoyance,
“is that I know you understand that things are going to be different. I need you to know, that
I’m here for you, and that even if things change with your Slytherin friends, you won’t be
alone. Reach out to Harry, or Hermione, or Ron.”

Making a face of disgust, Aurora said, “I’m not ‘reaching out’ to Weasley, thank you very
much. And I doubt they’d want me to.

“I get what you’re trying to say,” she admitted, much as she hated to, “but I’m not going to
suddenly turn on my friends because of their parents.”



“I’m not asking you to,” her father told her gently. “I know you’re defensive of them—”

“I’m not defensive!”

His lips quirked up. “You are, very defensive of your friends. I think you take it off of me.”
She rolled her eyes. “I never would have imagined that Peter would betray any of us. And I
don’t want you to get hurt by putting your trust in the wrong people, either.”

“This is not the same situation,” she said shrilly.

“I know,” he said. “But it’s the same principle. Make sure the people you surround yourself
with are as loyal to you as you are to them.”

“Again, if you’re suggesting Potter and his cronies are in any way loyal to me—”

“They are at least loyal to the same cause.” Her father sighed, dragging a hand through his
hair. Aurora swallowed, not daring to say anything. She didn’t want to admit that she felt
that, if it came to it, Draco would go to the Dark Lord and take his father’s side. If her life
was endangered by it, she liked to think that he wouldn’t, for her. But she had also thought
that he had cut down on his taunting of Potter, on his espousing of blood supremacy, and he
hadn’t. He had only hidden it from her. And she could never ask him to choose between her
and his parents either, because that was entirely unfair, and if he was told to go to the Dark
Lord’s service, refusal would not be easy. Refusal could get him and his parents killed.

Aurora knew already that she could not ask him to make that choice or that sacrifice. Not
least because she was afraid of the answer, too.

“Harry wouldn’t hurt you.”

“Draco wouldn’t hurt me either,” she spat back. “I know where you’re coming from but... I
want to hold onto my friends. I’m not going to push them away just because you say so, just
because you think it’s dangerous. You don’t get a say in that. Draco and his family have
certainly been there for me for longer than you have.”

It was a low blow and Aurora wasn’t even certain she could believe what she said anyway.
Her father looked stricken, but the momentary rush of catharsis was not worth the swelling,
nauseous guilt that came after it. She sank back into her chair.

“I didn’t mean that. His family — Draco’s my oldest friend.”

Her father didn’t meet her eyes. His shoulders were trembling. “I understand that.”

“But his parents... Well, Narcissa’s alright, she was always there, but Lucius—”

“Aurora,” he said firmly, cutting her off. There was an edge to his voice which she didn’t
like. “I don’t want to hear about Lucius Malfoy.”

Bitter words came to the tip of her tongue, that if he hated it so much then maybe he should
have thought of that fourteen years ago. But it wasn’t fair, and she didn’t want to use her



words to hurt her father. And besides, she had never truly liked Lucius. Never truly been
comfortable around him, anyway.

“I know,” she said in a small voice, feeling cold. “I’m sorry. I just meant that... This is all
pretty fucked up, right?”

“Trust me,” her father said, though he still stared at the table, “I understand. Better than you
probably want to think that I do.”

Aurora considered that for a moment. At what point had her father decided to choose his
Hogwarts friends over his blood family? At what did the war truly become real to him, did he
have to start considering his choices and who he wanted to be?

But he had a clearer choice, she told himself. He had people he no longer felt cared for him
on one side, and the morally righteous who he felt loved him.

Draco was the most important person in her life, but he would not be able to be on the same
side of this conflict as she was. But Ted, Dora, Andromeda, her father — they all were people
she knew would be targeted, and she herself could be a target, too.

Still, he had had to make a choice, too. It was one he rarely spoke of, not explicitly anyway,
not concerning anything deeper than the core facts of the situation.

But Aurora considered him now and frowned. “You never like speaking about it,” she started
slowly, “which is understandable, and I know you don’t really like to discuss the war in
general. But... What did happen? How did you decide, and how did you bring yourself to —
to give up on your blood family?”

He sighed. It was a long, tense moment before he spoke, into a silence only penetrated by the
steady ticking of a grandfather clock.

“I’ve already told you about my mother. There was a time, when I was young, before
Hogwarts, when I really looked up to her. All I wanted to do was to please her, until I realised
that nothing I did could please her. Until I realised that I didn’t agree with her views, or what
she and my father said about Voldemort. And I definitely didn’t...” He paused, taking in a
sharp breath. “One of the catalysts, for me, back then, was Bellatrix.”

Aurora blinked, surprised. “In what way?”

“She never wanted to marry. They forced her — her parents, I mean, but my own were very
on board, and Arcturus agreed they could have the final say — to marry Rodolphus
Lestrange. When she said she didn’t want to, her parents — well, I don’t know exactly what
happened — but they hurt her. Forced her hand, literally. She came to my parents seeking
help, and they called her own parents there and stopped her from leaving. They said that her
only role was to marry Rodolphus, and if she didn’t, she would be disinherited. The betrothal
has been in the works for too long for them to back out.

“I remember the screaming and everything she said, about how he treated her, how they were
confining her to a life of being a servant wife. Now, we know what ended up happening to



her. Now, I have no affection for Bellatrix. But back then I was ten years old, I was distressed
because my cousin was upset and hurt, and I did the only thing I could do, which was try and
interrupt and stop them. Naturally, it made everything worse.

“Bellatrix got married a week later. She was never a good person. She was always a blood
supremacist, always agreed with what our family said unless it undermined her, and this
doesn’t excuse what she wound up doing.

“But I grew to question my family. Even if she never spoke about it, I remembered it, and I
resented what was happening, and the fact that I realised one day I would have to marry too,
that my parents wouldn’t give me a choice either. I didn’t like not having a choice, and so
when the Sorting Hat finally let me choose if I was going to be in Gryffindor or Slytherin...”

“You chose,” she said quietly. “Surely you knew the impact it would have?”

“Oh, certainly.” He scoffed. “I suppose part of me naively thought they could get over it, but
they didn’t. As the war got worse I realised more and more that I didn’t agree with my family,
that their views actively endangered other people. I was furious that Bellatrix joined
Voldemort and furious that everyone congratulated her, and furious that Regulus said he
wanted to do the same one day.

“I don’t know when I made a choice, to stay with my family and fight on their side, or to
leave. I suppose I’d decided my stance on the war long before I actually made the decision to
run away from home.

“I do know that I still worried about my brother. And, for a time, about Narcissa. But I knew
that the loyalty I felt for them was not reciprocated.”

“How could you know that?” Aurora challenged, frowning at him. “Regulus visited us later,
that required some courage I imagine. More than simply fleeing the country from the Dark
Lord. Narcissa cared for me.”

“Perhaps,” her father said, “but she did so under very different circumstances than the ones
we were thrust into during wartime — that is what I want you to understand. The Narcissa
you knew and the Narcissa I knew may be different, but that does not mean that the Narcissa
I knew does not still exist, and may not hurt you. Ultimately, it came down to the fact that
they were willing — at least initially, in Regulus’s case — to participate in the murder of
innocent people for their own benefit. I was not.”

Aurora nodded, but still felt unsettled. She wanted to ask about guilt, about how he could
possibly have known what was to come, what was to be gained by leaving.

“I wish I didn’t have to have this conversation with you, Aurora. I’m not saying that you ever
will have to make that choice, between standing up for what you know in your heart is right,
and standing by people you care about. I do know that if you do, it will be incredibly
difficult.”

Yet he spoke like he already knew what choice she would make. And Aurora wasn’t entirely
sure if she could make the choice he clearly wanted her to. She would never join Voldemort,



but could she ever truly stand against Draco, or Pansy, or anyone else who might be called to
his service?

“I just want to prepare you.”

“You’ve said that already,” Aurora muttered.

He smiled weakly and reached for her hands, squeezing them gently. “I can’t promise it’s
going to be okay. And I don’t think you’d let me say it without contradicting me anyway.”
Despite herself, Aurora did give a small snort of laughter. Her father winked, seemingly
relieved by the reaction, and then cleared his throat. “But it’s the first night of the holidays.”

“Technically, it’s the fourth.”

“Well, it’s the first night of the holidays with me. And I think we can find something more
fun to do than discuss... This.”

She avoided the prickly question which came to her lips of how exactly he would define
‘this’ and instead asked, “You aren’t going to try and get me to ride a motorcycle again, are
you?”

Her dad laughed. “I still think you’d like it if you gave it a chance and learned to trust it. But,
no. I do have plans for tomorrow, though.”

“What?” she asked, eyes narrowed, and he grinned before waving his wand and summoning,
to her surprise, two slips of paper in bright violet and gold. Aurora’s eyes widened. “Are
those what I think they are?”

“If you think they’re tickets to tomorrow’s Harpies game against Pride of Portree, then yes.
Originally I was going to spring it on you at Andy’s at breakfast, but I figure I might as well
tell you now.”

Aurora beamed, and some of her mood lifted. “I haven’t been to a Harpies game... Well,
ever!” When she was younger, she had only ever been allowed to listen to the commentary on
the radio in the study, and few opportunities had come up for her to go and witness an actual
game.

“Really?” Her father blinked, appearing genuinely surprised. “You said they’re your favourite
team!”

“They are!” she assured him hastily. “I just didn’t really get to go out much when I was
younger. But it’s going to be so good!”

Smirking, her father asked, “How d’you know they’re your favourite team if you’ve never
seen them play?”

“I listened to the radio, obviously.” She huffed, though grinning. “Plus, they’re all women! I
thought that was amazing when I was little.”



The almost contemplative frown on her father’s face was slightly unsettling, and Aurora’s
smile faded slightly. “What?”

“Nothing.” He shook himself back into a smile, and tucked the tickets away in his pocket.
“I’m just even more excited to take you to a game now.”

Aurora grinned, leaning back. “Good. But what are we doing tonight? To be honest, Dad, I’m
more in the mood for just reading or something in the lounge. I’m a bit tired.”

He looked slightly disappointed, but shrugged, putting on a smile. “Then that’s what we’ll
do.”

She tilted her head. “What did you want to do?”

Her dad cleared his throat. “Doesn’t matter. It’s a surprise,” he clarified when she frowned,
“we can do it tomorrow.”

But she knew he had the sort of restless energy she did, except she contained it better. She
could curl up with a book and be quite content but she knew that her dad needed to be doing
something, needed to be moving. It was a need she had inherited, but been taught out of.

And she wondered, as they went through to the lounge and she searched their bookshelves,
exactly what that restlessness would mean. It certainly, she felt, fueled a part of his need to
get involved with the Order, which was understandable in any case and certainly not wholly
reliant on that. But she did worry. She didn’t really know him that well, after all, and
sometimes she got the feeling that her father was still getting to know himself again.



Inside Number Twelve

The evening after the Harpies game, Aurora and her father returned in better spirits than they
had been in some time. It was almost too easy, when surrounded by people with no idea of
the true dangers around them, to believe that all was well. But Aurora knew differently, and
the next morning, she and her father found themselves in London, standing in the park across
from Number Twelve, Grimmauld Place, with Dora, Alastor Moody, and Albus Dumbledore.

Even just looking at the house made her father uneasy, it was plain to see. Dora, who had
only had one encounter with it, seemed wary, too, but she had accepted Moody’s offer to join
the Order and it seemed she was eager to impress.

The sun blazed down upon their little group, London’s heat stifling them in their robes.
Aurora stepped forward, crossing the road. Cars lined the kerb, and she was sure she could
feel their fumes still lingering in the air as she called on her magic and let the house
remember her. The wards hummed lightly in greeting as she placed her hand on the railing of
the bottom step.

“I, Aurora Black,” she said quietly, “hereby renew House access to Sirius Orion Black, by
command of the lady of the family.” Behind her, she could hear her father take in a short
breath, as both he and Dora stepped forward. “I grant access to the address of Number
Twelve, Grimmauld Place, to Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore, and Alastor Stewart
Moody, by the command of the lady of the family.”

The wards, this time, felt reluctant, but allowed them in. They would have to be changed,
altered, so as to accommodate more people to the secret once the Order was using it as
Headquarters.

For now, though, the wards reluctantly accepted their party of five. “Ingenious,” Dumbledore
mumbled, as the House revealed itself to him. “Who performed the enchantments, do you
know?”

“My father,” her dad said, before Aurora could. “A rather paranoid man. There are wards on
all the family houses, but this one was his, and there are countless other enchantments,
protecting it. Ward access, from the lady of the house, overrides most things.”

“We shouldn’t expect anything to leap out at us,” Aurora said, agreeing. “My house elves
await.” Yet she hesitated. Inviting these people — any people, really — into Grimmauld felt
dangerous, like a betrayal, and she supposed that it was, in its way. It was terrifying and new,
but here, she rationalised, she was best placed to learn of any new developments regarding
Bellatrix Lestrange and Lord Voldemort, and she was best placed to call on allies covertly, as
opposed to scrambling around the Assembly and Ministry when danger came knocking and
Fudge denied its existence.

Her father placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “It’ll be alright,” he assured her quietly. “If I
can do it, you can too.”



“My worries aren’t quite the same as yours,” she muttered, but nevertheless took solace in his
presence, and Dora’s. “Apologies,” she said quickly to Dumbledore and Moody, “let’s go in.”

As anticipated, her grandmother’s portrait started shrieking the second they walked in the
door and Aurora had to rush forward, pulling the curtains away. “You have to be quiet,
Grandmother,” she whispered, “an important Alliance is to be made. For protection.”

Her grandmother sniffed. “For your family’s protection? Or your own?”

“They are one and the same,” Aurora said, trying to keep her words even. Her grandmother
scoffed derisively.

“I will not lay witness to traitors and half bloods—”

“You don’t have to look,” she said, and wrenched the curtains closed before Grandmother
could retaliate. Her hands were shaking, much to her disdain.

Blood traitors, half bloods — family.

The others snuck down the corridor behind her when she gave the signal. “Ghastly,” Dora
muttered to Aurora’s father, who smiled tightly. Aurora couldn’t quite bring herself to meet
his eyes, instead looking to Dumbledore and then urging him and Moody down the hall
towards the kitchens, where she could hear Kreacher and Timmy shuffling about.

“I know you will wish to do a sweep of the property,” she said to them, “but if you could let
my house elves and myself move any of the ... more concerning artefacts, into different
accommodations, I would appreciate it. It saves you work, and saves us a headache.”

Moody didn’t look entirely pleased, but he still looked to Dumbledore, deferring to him as
commander. Dumbledore nodded slowly. “As you wish, Lady Black. I trust none of these
artefacts... pose any danger?”

She smiled thinly. “Of course not, Professor. Nothing in this house would hurt me.”

"That is not what I asked."

She pursed her lips. Her father gave her a warning look. "Not unless used. Anything sentient
would have eaten the curtains a long time ago. You can check if you want — but I don't want
anything damaged."

"Nor do I," Dumbledore said lowly, "but we must take precautions, mustn't we?" She nodded,
though didn't want to meet his eyes. "And there is no possibility of another, unwelcome,
family member gaining access to the house?”

Aurora shook her head. “No. I think there are still extra measures I can take to ensure that the
wards don’t recognise Bellatrix or Narcissa, but the house was left directly to me by my
Grandmother, rather than to the Black estate. As long as I’m alive, the house answers to me.”

Dumbledore and Moody exchanged a look, then both glanced back at Dora, and Aurora’s
dad. “I could feel it,” her dad said, “the place warms to Aurora immediately. She’s recognised



magically and legally, and so long as we make sure no one else can sneak through the wards
— which we’d do anyway — it’s under her control.”

She tried to hide her smug smile as Dumbledore nodded in acceptance.

“Right then,” Moody said, clapping his hands together and sharing a sharp, significant look
with Dora, “let’s get cracking with these elves, then, eh?”

Aurora already felt a sense of dread creep in as she opened the kitchen door, leading the rest
down the steps into the gloom. There was a vague, quiet sort of muttering from the shadowy
corner at the end of the long room, but it died when she flickered with the lamps on the wall,
dim light illuminating short bodies for only a second at a time.

She sighed loudly and clapped her hands. “Kreacher! Timmy!”

The room lit up at last, and the two elves hurried over. “Lady Black,” Kreacher said in a rush,
halfway to a bow when he caught Sirius’s eye. The world froze. Timmy murmured a greeting,
but stared around, quite bemused by the quiet and all the new people.

Then, Kreacher let out a scream. Aurora lunged forward. “It’s quite alright, Kreacher.”

“The blood traitor has returned!”

“Don’t use that phrase,” she said quickly, “and yes, he has — I brought him. We have
important business.”

“Kreacher shan’t answer to him,” he snarled, “Kreacher won’t—”

“I won’t ask you to,” Aurora said quietly, though Dumbledore frowned behind her. “He will
not be your master. You will, however, owe him the loyalty that is due to him, as a member of
the House of Black, and as a guest of mine. The same courtesy will be extended to
Nymphadora Tonks—” Dora, to her relief, didn’t scoff at the name this time, though
Kreacher snorted “—and you will remain polite to all my guests from the Order of the
Phoenix. Further to that, you will not tell anybody outside of the Order the names of the
people who are involved — whether they are of Black blood or not. You will not tell anybody
the location of this house or its connection to the Order of the Phoenix, nor will you speak of
my connection or assistance to the Order of the Phoenix. Is that understood?” She turned to
Timmy too, who nodded hurriedly, and at his influence, Kreacher did the same. She smiled
thinly. “Good. Professor?”

Dumbledore blinked as though surprised, then stepped forward. “Well put, Aurora.” Kreacher
sneered. “Kreacher, Timmy, I am Professor Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster of Hogwarts
School.”

Kreacher muttered, “Kreacher knows who you are. Lover of—”

“Kreacher,” Aurora warned sharply, and he sulked, but went quiet.

Dumbledore went on, “Our... Society, if you will, is founded for the protection of those whom
Lord Voldemort—” both sucked in gasps “—seems to harm. That includes house elves such



as yourselves.” Aurora could have sworn she saw Kreacher shudder, but he said nothing,
paying Dumbledore suddenly far more attention, eyes wide. “I swear to you, that I will
protect you as I would any friends. As will the rest of my order.”

“Professor Dumbledore does nothing to protect anyone,” Kreacher snarled, “not house elves,
not Kreacher’s family.”

“Funny,” her dad started, “cause it seems like he is.”

“Father,” Aurora cautioned, eyes fixed on Kreacher. There was something about the way the
elf had said that, like there was a personal bitterness behind the learned hatred.

“I don’t know how long we will be here,” Dumbledore said, “but I promise you will be
treated well. If not, I dare say your mistress would have some strong words with me.”

“This is my request,” Aurora told the elves, “first and foremost. I ask that you work with
me.”

“Timmy will do as mistress wishes,” Timmy squeaked, glancing nervously at Kreacher, who
groaned. “Timmy...” He bit his lip but forced out, “I have heard some good things about
Professor Dumbledore, too! If it is what mistress wishes, Timmy would fight!”

“You really don’t have to fight,” Aurora said quickly, “Really, there is little that you have to
do, other than to keep my secrets.”

“Timmy always keeps his family’s secrets,” Timmy told her, and she smiled.

“I know. And Kreacher?” Kreacher scowled.

“Kreacher can keep secrets too. Oh, the secrets Kreacher has kept...” He broke off into
disgruntled muttering, then trailed into silence. Moody’s eyes whirled madly in its socket,
staring through the walls.

“Dumbledore,” Moody grunted, “there’s a bunch of pixies behind that door wailing to get
out. And the kitchen could really use some work.” Kreacher snarled. “I can feel the dark
magic crawling over the place. It’ll be some weeks before we can move everyone in. And the
boy...”

Aurora and her father exchanged glances. She looked to Dora, who was watching Moody
carefully, in the sort of position like she was ready to spring to action at any moment. “We
shall work out the details of the transition later,” Dumbledore said. “Sirius, Tonks, would you
be so kind as to inspect the upper floors? Alastor, the kitchen — with your permission, of
course,” he added to Kreacher and Timmy, the latter of whom beamed and the former of
whom glared but said nothing. “And Miss Black?”

“Lady Black,” Kreacher muttered on her behalf and Aurora tried not to smile.

“With me. If we are to work together, there are some conditions you must be briefed on. And
some,” he added, eyes twinkling, “no doubt, that you have for me.”



At that, she smirked, glad that he at least recognised that, and waved her Professor through to
the drawing room. It was an odd set of circumstances and an even odder new dynamic, but
some part of Aurora revelled in it, the sudden power in her grasp and the security which it
brought.

It was she who gestured for Dumbledore to sit down in a high-backed chair by the old desk,
though it aggravated her that he insisted on lighting the lamps where she could not. It was she
who sat so straight, giving an aura of calm and order, and said, “What do you want to discuss,
Professor?”

Amusement twinkled in his eyes. “The Order of the Phoenix,” he began slowly, “was
founded in 1970, over a year before the first war with Voldemort began. I was the founder,
alongside Alastor, whom you have met today. Over the course of almost twelve years, we
recruited near fifty members, each consigned to secrecy. At the age of fifteen, Aurora, we
would not indict you into the Order.” She snorted.

“How good of you.”

“However, as our closest ally and patron, you have our absolute protection. And, I trust that
we can rely on you to keep the secret as any other member would.”

“I’m hardly likely to rat out my own father and cousin, am I?”

Dumbledore’s answering smile was thin and strained, like he had heard those words before
and hadn’t felt them true. “Quite. As owner of Grimmauld Place, I am happy for you to
maintain the wards yourself, though I request the addition of a Fidelius Charm.” That made
sense, of course, but Aurora was wary of who he might like to have as Secret Keeper, and
even warier of the fact that he skipped over it. “As an Order patron, you will be briefed on
missions if you choose. Of course, any and all information we receive about Bellatrix
Lestrange or her husband or brother will be passed onto you directly, as per your question, as
well as any information about Peter Pettigrew or Azkaban prison. However, I must ask that
you keep all of this in the greatest confidence.”

She frowned. “I thought we had established this already, Professor?”

“You will not be the only underage wizard or witch involved with the Order, Lady Black.
Molly and Arthur Weasley have joined, meaning their children will have some level of
knowledge about us, and may be relocating to headquarters this summer should it prove
easier for their duties. Harry Potter, on the other hand… Is a rather delicate matter.”

At that, she narrowed her eyes, suspicions flaring. “Potter is to come and stay with me and
my father soon,” she said, “we told him so."

“Harry will not be coming to Headquarters.”

Though she did not nearly understand why, Aurora pressed, “My father intends to spend most
of his time at Arbrus Hill anyway. As do I."



“No.” Dumbledore shook his head. “Harry is not to know about the Order yet. He is not
ready.” She wasn’t sure, but she thought she detected a glimmer of anxiety behind
Dumbledore’s eyes. She ignored it and any and all concern for the man.

“Not ready? He has faced down You-Know-Who and survived. If anybody is ready, it is him,
surely? I — I thought you'd want him here."

“The mind is a delicate thing,” Dumbledore said, and anger — unexpected, and burning —
began to ripple through her. “Harry has been through so much. To bring him into the fold,
when he is… Not entirely stable…”

“Stable?” she echoed, aware of her voice raising in shock. “Professor, I am not one to defend
Harry Potter, but... I'm sorry, I don't understand."

Potter was many things and Aurora did not like to give him the semi-compliment of stability,
but the suggestion that he was not able to join them or know anything about the Order —
which Aurora had assumed he would have a place in — because Dumbledore thought he
couldn't handle it, felt wrong. Not least because Dumbledore had never really seemed to
question what Potter could or could not handle before.

"Surely Potter's the best asset we have?"

“Which is why we must keep him at arm’s length. He is also Voldemort’s greatest target. If he
knows too much, gets too close—”

“But if you don't let him in, he won't trust us." This felt obvious to Aurora. Dumbledore
either thought she was wrong, or did not care. "And shouldn't we be trying to protect him?
That is why myself and my father are trying to bring him home with us."

“He is protected,” Dumbledore said, his voice gentle and eyes pleading. “When he was
placed with his aunt and uncle, the protection of his mother’s blood erected wards around
him, wards that will not break so long as he calls Privet Drive home and the Dursleys
family.” A shrill, incredulous laugh escaped her at that.

“Family? They are no family to him.”

“He is safe there. Safer than anywhere, and so are we. There has,” he said lowly, “been some
level of communication between Harry’s mind and Voldemort’s, for some time. Should that
connection be hijacked—”

“Harry Potter would not harm anyone in the Order.” She knew that instinctively. “And he will
not allow harm to come to any of them through his fault, if only because he could not bear
the need to save them all.”

“He may not have a choice. We are keeping him monitored.”

“Monitored?”

“Watched over,” Dumbledore said, choosing softer words as if that could quell the sudden
flare of anger inside of her. “I believe it is best for Harry to be kept away from the Order, for



now at least. It is better for him to recover. On this, my mind cannot be changed.”

And she knew that he meant it, despite how the words twisted her. Still, just because Potter
was to be kept away from the Order did not mean he had to be isolated. She would not let
that happen.

“You can't just leave him there, alone, all summer. I — my father, will not do it. We
promised."

A glimmer in Dumbledore’s eye. “And here I thought you had no care for your godbrother,
Lady Black.”

She bit her tongue, annoyed. "I think you're making a mistake," she said. "But I also don't
think it's fair of you to ask us to change our private plans."

"I am not asking."

Cold anger ran through her. For a second, she went to tell him off, then shut her mouth. It
would no good. She irked Dumbledore enough, she knew, and he was difficult to manage.
"Have you discussed this with my father?"

"I thought you wanted me to deal with you instead. As head of the house?"

"My father cares more about Potter than I do. I think you should talk to him."

She was sure her father would get his point across far better than she could anyway. He did
care more. And besides that, he had less else that he had to manage out of Dumbledore.

“Do you have any questions for me, Aurora?” he asked after a long pause.

Aurora gritted her teeth. Of course she did, the first one being: are you fucking stupid, or are
you making you think you are on purpose? However, it did not seem a particularly tactful
thing to ask the man. Instead, she chose to go with the less inflammatory, “Will I be able to
choose who is allowed access to Headquarters?” He cocked his head. “It is my family home,
after all. I can’t have just anyone swanning in. I suppose a better question would be, may I
meet anyone coming into Headquarters?” There was an uncertainty in his eyes, a distrust that
she had to alleviate. “You already have my word of confidence. But it feels like... Well, I am
still somewhat sentimental. I don't want complete strangers walking around who I haven't
met, even if they aren't in the important parts of the house."

That phrasing seemed to appeal to him more, soften his resolve. Perhaps a less abrasive
approach was best for dealing with Dumbledore. After a moment, he nodded.

"Thank you, Professor. I also want you to know that, while I appreciate there will be some
modifications made to make the house appropriate for hosting so many guests after so long,
I'd like for any changes to decor, furniture, space, and inventory must be run by me first, and
are subject to my approval. The library is also out of bounds without my permission, as are
the other private rooms I mentioned. My own childhood bedroom—” not that it had ever had
very much character or sentiment attached to it in the first place “—my grandmother’s



bedroom, my Uncle Regulus’s bedroom, the library, as stated, the attic—” where she had
taught herself the mechanics of flying a broom after her grandmother said she wasn’t allowed
one, where she had made Kreacher hide her when Grandmother was in a particularly brittle
mood “—and my father’s bedroom, unless he decides otherwise.”

“That seems fair,” Dumbledore said, though he had a questioning look at the mention of the
attic. “Of course, I would not wish to encroach more than necessary.”

She laughed humorlessly. Above them she heard her father’s voice, annoyed about
something, and sighed. “Thank you. If that is all, Professor, all else I wish to ask you, is the
terms of the Fidelius Charm?”

His smile was pleasant as he replied, “I would nominate myself as Secret Keeper. Professor
McGonagall will assist conducting the ceremony.”

“And me?” she asked. “What is my place?”

“Our esteemed patron.”

“An esteemed patron who is offering you shelter. The Fidelius Charm can work with multiple
Secret Keepers, can it not?”

“In theory,” Dumbledore said, “but I would never advise it, nor would anyone I know. You
know the old saying, two can keep a secret?”

“If one of them is dead.” She raised her eyebrows. “I should like power over my own home,
sir.”

“And who else would you invite in?” His gaze was almost mocking and she hated that he was
right.

“Many know of the existence of this house.”

“So it would be its role as Headquarters we would conceal, as well as increasing the
concealment wards around the house itself.”

That, in fairness, did make some sense. And the whole point of this was that no one would
anticipate her being the one to give her house over to the Order, anyway. But it wasn't as if
she was going to invite any friends round here for a cup of tea; she had no reason to be Secret
Keeper. And she had to give Dumbledore something, even if the idea of giving up power
made her skin crawl.

But this was a negotiation, it was not surrender. And they were, for now, for these purposes,
on the same side.

"Alright," she said. "But I'd like to be a witness to the charm."

He dipped his head in reverence. “As you wish. It will be conducted in a few days’ time; I
shall contact you by owl post. In the meantime, I do believe I have been called in by the



Wizengamot. Something about an appeals process.” Her heart stuttered and her blood chilled.
Dumbledore gave a knowing nod. “I shall keep you appraised, Lady Black.”

Her father knocked on the door then, poking his head round the frame. Dora appeared behind
him, grinning, having grown herself a good few extra inches. “All sorted upstairs,” she said
cheerfully, “bit creepy, though. Y’know Sirius has these posters on his wall—”

“Which Professor Dumbledore does not need to know about,” Aurora’s father cut her off.
Aurora bit her lip to hide a smile at Dora’s smirk.

She rose from her seat and Dumbledore followed suit, hearing Moody stomp down the
corridor back from the kitchen.

“All clear,” he grumbled as the lot of them squeezed into the room. “House elf’s got some
weird stuff in a cupboard, and there’s definitely dark magic about, but nothing especially
unstable that we can’t deal with. The wards hold down well down there, too — no secret
ways in. Couple old passages around the house though.”

“Yes,” Aurora’s father said with a wry smile, “I did think I heard someone clattering in the
walls.”

“There are secret pockets all over the place,” Aurora told them, “I found just about all of
them as a child. Kreacher and I’s favourite game was hide and seek.”

Her father’s answering smile was faint and weary.

“If all is in order, then,” Dumbledore said, “pardon the pun — I believe we should let the rest
house for a day. Then, we begin. Lady Black?”

“Yes?”

“Your assistance is most deeply appreciated.”

She bit back a curt remark and instead replied, as smoothly as she could, with a perfect smile
reserved for galas and balls and assembly members, "Thank you, Professor. As is yours."

Her father gave her a knowing look, and she smiled back, trying to reassure herself that she
had not just traded her life away.

-*

The Order began moving in two days later. Aurora didn't really know what to do with herself,
as people started turning up and greeting her and her father. The Weasleys were first — all of
them, near enough, save for Charlie who was still overseas, and Percy, who apparently had
caused a lot of family drama and turned to the Ministry. They weren't staying permanently,
but since there were so many of them, and both their parents involved with the Order, it made
sense that the children should have somewhere to stay the night if need be. Aurora wasn't
especially enthused, but they had plenty of guest rooms, and it helped to think of them as
only temporary figures. She had her own space to herself, after all; everywhere important was
kept for her.



She lingered at the top of the main staircase, looking out over the landing as the Weasleys
crept about below in an attempt not to disturb her grandmother's portrait. Ginny was chasing
Hermione's feral cat in its quest to unleash havoc on the carpet — which in truth, needed
changing anyway. The three boys — Ronald, Fred and George — were hauling trunks and
various bags up the bottom stairs, arguing in hushed whispers over whose large feet were
really getting in the way of everybody else. It seemed Ronald was to blame, though Aurora
thought that might just have been a case of the twins teaming up on their younger brother.

When they reached the top of the stairs, Ron gave Aurora a quizzical look. "Morning," she
said with a false smile. "Your room is the second on the right — you two are just across the
hall."

"There aren't any snakes in the beds are there?"

"Oh, of course not," Aurora replied with false sweetness, annoyed by his hostility. "Only
spiders." Fred and George snickered; she grinned at them over Ron's shoulder. "Calm down,
Weasley, it's fine. Do you really think the Order would have approved snake-ridden beds?"

Ron scowled, but slunk off in the direction Aurora had indicated. The two twins hung back;
the one on the right, who Aurora was pretty sure was Fred, said, "Ronniekins is just easily
spooked. We find spiders are good if you really went to upset him, but he's terrible at finding
dungbombs if you put him in his room."

"How does he respond if I call him Ronniekins?" Aurora wondered out loud, and the twins
both smirked.

George winked and said, "We'll let you find that one out."

"Even more fun if you say it in front of Hermione."

"So he does fancy her then?"

Fred's grin broadened. "The little Slytherin's fun."

"I try not to be."

"Sure." George winked again. "See you in a mo."

They traipsed down towards their own room; once inside, Aurora could hear the distinct
sound of two people arguing over who got which bed, and a rather concerning thump.
"Boys," she muttered to herself, looking back down to greet Ginny and Hermione, who was
clutching Crookshanks closely to her chest.

Ginny caught her eye and turned, whispering something to Hermione. The Granger girl gave
Aurora a considerate look, the sort that she had when puzzling over a tricky Arithmancy
question or Rune translation, the look she got before working up the nerve to ask Aurora if
they could compare answers. She had gotten better at that; this tentativeness was unsettling to
Aurora, though maybe the issue was the setting. It could be rather intimidating.

"You found the cat, then?" she asked when they reached the top of the stairs.



Hermione smiled awkwardly. "He likes exploring."

"He was sniffing Kreacher."

"Poor cat." Aurora gave a short and uncomfortable laugh as she said this, but neither of the
other girls reciprocated. A nervous itch started over her arms. "Well — you two are first on
the right, so, just behind me. There should be some cat food somewhere, I brought some for
Stella, though she's at home today. She doesn't like Kreacher much, and Tippy fusses over
her." She folded her arms, then unfolded them, wishing one of the girls would just come up
with a coherent response.

"Thanks, Black," Hermione said eventually. Her gaze was fixated on the dark, peeling
wallpaper over Aurora's shoulder, in such a way that made Aurora's stomach turn. "But
Crookshanks has his own. He, um, has a delicate stomach."

Aurora was ninety-nine percent certain that she had seen Crookshanks eat a small bird before,
but did not mention this. "Of course. No problem. I'll let you two get on — I'll be downstairs
if you need me, probably, or in the library."

"There's a library?"

"A private library," Aurora said quickly and watched Hermione's face fall. "Sorry, I — it's
just private. But if there's something you really want that we have I could bring you with me I
just don't want people in there by themselves. You know? My grandfather curated it himself."

This did not seem to please Hermione but she did seem to understand. She even gave Aurora
a smile which resembled a sympathetic twinge, and said, "No, I totally understand. Maybe we
can study together this summer though — it'll be nice to have someone around who knows
about magic and cares about their grades."

"I care about my grades!" Ginny protested.

Hermione gave her a teasing smile. "Yes, but you care about passes. And you're not doing
O.W.L.s."

"So all I need is to pass," Ginny grumbled. "Like I keep telling Mum."

Hermione gave an airy hum. "Anyway — come on, let's leave Aurora alone. We're boring her
now."

"Oh." Aurora straightened, flushing. "No, I don't mean to be rude—"

Hermione cut her off with a wave. "You're not, I can just tell. We'll see you later, alright? I'd
love to discuss our Arithmancy project with you!"

And she hustled Ginny towards the door and inside. As it shut, Aurora sighed and leaned
over the bannister.

That was fine, she tried to tell herself. The twins were nice, Hermione was nice, Ginny was a
little quiet and obviously uncomfortable but that could be fixed, and she wasn't openly



hostile. It would all be fine.

She tried to force herself to believe this as she went in search of her father downstairs, where
most of the adults were. Dumbledore and McGonagall spoke with Remus at the door to the
old lounge; Hestia chatted with a group of older witches and Arthur and Bill Weasley; Molly
Weasley was engaged in a rather self-important conversation with Emmeline Vance, a veteran
of the Order. Eventually, Aurora caught sight of her father helping Dora carry a large chest
into a cupboard for safekeeping; a task which Aurora was sure was doomed to failure by
Dora's involvement and by the multitude of people watching eagerly as if expecting this
failure. Somehow, though, they managed to fit it in. It was one of her grandfather's chests,
she knew, which if memory served, contained various items of embossed and engraved
stationery, alongside a distortive mirror and a silver cigarette dish.

When her father caught sight of her, he grinned and bounded over to put an arm around her
shoulders. "Hey. The kids all settled in?"

"They're in their rooms," Aurora said, with a light shrug. "I didn't want to intrude. I don't
think they wanted me to hang around."

Her father frowned. "Im sure it'll be fine. But remember, you'll never make friends if you
don't think you can."

"I don't want to make friends," she lied. "Nor do I need to. But it's fine. They like me well
enough — apart from Ron but they all seem to find him annoying anyway — and we can be
amicable. That doesn't mean I have to loiter in what are now their rooms. Nor do I want to."

"And you're feeling okay about all this?"

"I mean, I'm still not overjoyed. But I think it's the right thing to do, and we can handle it."

He grinned at those last words and squeezed her shoulder. "We?"

Aurora rolled her eyes. "I meant the Order."

"Sure. Well, in that case, Tonks and I were thinking of having a check in on the library." He
lowered his voice as he said, "See if there's any books we need to stash where Mad-Eye and
Dumbledore can't find them."

"Rebel," Aurora said, unable to stop herself from smiling or the sense of relief that overcame
her with the knowledge that somehow, her father was standing on her side, on her family's
side, even if he didn't necessarily see it that way.

"What can I say? I've always been that way, they really should expect it by now. Though that
doesn't mean I condone using the spells in those questionable books."

"I'm not stupid," Aurora said. "I won't use spells I don't know. But I need research and I need
conservation."

"I know you do," her father laughed. "You've said it fifty times. I promise I do believe you."



"Yeah, well." Aurora gave him a falsely annoyed look. "I need to make sure. It's important
that everybody's on the same page."

"Absolutely." The seriousness of his expression made his amusement clear; the flicker in the
back of his eyes gave it away. "Dora!"

Dora turned around with a glare. "Sirius Orion."

"Library."

At this, Molly Weasley turned, distracted from her conversation with Emmeline Vance.
"Anything I can do to help?" she asked politely, an eager light in her eye.

"No, no," Dora called back with a breezy smile. "We've got it all handled, Molly."

"Well, I daresay I can contribute with a few good cleaning spells," she said, making her way
over to them. Aurora withheld a grown. "Old libraries like that can be so disorganised; I'm
sure it'll give me a good task."

"Thanks, Molly," Aurora's father said, before Aurora herself could reply in the sharp way she
so wanted to. "But we'll be alright the three of us. We've checked out the library before and
there's nothing dangerous, it'll be quick. Besides, there's far worse in the kitchen."

"Well, if you're sure." She seemed rather anxious to do something. She had had that energy
about her all day, as though desperate to cling onto a task and go into the trance of
housework, give herself a distraction from whatever family drama was apparently plaguing
her children. "Only I would like to have a look, you know, so I know what I'm working with
—"

"It's kind of you," Aurora said as sweetly as she could, "to be so eager to help. But we really
will be quite alright, and the library can be rather unreceptive to new people — some strange
charm of my grandfather's. I'd really much rather you and Arthur got yourselves settled in to
your rooms and you can worry about helping later. You're my guests, after all," she reminded
her, in the hopes that this would calm her from matriarch mode. And remind her whose call it
was, in the end.

This did seem to mollify her somewhat. "If you're sure," Molly said, with a reluctant sigh. "I
suppose I ought to talk to Elphias about that plumbing..."

She meandered off in search of something else to do, and Aurora allowed herself a sigh of
relief. "Molly means well," Dora told her almost immediately. "She's just... A mother."

Aurora grimaced. "I know. It's fine, as long as she actually listens. I'm just easily annoyed."

Dora chuckled. "Well, we know that, munchkin."

"She's just a little grumpy teenager," her dad said with a teasing grin. Aurora elbowed him
lightly, trying not to smile.

"She's a teenager? I thought she was eight!"



"You're hilarious," Aurora told Dora flatly. "And that joke is really original."

"See! Grumpy!"

"It is a bit of a rubbish joke, Tonks. I expect better from you."

"Oh, shut up, old man."

"Can we go?" Aurora asked, still wary of Molly Weasley's gaze and the proximity of
Dumbledore and McGonagall. "I am very easily annoyed and would not like to show it
again."

"Very funny," her dad said, turning in the direction of the library, which was situated at the
end of the hall. "Onwards, then. To the bloody library — and that's not something I ever
thought I'd say with any measurement of happiness."

"The library makes you happy?"

"Not the library," he said with a fond smile, and this time Aurora did smile back at him. "It
creeps me out, actually, but I think if you can suffer what, five Gryffindors? I should be able
to deal with this."

"That almost sounded like a betrayal of your house, Dad."

"Yeah, Sirius, are you feeling okay?"

"Aurora's influencing me:"

"Good," she said primly, setting off down the hall with something of a bounce in her step. "I
think the world would be a far better place if everybody agreed with me on everything."

"No you don't," her dad said. "You like debating too much."

"No," she replied with a grin, "I just like being right."

"Sure," Dora said with a knowling look. "I think it can be both."

Aurora pursed her lips but decided not to disagree, instead leading the way to the library. The
rest of the Order's voices faded behind them; when she opened the great double doors, the
library unfolded before her, and the sight of it settled back into her memory.

Great stacks of books, dimly lit by the grimy light of narrow windows she could never really
glimpse. It seemed to be held together purely by its own will; shelves strained under books,
their wood warped and knuckled, and yet all was still and somehow perfect, just as she had
left it. It brought a smile to Aurora's face as her father shut the door behind them and sealed
them in the dusty gloom.

"Cheerful," he commented, with an edge of disdain. Dora let out a rather trumpet-like sneeze.



"It's beautiful," Aurora said, grinning at her father, who forced a smile in return. "I think so,
anyway. Right, I think the majority of Grandfather's Orion's personal trinkets should be on
our right this way, and I'm not sure about Uncle Regulus's personal collection, but it will be
here somewhere, I think a lot further in... Grandmother didn't like to touch any of his things."

"For once I agree with her," Aurora's father said. She pursed her lips, annoyed by his
proclivity to sniping, but she held his tongue; after all, she knew this was difficult for him,
and yet he was stood in this library for her sake. She owed it to him not to give in to her petty
defensive instincts. 

Instead she said softly, "Well, I'd like to."

Her father nodded, looking away and heading vaguely to their right. Aurora frowned at him
for a moment, confused, before realising he did know where he was going, that he had a
direction; more of a direction than she did, even. Sometimes she could only half-recollect
their tangled history, to recall that her father had spent longer living here than she had lived
anywhere. He had lived in that house for longer than she had even known the Black family at
all. It was one of those facts that felt entirely incorrect, that her mind and her heart could not
wrap themselves around. 

"We'll look through this first," her father said, coming to a stop and pulling back a deep green
velvet curtain to reveal an alcove Aurora hadn't even known existed. A large spider scuttled
out from underneath it; a cobweb clung to the back of the velvet, which was partly stained by
something black and mulchy. Aurora wrinkled her nose. 

"Rather you than me."

The alcove was cluttered with books and scrolls and metal ornaments which must once have
gleaned but now were tarnished and dusty. The library had barely been touched by Kreacher
or Timmy, it seemed, even though the rest of the house was relatively alright. She wondered
why, and on whose orders.

Aurora looked over her shoulder into the dim depths in the distance. Shelves seemed to
stretch endlessly toward an unattainable light, stained green by the coloured glass. 

"I'm going that way," she told them. Her father and Dora exchanged glances. "Nothing here
will hurt me. We already know that. I'll scream if I need you. But it's just books." They all
knew that was not entirely true. But it was close enough. "I might find nothing anyway.
There's so many books. But I have to start somewhere."

"You know, I really hope there is no need to scream."

"It'll be fine. This is the safest this house has ever been."

They still looked uneasy, but Dora nudged Aurora's dad and he gave a brisk nod, turning back
to the alcove. "Have fun with it then."

Aurora gave Dora a tense smile, and then headed down the nearest aisle. She had only vague
and half formed memories of wandering around this place as a child. She could find her way



by instinct in a misty sort of haze, remembering her grandmother warning her away from the
shelves and pointing out where different texts came from, who had written them and who had
curated each collection. The difficulty was in the complete lack of organisation. One
collection was curated by Phineas Nigellus in the 1900s; the one next to it by Medea Black in
the early 1800s; the next by Medea's own nephew, Dionysus. They ranged from texts on
anything from the magic of souls, deep alchemy, necromancy, to herbology and animal
guidance. One shelf held two dozen volumes of Mermish; the next contained titles as varied
as Nostradamus and the Fouls of France and A Treatise on the Properties of the Bodies of
Unicorns and Their Proper Use and Gain. She wandered through the shelves, eyes peeled for
any plaque of signage bearing Regulus's name, anything that called out to her as her own.
There was nothing; every trace of him seemed to have been hidden. Even his father's own
collection was diminished from what Aurora remembered, though she supposed her
memories were somewhat unreliable.

 

As she got closer to the green window, there was a sudden shout from the other end of the
library. Aurora whirled around, hand on her wand, meeting deathly silence. "Dad?"

Her voice sank slowly through the thick library air. It seemed to take an age for Dora's voice
to call back, "Fine!" and then, after a pause, "One of these books grew a head!"

Great, she thought to herself, resigned. It really should have been more surprising.

Aurora turned back to the window, its glass coated in a thick layer of grey dust. The work
was exquisitely done: it depicted a scene recognisable to most scholars of medieval magical
history, Hydrus Black's conjuring of the northern lights on the eve of the Battle of Hastings,
striking fear and awe into the enemy and tearing at their resolve. Brilliant green and rose
lights hung over a midnight blue sky, illuminating the hordes of soldiers prepared to die over
a crown, a title, the blood right of their leader. Hydrus' magic had heralded his power and that
of his king. In the battle itself, it had won their victory.

Now, that image held a place deeper in her heart. She could understand it in a way she never
had before. She knew the fear of a seemingly impossible enemy, and the awe that was felt
watching great magic at work. 

Aurora turned from the window, feeling green light cast over her back. The edges of the
beam of light fell to her left, and she wandered along within that ray. The green came through
the strands of her hair, turning the air around her an eerie shade. At the end of the aisle three
over, was the name Orion Black. It was written on a silver plaque which reflected the bare
vestige of the green light and Hydrus Black's illusion. 

Aurora wandered into its dusty remains, her footsteps whispering on the floor. Here she was
surrounded by a sense of deja vu; it wrapped around her and tilted her memory sideways,
leading her to feel like she was not entirely there anyways, like she had instead been
transported to another time and another room, one where she would be chastised for touching
rather than merely looking, and yet was promised all this would be hers. If she was proper,
acted like a lady, if she could have the dirty blood educated out of her. 



The memory cracked against her thoughts like a whip. She sucked in a tight, cold breath,
blinking and awakening to see the library in a stranger light, where shadows were deeper and
the books retreated from her. Their retreat pulled her steadiness from her; a wave of nausea
crashed through her, bringing with it a creeping discomfort.

This was hers, she reminded herself. It always would be. And Regulus had promised his
collection to her, without any knowledge of what she might become or how she might be
raised. He had put his legacy in her with a blind trust. His opinion was what she had to bear
in mind, as was Arcturus' assertion that her name was enough, that her name meant more than
her blood, that she was more than her blood. Perhaps that idea was not so different from what
her grandmother had said. Even so. 

It was there, wandering down the dusty aisle, that she found the little plaque that bore the
name Regulus Arcturus Black. Beneath the name, inscribed: 1961-1979.

The collection was small, but seemed to be not as dusty as the rest. Perhaps some magic of
his had preserved it, for her, she dared to dream. 

"Dad," she called out through the dusty echoes of the library. "I found it."

There was a loud rustling and the sound of something clattering against a wall and her father
called back, "The books?"

"No, the gobstones collection."

A very faint snort from Dora somewhere. Aurora smiled, a tentative thing, and brushed her
fingertips against the cracked leather spines. There were a whole host of titles. The Soul and
the Spirit in the Ancient Arts; Seeing the Soul; How the Modern State of Magic was Borne
from its Slaughter; Curses of the Blood, Their Making and Their Undoing; The Magic of the
Past and Seeing the Future; Searching for  Death in the Magical Life. And there, in nine thick
volumes, was The History of the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black. The first volume
was entitled Hydrus I-Rollon I: From the Sorcerers' Conquest to the Great Anarchy. It was
hefty when she picked it up, nearing 800 withered pages long. Here she held only a sliver of
history, yet it was dozens of accounts threaded together by one dedicated ancestor. She could
feel the weight of it and its implication.

This she was sure was the first thing that she ought to read. When she opened its pages —
carefully, easing it open with the reverent touch a parent gives to a child — her gaze found
the annotations written neatly in the margins, underwriting different lines and illuminating
quotations. Some corners had little hand-drawn illustrations in emerald ink that still glittered
as though it had just been laid down. There was a piece of her uncle in this, she knew; it was
in the slop of his cursive l and the sharp, crisp lines of the capital letter A. 

She needed this. She needed its weight cradled in her arms. She needed this tangible
connection and the knowledge that she was part of something, tethered to her ancestors, from
the secondhand accounts of those long-decayed, to the rich commentary of her own uncle, a
man who haunted her family still, and who she had always hoped had done the right thing. 



She closed that volume as carefully as she had opened it. A whisper of dust blew away,
mingling in the green sheen of the air. She held the book to her chest for a moment, breathing
in the beloved scent of old parchment and dried ink and worn leather. Then she took the —
considerably slimmer, thank Merlin — book on curses of the blood, and made to move,
whether to one of the desks by the window or back to her father and Dora, she did not quite
know yet. 

But something stopped her. Some imbedded reverence she hadn't known she possessed, an
unexpected instinct. She stopped and turned to face the worn little plaque that bore her
uncle's name, and she clutched the books that were now hers, and she bowed her head. 

"I'm sorry," she said aloud, the faintest whisper. "I'll do the right thing. I hope."

The words were met with the expected silence. In truth she did not know where the words
had come from. They had been buried in her soul somewhere. 

On that same instinct, guided by an invisible hand, se took down the book on searching for
death. The front cover was a green so dark it was almost black, engraved with an image of a
man in a cloak leading three unknown figures over a bridge. She did not know what the scene
was meant to depict, but the Death she saw there seemed twisted in a way. He held a wand in
his skeletal hands; the knuckles of the hands and the ridges of the wand seemed to mimic the
warping of the branches of the tree above him. 

Perhaps this would help her, she thought. Perhaps the worries of her uncle were not so
different from her own, perhaps he had seen death soon. Perhaps he had been taken by him
too soon, had reached too far, demanded too much. 

Perhaps he could still save her from that same fate.

When she found her father and Dora again, they were fiddling with an old silver trinket box,
a pile of books next to them. "Oh, goodie," Dora said when she spotted her. "Those for us or
for you?"

"For me," Aurora replied, exchanging a smile with her father, who gave a reassuring nod.
"Hopefully they'll help me. You can check if there's any curses on them or anything if you
want, but they should be fine."

"They're fine," Dora said, though she still ran her wand over them just in case. "Searching for
death?"

Aurora shrugged. "I'm grasping for anything I can." She ignored the frown on her father's
face. "Again, I'm sensible. I'm not going to use anything that's going to get me killed. I've
grown rather fond of being alive and I should hate to die without having made at least three
revolutionary discoveries in magical research."

Her father's expression was odd to behold, something wistful yet detached, as though he were
not entirely seeing her but something else. It was eerie, and for a moment again she felt not
herself, like she had been dragged to another time and another soul had been twined with
hers. But it was only for a moment.



Dora cleared her throat and Aurora's dad asked where she wanted the "not-cursed-but-still-
slightly-dodgy" books moving to, and the sound of the Weasley children clattering on the
stairs came down the hall and the moment was broken and she could breathe easier again,
still clutching the books to her chest.



Merlin and MacMillans

Aurora found herself pleasantly surprised to have been invited to Merlin’s Day again this
year. Certain things had changed — her lack of letters from Pansy and Draco in the past few
weeks being one of them — but at least she was still firmly a part of society. They did not
suspect her operating with a fringe secret society in direct defiance of the Ministry of Magic,
at any rate, and she rather enjoyed knowing that she had one over on the purebloods who
thought they knew all that happened in their world.

Potter, allegedly, had been invited too, but he made no mention of such a thing in his letters,
which were becoming more and more frequent. It seemed Granger and Weasley were keeping
to their pact of not telling him anything — though she had to admit their blind loyalty
switching to Dumbledore had thrown her view of the trio off somewhat, even if she
understood the necessity of it. She hadn't really though them capable of keeping things from
Potter. She hadn't thought that they would ever be willing to; their trio had always appeared
so unshakeable, so firm, so that there was never a rift between them, never a secret unshared,
never a thought that did not belong to the other two as well. Even in their rocky third year
when Aurora had perceived Hermione's anger at the two boys, the loyalty was there, only
subdued by personal pride. It was strange to watch, as they reckoned with themselves. She
wondered how long it would be before they exploded. She hoped Potter would explode first,
yet, she couldn't help but feel some pity.

She supposed it was because she knew how it felt, to feel closed off from the world, like your
entire universe had shattered and now was keeping the shards of its secrets hidden. She knew
how maddening it was searching, begging for answers and finding none.

Every so often, her mind would wander to her father’s motorcycle and the thought that it
could very easily get her to Little Whinging. Easier than the Knight Bus, better to blend in
with than a broom. It just seemed silly, to keep him out of the loop. And he would no doubt
keep the Weasleys' and Granger's attention off her, which she was sure would make them less
annoying. Her father clearly itched to do something about it, too.

But it was an itch that neither of them was allowed to scratch. Aurora sought to bide her time;
there was no point in going behind Dumbledore's back just for feeling's sake, just because she
was annoyed and frustrated with the whole world and mostly her own deep-rooted inability to
act.

Her father, she was sure, merely knew that said time would come, in his usual explosive and
impulsive manner. The only real mystery was which would happen first.

Potter hadn't wanted to come to Merlin's Day, anyway. His reply to her letter about it was
curt: I can’t be arsed with the sort of people I’m sure go to those things and anyway if you
think I’m going to risk rubbing shoulders with Lucius Malfoy you can sod off. 

It didn't do anything to endear him to her, and she did not reply. Still, she could understand
why. She really should have thought about the fact that Potter was not used to making nice



with the people he knew detested his existence.

Aurora, on the other hand, was learning to manage it.

This year, unlike the last, she was not invited to join her friends before the celebration
outside, though it was not much of a surprise. It did, however, give her an opportunity.

Lords MacMillan, Stebbins, and Vaisey had written to her as a collective, trying to persuade
her to endorse a Progressive candidate for the forthcoming election in Cornwall, in order to
shore up their own faction’s numbers in the Assembly. Candidate endorsements, from
hereditary lords or ladies, were commonplace, but she couldn’t help but feel they were a
natural way of causing strife between whomever did end up elected to a particular seat. Yet,
she tentatively agreed.

In return, the three would convince the Progressive party which they headed to vote with her
against a new bill proposed by the Ministers’ Council on press regulation, which sought to
prevent any Ministry-affiliated person from speaking to the press without the explicit written
permission of the Minister. This was ostensibly to prevent needless gossip, but they all saw
through that. They would propose instead, regulations on the privacy of subjects of the news,
such as teenagers who had done nothing except exist, and kiss someone, which should not be
at all scandalous. It might have been ambitious, but Aurora was hopeful. Everyone had had
some poisoned quill turned towards them, after all.

In addition, the lords were going to help work on legislation with the Direct Democrats to
legally and enshrine in law, the right of Muggleborns to hold significant Ministry positions
and Assembly seats. MacMillan had agreed readily, but Stebbins and Vaisey were more
reluctant. The Progressives didn't see a coalition with the Direct Democrats to be politically
viable, and not many really cared all that much about the issues to begin with.

The other concerning talk was about Dumbledore; Fudge allegedly wanted to have him
removed from the Wizengamot. She understood some of the support for this; he had held the
same role for years, after all, and many thought he might be losing his touch. There were
many in power, not just him, who she thought out to be replaced by newer talent, younger
wizards with an eye to the future. But she had a terrible suspicion that his replacement could
only come from within the Minister's Council, and that she did not want. The judiciary and
legislative bodies had to remain separate, but Fudge was forever muddying the lines of the
Ministry's constitution and clamouring for power. She dreaded to think of that line
disappearing altogether.

And so, that year, Aurora arrived to the Greengrasses’ Merlin’s Day Ball armed with her
wand, every shield jewellery she could find, lilac dress robes, and the allyship of Lord
MacMillan at her back. She and Leah had prepared for the ball together at the MacMillan
Manor — a grand fortress set in the wilds of the Scottish Highlands, Moray to be exact, the
seat of their assembly power. It wasn’t so far from Hogwarts, really; according to Ernie,
Leah’s brother, it was barely two hours’ to fly, shorter with a racing broom.

“We’ll have to go a fly together some point this summer,” he had said, in a rather pompous
sort of voice, “I’m a good racer; trying out for Seeker this year.”



“Against Diggory?” Aurora asked, eyebrows raised.

Ernie shrugged. “I see no reason why not. A bit of healthy competition’s good for everyone,
wouldn’t you agree?”

That, she did concede, and had had to wish him luck, making a note to let Draco know of the
potential change to the Hufflepuff line up. Then she remembered what her cousin had said on
the train last month, and could think of him no longer. Her stomach tangled itself in knots at
the very thought that she would see him again that afternoon, that she would have to act
normal, that she would have to look not only at him but at his father, his smug face, knowing
exactly what he did and who for, and that he would never face any consequences.

When they arrived through the Floo in the front foyer of the Greengrasses’ Manor, she could
hear the ball was already in full swing outside. String music echoed around the walls inside
as well as out, a lively, spritely tune, and above it rose gossip and chatter.

“At least we don’t have to introduce ourselves this year,” Leah said to Aurora while they
waited for the Lord and Lady MacMillan to come through from the fire. “Though it’ll be
Louise’s turn soon enough.” The youngest MacMillan girl, just turned twelve, grumbled
something incoherent under her breath.

“She looks delighted,” Aurora remarked drily, and Leah snickered.

Ernie said with an air of haughtiness, “She’ll have to get used to the idea. As will you, Leah.
You know, just because you’re not being formally introduced doesn’t mean you don’t have to
act like a lady just as much as last year, if not moreso.”

“Funny how no one asked your opinion, Ernest,” Leah snapped back, and Aurora pressed her
lips together to hide a smile. “Just because you don’t get any ladies doesn’t mean you have to
act like a git.”

Ernie turned red and Aurora stared pointedly at the floor, praying for the MacMillan parents
to come in so that she didn’t have to get caught in the middle of the siblings’ fight. Her
prayers were answered two seconds later, in a dazzle of green flame, from which both Lord
and Lady emerged, clad in complimentary soft blue and white; Lord MacMillan had a thistle
head tucked into the top pocket of his robes, which Aurora imagined couldn’t be very
comfortable.

“Shall we find someone to announce us, then,” Lady MacMillan asked swiftly, sending at
once the atmosphere between her children, “I’m afraid the Greengrasses are too often
distracted to loiter to greet their guests. Come, all of you — Lady Black, do you mind
arriving outside with us, or would you rather wait?”

“Oh, I don’t mind at all,” she said, pleased she had suggested it. This way, it would be clear
that she had made a form of alliance, rather than being a tag-along out of sympathy. “Thank
you, Lady MacMillan.”

And she had to admit, she rather liked being addressed as Lady Black. It made her feel like
an equal and gave her renewed courage to step out with them, into the dazzling sunset around



the gardens of Greengrass Manor.

This year, Lady Greengrass had put even more effort into her decorations. Gold appeared to
be the theme; the leaves of trees were painted as such, the fountain of champagne seemed
even more dazzling and brilliant, tiny suns dangled between branches and swirled around
guests, and tall, thin pillars rose from the ground, offering up selections of canapes invariably
topped with gold leaf. Aurora imagined this was what the mansion of King Midas must have
looked like, in his heady climb towards luxury and insanity both.

It seemed, somehow, rather fitting.

“Lady Black,” Ernie said as soon as they reached distance of the dance floor, around which
she could already spy Narcissa Malfoy in deep conversation with Lady Greengrass and
Rosebelle Parkinson, and see Pansy, Draco, and Lucille with their heads bent together in a
corner, conspiring. “Might I have this dance?”

It was the last thing she wanted to do, when her friends were so close and yet furiously out of
her grasp. But it had to be done, and Ernie was a nice enough boy, and she needed his father’s
goodwill. So she put on her best smile — a sweet one, not cold or haughty or amused — and
extended a hand towards him, which he took with a light in his eye. “Of course.”

Ernie MacMillan wasn’t a terrible dancer, an accolade Aurora felt she had already given out
far too many times to boys who were not worthy of very much more. He held her all the right
ways and led with painstakingly correct steps, and never once let conversation stray too
uncomfortably beyond pleasantries of exams and school subjects and her family’s health.
Even the assembly elections received only a small look-in, an acknowledgement of his
father’s position and his assurance that one day he would fulfil the role just as his father
would have wanted.

Aurora wished she had Ernie MacMillan’s certainty. “I am sure Lord MacMillan has prepared
you well,” was the most she managed to say in response, feeling the words tasteless on her
tongue. Yet Ernie beamed and puffed out his chest as though proud.

“Of course, there are challenges to leadership — you know that — but I am confident in our
future. So long as Dumbledore is in it — do you know, he and my grandfather were rather
personal friends?”

“How interesting.” A strained pleasantry. She would much rather have been speaking to
Ernie’s sister, who was currently having what appeared to be an incredibly dull conversation
with Lord Abbott’s grandson. “I’m sure he must have been quite fascinating.”

“Oh, Grandfather was,” Ernie said, though she had meant Dumbledore. “Marvellous man.
Always had a story to tell, always a new spell to reveal. His library was really quite
something.”

That, Aurora latched onto. “Oh, mine too. The Black Manor’s library is splendid, I could lose
myself for days.”



“Oh, then you must see ours next time you visit,” Ernie said as he spun her under his arm,
with such conviction that there would be a next time. “Puts all others to shame, I’m sure.”

Though unreasonable, his comment made Aurora a bit too defensive of her own library, and
she smiled thinly back. She was sure the MacMillans’ collection was lovely, but the boy had
a talent for making everything into bragging.

“I look forward to it,” Aurora said diplomatically, and Ernie grinned, his hand clasping hers a
little tighter as they glided across the dance floor. The world behind him was a blur of golden
light and sequinned robes — a fashion trend she seemed to have overlooked this year, to her
annoyance, without Pansy telling her every point of the season. It swayed and then stilled,
swayed and stilled, around her, consuming with bright light and joyous laughter, from which
she felt strangely detached.

Her gaze landed on a cluster across the clearing as they slowed. The Nott family stood
together, each of them with defiance on their faces, though each defying something different.
Lord Nott looked as though he defied any of the crowd to speak to him; Theo looked to be
defying his grandfather, standing apart from him, shoulders set. And his mother looked to be
defying death itself.

Her breath caught when Theo raised his head and saw her, and her hand tightened around
Ernie’s. Ernie took her holding his hand as a sign of something more, pressing closer with his
same confident smile. “Aurora?” His voice cut through the humming in her head. “Lady
Black?”

“Yes, MacMillan?”

“I asked, would you join me for a drink after this dance? It may be a good idea for us to get
to know each other better.”

She tried to stop her gaze drifting to Theo again, and smiled, strained. “Of course. That
would be lovely.”

She almost felt bad at the grin he gave her, knowing he did not realise how much of her was
only forced politeness. When the dance finished, they did not part as she wished they could,
instead diverting to a table of flute glasses which, when they picked them up, filled with a
golden liquid which smelled of apples.

“No wine for us then,” Ernie said, laughing.

Aurora forced a smile and took a sip, then turned to watch the rest of the guests.

Narcissa Malfoy caught her eye with a searching look, and Aurora gave a small smile in
return. It was not reciprocated; she tried not to let that sting. Near his mother, Draco stood
chatting to Pansy, his hand light upon her arm. Pansy let out a laugh that twinkled over the
crowd, and a pang hit Aurora’s chest, a want to be with them. She almost moved, almost
went to them, but stopped herself. Not yet. Later, when they acknowledged her. Later, when
she could not feel the hard stares of Lords Nott and Malfoy and Avery, when Lord Travers



was not sizing her up from a nearby tree and Lord Carrow not narrowing his eyes in
suspicion, or at her audacity to show her face.

But she belonged here just as much as any of them did, she reminded herself, and looked to
Ernie; Ernie, who accepted her power and her for what they were, Ernie whose family were
more than happy to be seen with her and were truthfully — were it not for the sentiment of
family and friendship accrued over the years — the sort of people she would much rather be
associated with, politically. There was no point to begging for scraps of attention and
toleration from the likes of Travers or Avery or Carrow. Not when she would never ally with
them anyway, never agree with their politics.

She was going to be in danger anyway, in the days and years to come. She did not have to be
foolish, announce herself and gain scorn; but she would never be safe with them no matter
how much she tried to prove herself. That was her curse but it was also her blessing.

“I realise I don’t know very much about you,” Ernie was saying, “apart from what Leah’s
told me, of course. I did admire you in Duelling Club last year, though.”

That did please her, and she turned to him with a genuine smile. “You were rather good too, I
found,” she told him, watching him grin. “Did you enjoy it? It seemed there was quite a
mixed opinion of Professor Moody.”

“Oh,” Ernie said, “I thought he was brilliant! Rather… Unconventional, perhaps.” She let out
a small laugh. “But brilliant nonetheless. The sort of stuff he showed us, we’d never be able
to get with another teacher — not even Lupin, I’m sorry to say.”

“No,” Aurora found herself agreeing, “if only because I don’t think Professor Lupin—” how
strange it suddenly felt to call him that in company “—would have dared to put us all in such
a volatile situation. Not as fourth years, anyway, I believe he did have some sort of informal
practice sessions for N.E.W.T. students. But it was excellent training. It’s not every year you
get an Auror to teach you — I am sorry to see him go, aren’t you?”

“No, but that’s what’s so brilliant about Defense Against the Dark Arts,” Ernie explained. “I
mean, I know everyone says the position’s cursed, and given the last four years, it probably
is, but sometimes that can be good. We got such a variety between Lupin and Moody, didn’t
we, and both were brilliant in what they specialised in.”

“Yes,” Aurora remarked, “as opposed to Quirrel and Lockhart, who were brilliant only in
failure.”

Ernie barked out a laugh, throwing his head back as he took a drink. “S’ppose it does have its
drawbacks, too.”

“Mhm.”

“I hear Dumbledore’s struggling to find a teacher this year.”

“I daresay he always is — curses aren’t very popular.”



“My father believes Fudge may try and put his own candidate forward. Given how tensions
are between the two of them.”

She couldn’t blame him. It was such an important institution, after all, and for it to be run
almost solely by one’s current opponent, was not good for Fudge’s political longevity with
the next generation. “How interesting.” Aurora took a sip, as Leah bounded up to them, an
annoyed look on her face, dragging Hannah Abbott behind her.

“Oh, those ghastly boys,” she complained, grabbing a glass and making a great show of
inspecting it. “Crabbe and Goyle — I can’t stand them!”

“What happened?” Aurora asked, and Leah let out a derisive scoff.

“What didn’t happen?” Hannah said, herself taking a glass and glaring at the dance floor.
“Creeps, the two of them, and dreadful dancers.”

“I don’t know how Crabbe can insinuate I’m unsuitable when he’s expected to be a Lord and
can’t tell his left foot from his right.” Aurora winced. “I don’t know how you stand them.”

“They’re quiet around me,” Aurora admitted. “And I tend to let it wash over me.” They’d
never dare say anything against me in front of Draco, she wanted to add, but the sight of her
cousin across the floor stopped her.

“Our fathers are talking,” Leah said darkly, moving on swiftly. “Again. Lord Vaisey, too —
do they ever take a break?”

“Leah thinks Father wants her to start associating with Felix Vaisey,” Ernie informed Aurora
in a rather matter-of-fact way. “She’s not happy about it.”

“I’d rather find someone suitable and then approach Father than have him simply choose
someone on a political whim. You never know when these things will change.”

Aurora searched for Felix Vaisey then — a tall, blond boy from the year below them, a fellow
Slytherin, though she did not know much else. “I never heard of him being disagreeable,” she
tried to assure Leah, who scowled.

“Precisely. There is nothing wrong with Felix Vaisey and it is infuriating.”

Hannah’s mouth tweaked in amusement. When she caught Aurora’s eye, she found herself
replicating the same. “I think I see him coming over,” Hannah said, and the way Leah turned
around was almost comical, trying to shield herself with her brother. Ernie, for his part,
merely laughed and sidestepped her.

“Felix is a fine lad,” he told her, “a dance won’t kill you. Aurora and I will dance in
solidarity, won’t we?”

Had he not been so confident in the assumption, and were it not — by the twinkle in his eye
— said with the aim of aggravating his sister, Aurora might have been annoyed. As it was,
she found herself agreeing, even smiling, as Hannah rolled her eyes.



“I suppose I shall have to find a cousin or something, in that case, if you all leave my
company.”

“I do spy the Edris boy,” Ernie offered, “the eldest, the Ravenclaw, what’s his name?”

“Lewis,” Aurora supplied, and Ernie gave her an appreciative look like she had just passed a
test. The boy in question was a Ravenclaw just a year older than them, by all accounts rather
quiet, though his father was a force in the Assembly, one of the Progressives’ best speakers.

“I shall call him over,” Ernie said, “try not to glare at Vaisey, Leah.”

“I don’t glare,” Leah said, face brightening. “And I’ve nothing against him — unfortunately.”

Hannah snorted and Ernie gave his sister a scolding look as he headed away, passing Felix
with a brief nod and handshake, in such a way that he was even handing Felix over to his
own sister. As he approached, Felix bowed his head first to Aurora, with a murmur of, “Lady
Black,” then to Leah and Hannah.

“I was going to ask Miss MacMillan for a dance,” he said, predictably. Hannah bit her lip and
withheld a laugh; Aurora did the same. “But I fear I shall tear her away from her friends.”

“Oh, we’re dancing too,” Hannah said, “Ernie’s just bringing Lewis Edris over.”

Leah sent her a foul look when Felix looked the other way. Aurora tried not to think about
how long she would have to keep to Ernie and this same circle today. They carried through
another three dances, Hannah with the surprisingly attractive Lewis Edris, and Aurora tried to
keep up with Ernie’s circular chatter, wishing for the easy conversation of better known
companions.

She found it when they started a progressive dance, and Ernie passed her on to partner after
partner, everyone weaving in and out. She caught a snippet of conversation from Blaise
Zabini, a swift twenty-second outpouring of whispers from Draco, and then as the song came
to an end, she was met with Theo Nott and a confused, strained silence.

“Afternoon, stranger,” she said after a couple of seconds in which neither could find anything
to say, “I didn’t think I might see you.”

“My grandfather insisted. Daphne said she was unsure if she would be seeing you, in fact,
Lady Black.”

“Oh, I would never dare miss Lady Greengrass’s Merlin’s Day celebrations.”

His lips quirked up. “None of us would, I’m sure.”

No more words. A turn, a moment’s waltz, and then she was spinning away again, back to
Ernie MacMillan with steady hands and a willing smile. As the song ended, though, she
caught her cousin Draco’s eye and knew their time had come to an end.

“A pleasure, Mr. MacMillan,” she said, curtsying ever so slightly as he swept into a bow and
kissed the back of her hand. “If you’ll excuse me. I’ll see you soon.”



Draco was waiting for her in the shadows at the edge of the dance floor. She approached with
trepidation, and could not stop the first words slipping out, “Have you become illiterate over
the holidays?”

“What?”

“My letters,” she clarified, coming to his shoulder with a light scowl, “you haven’t been
replying.”

“Oh.” He looked around them furtively, then took her arm and guided her further into the
treeline. “Yeah, I know, but it’s probably best if you don’t shout about it. Come on, Pansy’ll
cover for us.”

Pansy was just approaching, Daphne and Theo in tow, and gave a withering look as they
slipped away into the shadows. With anyone else, Aurora would have been apprehensive,
nervous, but Draco she trusted. Mostly.

“My father didn’t want me writing,” he explained. “Because of the election — politics gets
messy, he said, as you well know.”

She raised her eyebrows. “So he believes me given to political sabotage? He is not standing
fo election, is he?”

Draco scoffed. “No — but Grandfather has his candidates to support and Father says we have
to be careful with our circle at the moment.”

That stung. But it also was not unexpected.

“So that circle does not extend to me, does it? Your oldest friend, your own cousin — and
may I add, I have declared no sides in this election.” Yet, anyway.

“Yeah,” Draco said, shaking his head, “that’s why you came here with the MacMillans.”

“Well,” she said in a clipped voice, with a withering look right at him, “it seems plain enough
that I could not come with the Malfoys.”

That made him flush, annoyed. “You still didn’t have to go behind our backs!”

“I haven't gone behind your back," she said defensively. "I haven't made any statement
against you or your family. I am allowed my own opinions, Draco — it doesn't mean I shall
be permanently estranged. And anyway, your own mother is in talks with the Greengrasses,
and they are not politically aligned with your family either, are they? Nor, I hear, are the
Parkinsons, so, pray tell, what is the difference with me? What sets me aside here, Draco?”

The words rushed out of her, hot and quick, lava from an erupting volcano. It was a question
that she did not know if she wanted to hear the answer to, yet one that she desperately had to
ask, desperately had to confront her cousin with.

The look on his face was stricken, confused. “What do you mean?”



“Why is my negotiating with Lord MacMillan different to your mother negotiating with
Madam Greengrass?”

“Well, they’re MacMillans. And you’re… Father doesn’t want us talking anyway. You’ve
made it worse, doing that.”

“Your father would not want us talking regardless. And why is that, Draco? Why the sudden
change, do you think?”

The colour drained from his face. He knew exactly what she was talking about. But his fear
would not let him admit it out loud.

“You’re being silly. Look, it’s only until this election is over. Pansy’s coming round for tea in
a couple of weeks, you could join us, I’m sure Mother wouldn’t mind extending the
invitation.”

“And your father?” She raised her eyebrows. “Will you and your mother follow his word if
he objects?”

That, Draco could not answer. Indeed, he looked perplexed by her even asking.

"Draco," she started softly, "the fact that we're even having to speak like this... I know it's
difficult, with your father. I know you have to do what your grandfather wants, but you're in
denial and even though I'm your family—"

“My grandfather thinks you’re irresponsible," he said sharply, cutting her off. "That you
shouldn’t hold office.” She scoffed. Irresponsible was a convenient excuse for her age. The
suggestion that she didn’t know what she was doing fit nicely with ideas that half-bloods
didn’t belong to proper society; that they couldn’t understand it fully. “He thinks you’ll lead
me astray?”

“I, the girl who regularly has to remind you to do your homework before you forget and let
your grades slip below an E? Lead you astray?”

“It’s what my grandfather — and he doesn’t agree with your politics.”

“I don’t agree with his. Difference is, I am familiar with the term tolerance.”

Draco’s lips pursed as he looked her up and down, frustration brewing behind his eyes as she
challenged him. “They don’t think it’s politically sound to associate with you right now.”

“And why’s that?”

“Because… Because you are too close to Harry Potter. I tried telling them, I did, how much
you hate him and only put up with him for familial harmony, all that stuff you always say.
But my father doesn’t like it. And Fudge doesn’t like Potter anymore, either. Really, you
should be careful.”

Aurora smiled wryly; it seemed she always had to be careful. “Thank you for your honesty,”
she said at last, yet knowing there was still more to it. That Fudge was not the only threat to



Harry Potter at the moment — far from it. She had to wonder, if Voldemort was back and
Bellatrix managed to escape, if they wanted her dead, would Lucius do it? Would he be able
to look in the eye a girl whom he had known since the age of five, and sentence her to her
death?

A shiver passed through her.

“I promise I will write,” Draco said, “I just… Your letters seemed off, too.”

“Off?”

“Like you’re, I don’t know, annoyed at me.”

She bit back a bitter laugh. Of course she was annoyed and of course he would fail to
understand. Draco would never understand; it had pained her to have to come to realise that.

“I am, rather. I know what you said to Harry Pottet on the train."

He went white. For a moment, his face fell, but he recovered swiftly and said, "I didn't say
anything to Potter on the train."

Her stomach sank, cold. "Don't lie to me."

"What did he tell you?"

For a moment she was silent, stomach churning. Nausea washed over her, splashing like cold
water over her cheeks. "You — you were taunting him about the Dark Lord's return. You said
him and his friends would be the first to die, because they were... Muggleborns. You made it
sound like you wanted it to happen. For them to die."

Draco's features twisted into a furious sneer. "You can't listen to him, Aurora. He doesn't
know what he's talking about. He thinks he's better than me, but he isn't. This is the thing —
this is the problem!" He paced around, hiding his face from her as he did so. "He's turning
you against me, now he's got an in. He's turning you against your family and friends and we
can all feel it."

"Right." Her voice was a faint echo. There was a sort of buzzing in her ears; a million bees
repeating the word, lie, lie, lie. She had heard him, with her own ears. And it didn't have
anything to do with Potter, not really. It had everything to do with the fact that she had never
really allowed herself to see him before.

"He wants to take my family — our family — down. It's the Weasleys' doing, too. They've no
respect – but I know you do, Aurora." He paused, and his eyes met her. That pure silver was
so familiar and yet there was a coldness to it she had never truly felt before. "Potter will
never trust you, or like you. He'll never understand you. He just wants to use you to hurt me,
to find out secrets about me, from you."

"I'd never tell him anything," she said immediately, almost without thinking. She daren't
allow herself to think about it after she said it either. She didn't want to know if she was
telling the truth or not. "I keep my friends' secrets, Draco; you know that."



The lie made her ill, but he was lying, too. In that moment it felt like something had quietly
broken; a thread that had been fraying for some time, and now snapped, and soon would
bring the whole web falling down before they even knew it.

“You know I value my neutrality," she said, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice.
"MacMillan made me an offer and I took it; in exchange for my support, he and his faction
will vote with me on an upcoming matter. It is one ball, Draco. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Ernie MacMillan seemed to think it meant something, the way you were dancing.”

She laughed humorlessly. “That was the point, dear cousin.” Aurora reached for his hands,
but her change in tactics made her stomach churn. “Draco, you know I’m always on your
side? And whatever your father and grandfather say, whatever they try to hold against you…
I’m family, aren’t I?”

His nod was mechanical, well-practiced. The words were practiced, too, though; words she
had had to repeat to herself a dozen times before, trying to convince herself that was what
mattered, that it was the truth, like she and he hadn't changed and departed irreversibly from
one another.

"Family," he repeated, with a glimmer of a smile. He held his hand out to her, taking hers. His
touch was distressingly warm, comfortable, familiar. Her eyes burned; the trees seemed to
retreat from around them, and her chest opened up into emptiness. Lie, her mind told her
again. A lie.

Aurora forced a smile. "I love you," she said, and that — no matter how painful now — was
at least the truth. "But your grandfather, his friends, they're wrong about me. But it's not just
my politics they dislike, Draco. It's my blood. It's my very existence that they think
undermines theirs because they think I am inherently lesser." Draco flinched at the precision
of her words, like he had been slapped. But he came up with no argument against it. “I am
not safe in alliance with them. I will stand with you as long as I can. But that's you. And that's
not unconditional. I need you to understand me. To listen to what I am telling you."

She watched his mind spin as he looked at her, as he weighed up loyalty and rebellion, the
cousin stood before him and the father waiting for his reappearance. All she could do was
hope to paste over the cracks in their relationship, to hope that would be enough to hold, for
now. To hope that she could, quietly, subtly, steer him towards her and away from them.
Towards the better person she still believed that he could be.

“Draco?”

“Yes.” His voice came out rather hoarse but he nodded furiously, taking her hands. “Yes,
Aurora — I get it. But your blood means nothing to me.”

“You’re not the rest of the world, Draco.” And neither was she.

Her cousin’s eyes were eager and she hoped that meant he wanted to learn, wanted to
understand and to fix the splintering between them. But that was too optimistic, and she knew
that too. She had always hoped he was not so bad as people thought, but he had confirmed



what she had been being told and then he had lied. He had turned it around on Potter as he
always did and she wondered, how much of his personal hatred of Potter was a front for what
he stood against?

She had once hoped that she could save him, in a way. From himself, from his family. She
had thought she could salvage their friendship.

But the trust had been well and truly broken and she did not know how to fix that. If she even
really wanted to.

Draco didn’t have anything more to say to her assertion. She wondered with a knot in her
stomach if he realised she wasn’t the rest of the world either, if he was beginning to recognise
that she was not the exception, a miracle of the Black family’s making.

“We should get back,” Draco said instead, and she could not ignore the pit of disappointment
that opened as a result. “My father and grandfather will no doubt want me to meet someone.
Or fifty someones.”

And Narcissa had not so much as hinted at her own meeting someone. Aurora tried not to be
disappointed by that. After all, she had the MacMillans now — on a practical level, that was
much more important than that side of her that still craved Narcissa’s praise and appreciation.
Even if her mind, her rational side, knew she should not need it, and did not want what came
along with it.

When she followed Draco out of the treeline, Narcissa was watching them. She gave only a
faint smile before drifting away to converse with a woman in scarlet robes, and Draco was
called away, giving her an apologetic frown. Most of her friends had been called away —
only Pansy and Blaise remained, both looking rather put out.

Aurora felt like she was going to be sick. Draco was acting like all was normal, nothing
changed. He was laughing and smiling and did not give her another glance. Nothing had ever
changed.

Pansy raised her eyebrows with interest as Aurora approached. “Well?” she asked. “Lucius’s
feathers suitably ruffled?”

Aurora rolled her eyes half-heartedly. There was still that faint ringing in her ears. When she
looked down, the ground seemed to spin. “All is well.” It was not. “Thank you for covering
for us, but I think Narcissa noticed.”

“Narcissa knows everything,” Blaise and Pansy said at the same time.

“This is true. Anyway — how are you both? It’s been forever.”

If they noted the tremble in her voice, they did not mention it.

“I’ve been splendid,” Blaise said with a lazy grin. “One week in Spain, one week in
Morocco, not a single stepfather in sight. Estelle was living for it.”



“Yes, what did happen to the last man?” Her voice was too high, too shallow. Pansy noticed
this time, she knew she did, but she did not ask.

“Oh, we lost him in the Alps. Really tragic. These divorce lawyers do choose terrible places
to live, but when you’ve decided to marry someone who’s been through seven husbands
already, you’re not going to be a good client, you’re just very blind to the colour red.
Personally, I think they’re all trying to get as far away from a potential Estelle case as
possible.”

"I'm glad to know she's available."

“Oh, I’m sure she’s up for a dance, Lady Black.”

“I’d be honoured,” Aurora said faintly, not really paying attention.

"You don't sound it."

"I assure you, I am."

"I'm not convinced."

"Well go and find someone else to be convinced by then," she snapped, not entirely sure what
that was supposed to mean — just that she liked the way the words broke out of her, and
cracked in the air.

Pansy and Blaise stared at her. "That made no sense," Pansy said.

Aurora scowled. "What did you two really talk about there?"

"Nothing. I'm just tired." Not entirely a lie. "MacMillan's annoying."

"Well, I could have told you that," Pansy said, shaking her head. "Anyway, shall we find
another boy? I want to go and dance."

"You two just go on," Aurora told her, waving her hand. "Like I said, I'm tired."

Pansy frowned at her. "You always dance."

"I know. I'd just like to sit this one out."

She needed time to herself, needed to process instead of feeling like any stray thought might
just slip from her lips at any moment and poison the air between her and her friends. "I'm
fine," she assured Pansy. "I'll join the next one, or as soon as someone asks me, but really, my
feet already hurt and and I want to nab one of the seats over there."

Pansy wrinkled her nose, following Aurora's gaze to the very sparkly gold chairs nearby,
which faced out onto the dance floor. "Daphne put glitter on everything."

"I love it," Blaise said cheerfully. "I must congratulate her."



"Please do," Aurora said drily. "Now, go and dance and leave me to inspect the chairs."

"Inspect the chairs," Blaise muttered under his breath, shaking his head as he linked his arm
with Pansy's. "Parkinson, she's inspecting the chairs."

"Daphne's work should be appreciated," Aurora said, though she did not get a reply. They
were already heading off, and after a moment, Aurora went to find a seat to watch. Draco and
Theo were taking to the floor with the Carrow sisters; Aurora watched Draco as his gaze
landed on her and then glazed right over as if she wasn't there.

Cold rolled through her stomach. She could only half pay attention to her friends. She had
seen all these dances a million times before, and yet she had never before felt so stuck on the
outside. It was probably her own fault, she mused; after all, she was the one who hadn't
wanted to dance, and that was entirely her own fault. Still, watching it made her suddenly
feel isolated. She was alone in a crowded space, and it had been the case all too often recently
and she also didn't feel that she could be with anyone, that she could dare to talk to her
friends properly. She could not be open, she could not allow herself to be truly content.
Everything was wrong and tilted off its axis, and feeling sorry for herself was a lot easier than
actually doing anything about it.

This next year would be a nightmare, she already knew. Maybe going into it with a negative
approach was not the best idea, but it was just realistic. She would have to deal with Potter
and the Weasleys and whatever strange familiarity they were trying to bring to her, and the
political situation was a mess and she was sure would only get worse. And she no longer
knew who she wanted her friends to be, or who she wanted herself to be.

And she had O.W.L.s on top of it all. Much as she liked to pretend she was on top of
everything, the prospect of exams terrified her. She didn't know she would cope. She wasn't
sure that she had ever really learned how.

"Lady Black?" a soft voice said at her shoulder, breaking her from her thoughts. She snapped
up, vision coming back into focus, to see Matilda Nott standing by her, a curious look on her
face.

Aurora leapt to her feet, saying quickly, "Madam Nott." Then she remembered she was not
nine years old anymore, and therefore did not have to stand to greet every adult — especially
those who were not lords or ladies — and her cheeks flushed red.

She inclined her head, then Matilda Nott went o stoop into a curtsy, and Aurora hastened to
stop her.

“There’s no need for that, please. You’ve seen me as an eight year old, the formality doesn’t
quite work.”

Matilda Nott, to her relief, smiled as she straightened. “I suppose you’re right on that count.
Might I still call you Aurora?”

“Of course, Madam Nott.”



Her eyes twinkled. “Oh, but then you must call me Matilda. No pretensions of seniority here,
I’m afraid, I’ve seen enough pretensions to last me another year.” There was a pain behind
her eyes as she said it.

Aurora smiled but asked quickly, “Would you like to take a seat, then — Matilda?”

Madam Nott laughed, but she nodded, and Aurora could tell she was relieved as they went to
the seats nearby, each surrounded with their own circular string of fairy lights. When they
entered its perimeter, the music softened, and Aurora realised she couldn’t hear the people
even just behind them.

“A muffling enchantment,” Matilda said airily, easing herself into a chair. Aurora followed
suit, though couldn’t bring herself to emulate the elder woman’s forced breezineds. Watchful
gazes were still upon them, and she worried what the consequences might be. If the Notts
weren’t meant to associate with her, just as the Malfoy’s weren’t… She didn’t want to make
Matilda’s position worse. But she had come to her. “Carina finds herself rather ingenious.
She always has. Personally I think we’d all be much better entertained if the fairies were the
ones speaking. They’d certainly be less dull than Lord Abbott, don’t you think?”

Aurora stifled a laugh. With a faint, yet strained smile, Matilda leaned back. “You know,
Aurora, just because you ally with someone doesn’t mean you always have to pretend to like
them. I make a great show out of detesting Lord Avery and I’ve yet to see it make a wreck of
things — though perhaps he merely thinks it’s a show. These lords can be rather blind. Ego, I
think, causes it.”

“Well, we all have ego.”

“And yet we both know that neither you nor I are ever permitted the kind of self-indulgent
flattery that the men around us have accustomed themselves to.”

That, she could not disagree with. “At least we have subtlety,” Aurora said, watching as Lord
Abott’s eldest grandson tried to entice a witch to dance with rather exaggerated gestures,
while Hannah watched on in embarrassment.

“Indeed.” Matilda turned, a shifting of heavy skirts. Aurora wondered how she did not boil
under the material, the deep blue velvet of her gown which felt unfitting for summer, like she
was defying the seasons themselves. Perhaps she was merely defying society. “I see Lucius
Malfoy has not learned such arts.”

He was, of course, waving around that terrible ostentatious cane which he held his wand in,
the skull on the top glittering with diamonds. Incredibly rare ones, apparently, because an
ordinary, merely exceptionally rare stone simply would not do. Lucius was in conversation
with Lord Parkinson and one of the MacNair brothers, something which made her shiver.
Those conversations she would never be privy to, and her mind fight between desperately
needing to know everything that was being said and every threat that she might have to swat,
and being terrified of what she might hear and have to come to know.

“I suppose we all have our… Preferences. Flavours.”



Matilda let out a short laugh, which turned quickly into a cough. Startled, Aurora turned back
to her, alarm snatching at her chest, but Matilda held a hand up and steadied herself. “Quite
alright. Forgive me — my chest does not hold up quite so well.”

“Can I get you anything? Or should I fetch—”

“I am fine,” Matilda said softly. Her gaze drifted around the clearing, and Aurora followed it
to where Narcissa Malfoy was stood, in conversation with Lady Thorel. The look of forced
calm on her face was one Aurora knew well, the ice cold pleasantry and the glimmer of
amusement that came with her always self-assured superiority. “I had thought I would see
you with Mrs Malfoy this evening, you know. I must say, that was something of a coup with
the MacMillans. A delightful piece of gossip.”

“There’s nothing to gossip about.” Aurora found her voice growing sharp, and tried to soften
a little, letting herself relax. Matilda Nott was not passing judgment, at least not on her. “It’s
an olive branch, more than anything else.”

“Hm.” Matilda smiled faintly. “Well, good on you. It is not often I see a young woman so
certain of herself.” Aurora almost wanted to laugh at that, for more and more often now she
felt anything but. “Though I would advise — don’t let gossip be such a terrible word. You
can use it, too, for your own advantage. And goodness knows those wretched old men need
something to surprise them. With any luck it might cause a few of them to drop dead.”

At that, Aurora could not contain her splutter of surprise, the words catching her off guard
and the sound of her own shocked laughter catching in her throat. “I’m… Not sure…”

“Oh, you know it’s true. Better them than me, I would hope.” Something like a scowl crossed
her face for just a second, and Aurora got the impression she was hoping for that much more
than she would admit. It was odd, how freely she seemed to speak, but perhaps she merely
thought Aurora would never repeat it. She was right, after all. And from the way she looked
at Lords Nott and Malfoy and Rosier, conspiring in a corner, it seemed that they had common
enemies, anyway.

Aurora said softly, “I have been concerned by their opinions of me. Lord Nott and the others
around him.”

Matilda raised her eyebrows. Aurora did not know if she knew what Theo had told her back
at school, about what Nott and the Carrows and Parkinsons and Averys all had been saying
about her. But she did know that, at least according to Theo, Matilda had been disapproving
of such opinions. “I was too, once. I’ve since discovered that certain lords like people to only
conform to their own preconceptions. They want the witches around them quiet and
compliant. They hate Lady Caradas too, you know.” All but confirming that they hated
Aurora herself. Not a surprise, really, but the words made her nauseous anyway. “I think you
know how they think of you already. Lord Nott dislikes my family, too — the Fawleys. They
were divided over the war, see, and had I not already been married by that time I certainly
would never have seen him or his son again. But my father-in-law does not like what he
cannot control. He never will. None of them will.”



Aurora nodded but remained silent. Matilda eyed her for a moment, her gaze scrutinous and
unsettling. “It is easy for me to say, I suppose, but do not let their opinions of you define you.
They will lose their importance in time. It is something I wish I had cared about less. Besides
— your generation seems far more… Open, from what my Theo tells me.” Somehow the
sound of Theo’s name startled Aurora, like she had half-forgotten who Matilda was. It made
her look, seek out her friend’s silhouette across the clearing. He was standing with Daphne
and the Carrow sisters, but he was looking back at her, eyes sharp and nervous.

“I like to think that we are,” Aurora replied, “but many generations will have thought the
same before, and come back to the same inevitable conclusion that they are not.”

Matilda laughed. “You may well be—” She choked off on a cough for one alarming moment,
and Aurora jumped. “Right. Still. My Theo’s already better than his father, and grandfather.
Better than me too, I suppose.” She could see that. “He speaks highly of you, you know. I
hear you’re quite an exceptional student.”

“Oh.” Aurora’s cheeks flushed. “Well, he certainly gives me fair competition.”

“I’m sure he does.” Matilda’s eyes glimmered, as her gaze was drawn back to Theo standing
across from them. “He was quite adamant in your defense at Easter. I daresay it gave his
grandfather a fright.”

Her gut churned. She knew certain things had been said about her by Lord Nott and his
companions a few months ago, and Theo had given her the gist of things eventually. But she
was unsure the extent to which he had defended her, as his mother put it. Only that the
consequences of whatever it was that he had said had been rather harsh.

“He’s suspicious of our conversation now,” Matilda added in a conspiratorial tone, nodding in
Theo’s direction. He seemed to be making his excuses, then left the little group, headed
towards them. Aurora resisted the urge to look nervously at Lord Nott. “I’m sure he thinks
I’m putting all sorts of dastardly ideas in your head about him. Or that I’m embarrassing him
in front of his friend.”

“Oh, I'm sure Theo would never think so,” Aurora said without thinking. Matilda glanced at
her in surprise, and her cheeks flamed. “I only meant, well, he really does think the world of
you. I know we teenagers aren’t the best at saying so, goodness knows I haven’t let my father
know nearly enough. But I know Theo… He’s certainly never embarrassed by you.”

Matilda considered her for a moment, in the quiet, before Theo reached them. Aurora
wondered if she had said far more than was her place, if she ought to have kept her mouth
shut, but then Matilda said in a soft, surprised voice, “Thank you, Aurora.”

Silence lingered a moment more before Theo reached them, his smile bright if slightly
hesitant. “Mum. Lady Black.”

With a small chuckle, Aurora replied, “Mister Nott.”

Theo grinned. “I hope you haven’t been telling Lady Black terrible things about me?”



“Quite the contrary,” Matilda Nott said with a smirk, “Aurora here has been telling me what a
little rebel you are at school. Chatting in History of Magic, dear me.”

With a slight flush, Theo shook his head. “I’m so sorry to let you down by ignoring the most
exciting professor ever to have died.”

“Mm, I’m sure you are.” Matilda smirked. “Though I’m sure you’ll make it up to me
somehow, dear — has Theo told you, we’re escaping to the south of France in a few days’
time.”

“He mentioned it,” Aurora said breezily, though he had not said any more on the matter since
the Hogwarts Express. “I’m sure it’ll be lovely this time of year.”

“Well, it’s not Britain, and that’s good enough for me.”

Theo looked like he was trying not to laugh; his mother showed no problems with finding
humour in her own words, and Aurora let out a small scoff of amusement. “Rather fair. More
reliable weather, at any rate.”

“One would hope,” Matilda said drily, “though I always find Britain reliable for its
hideousness, in any form.” She broke off slightly at the end, into a cough, and Theo darted
forward to catch her by the shoulder. She waved him off, but sank into her chair. “I’m fine,
darling, I promise.”

“Mum, you’re—”

“Theodore,” Matilda cautioned, cutting him off, “don’t cause a scene, I’m quite alright. Your
grandfather’s looking. Just let me sit. I’m sure I can hold it together.”

Theo worried his lip, but acquiesced, though not without a nervous glance over his shoulder
at his grandfather, who was indeed watching their interaction. Lord Nott’s gaze made Aurora
shiver, but she refused to show that to the two of them.

“Now,” Matilda said, though she spoke with shallower breath than before, “I believe Narcissa
Malfoy is coming towards us, and she will no doubt have any multitude of things to say to
me. Do me the honour of dancing, the two of you?”

Much as Aurora wanted to stick around and hear whatever Narcissa Malfoy had to say,
Matilda Nott had a firm instruction in her eyes. So Aurora nodded politely, and turned to
Theo, who was still staring at his mother.

“Are you sure you’re alright?”

“Theo, I have coughed many times before and I surely will again. At any rate, I shall have
Mrs Malfoy.”

“Exactly,” Theo said, a comment which puzzled Aurora, though she didn’t want to comment
on it.

His mother sighed and waved him on. “Go, dance — it’s rude to keep a lady waiting.”



“I really don’t mind if you want to stay—”

“No,” Theo said, voice somewhat shaky, “let’s dance. It’s been long enough since we spoke.
And if it’ll make Mother dear happy—”

“Oh, darling, it would delight me!”

Theo tutted, but it was with a fond look in his eyes that he turned from his mother to Aurora
and held out his hand.

“Is one dance enough to halt scandal, Lady Black?”

“Oh, Mister Nott, I am sure there would never be any scandal with us around.”

“Good,” Theo said with a smirk, leading her away, “though I find I don’t particularly care
either way.”

“I did say you were something of a rebel.”

“Oh,” he commented, with a glance at his grandfather, “I think this far surpasses our History
conversations.”

“At least this is Mother-approved, no?”

That made Theo laugh, and Aurora found herself pleased by the sound, wrought from him
unexpectedly, the sort of free laughter that drew one in, as though to a warming hearth. “She
likes you, you know. I’m glad you spoke to her; I think it put her at ease. She hates all this,
especially at the moment, being forced out. But she likes you.”

“Really?”

“I could tell. And she thinks you’re sweet?”

“Sweet? Merlin, Theo, whatever have you been telling her?”

“You do remember you’ve met her when we were children, yes?” There was a spark of
amusement in Theo’s eyes, a lift to his lips. Aurora remembered all too well the occasions
she’d been allowed to mix with people, a little girl weaving between the robes of nobles at
balls and dinners, searching for the few other children she knew, often causing unsuspecting
lords and ladies to spill champagne or mysteriously lose her favourite canapés.

“I do,” she said, “and I think I was something of a terror back then. Leading you astray,
playing hide and go seek in my library.”

“Exactly. That’s why she liked you.”

Aurora gave an appreciative laugh, as they reached the dance floor and Theo spun her, then
went to clasp her hand and waist in the appropriate position. Her breath caught slightly as she
asked, “Do you often talk about me to your mother?”



Of course, that pause in breath was only due to the movement of spinning. Nothing else.

“Oh, I talk to Mother about all my friends.” Theo’s smile was soft when he looked at her, and
Aurora became more and more aware of his hand at her waist, the warmth between the two of
them. “She’s really rather opinionated when you give her the chance, but people rarely do.”

“Yes,” Aurora said, voice fainter than she would have liked, “I did get that impression. She’s
quite funny, too.”

“She’d be glad to hear you say that. She thinks she’s hilarious.”

“She is. I see where you get it from; you’ve a similar way of speaking at times, I think,
though you can be blunter.”

“Mhm, the highest of compliments — being told I speak like my mother.”

He said it with only feigned sarcasm, and Aurora grinned. “I can’t be too nice to you, Nott.
The world would end.”

“Greengrass Manor would simply implode.”

“Precisely. And how could we ever do that to poor Daphne’s family?”

“Oh, she’d be delighted, actually — apparently she was roped into the decorating this year,
that’s why the lights look so shit.”

His words caught her off guard and Aurora barked out a sharp laugh. “Poor Daphne!”

“It’s true and I’m sure she’d say as much herself. I’ve barely gotten to see her, have you?”

Aurora shook her head. “I’ve been with the MacMillans most of the day, unfortunately.
Well.” She tilted her head, and Theo’s gaze was attentive as they spun amidst the dancing
crowd. “They’re not so bad. Just unusual company.”

“I saw you were dancing with Ernest a lot.” There was a slight harsh inflection to his tone
when he said the name, and Aurora wasn’t quite sure what to make of it.

“Yes,” she said, drawing out the word, uncertain even what she thought of the admission, “he
is an alright dancer. Still a Hufflepuff, though.” Theo gave only a small smile. “His father and
I have a lot of political things to discuss; this makes it a lot easier.”

“I suppose there’s a reason these things are popular, after all.”

“Other than Daphne’s lovely lighting?”

Theo grinned and tugged her just a little closer. Aurora’s heart skipped and she tried not to
smile too much. “Oh, that’s just an added bonus. Makes for better conversation, see. If the
fairy lights were good then we’d have nothing to complain about as we stand in the perfect
lighting.”



“Whereas the fairy lights are obviously intended to be the focal point of the entire day,”
Aurora played along, “and thus must dominate the conversation.”

“Certainly, Daphne Greengrass would have one believe it is so,” Theo said, and Aurora
laughed again.

“Oh, I really don’t think it’s so bad.”

“No, it isn’t, but I enjoy teasing her. Especially in front of Blaise, if you see him.”

“Oh, don’t tell me she fancies him again?”

“Again?” Theo raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t know this had happened before.”

“Oh, all the girls have fancied Blaise at some point or another,” Aurora said dismissively.

Curiosity sparked in Theo’s eyes.

“Is that right?”

“Well, Daphne and Lucille certainly have. Millie and Pansy I suspect, but neither would
admit it.”

“And you?” His voice came out oddly strangled.

“Oh, I’ve never had enough time to fancy Blaise. He’s too flirtatious.”

“Right. That’s an… Odd reason.”

“Well, it would never be serious. Anyway, I wouldn’t want to step on anybody’s toes. But
enough gossip — have you read the book I sent you last week?”

He paused for a moment, surprised, and Aurora noticed the way his gaze went to find Blaise
Zabini at the edge of the clearing, where he was indeed chatting up an older girl. “The Trial
of Astrology?” he asked, still not looking her in the eye. It was a miracle he managed to spin
her in the right direction. “Yes, I got about halfway through so far. I didn’t expect the
recommendation.”

“It seemed like your sort of book,” Aurora replied, tugging his attention back to her. “I found
it interesting; the way certain magic was so accepted in the public Muggle world, and then
simply ceased, whereas others had been hunted for years.”

“I suppose people with power have always sought to keep that which enables them close,” he
said, “and damn the rest.”

“It’s a more nuanced picture than Binns gives at any rate,” she said, causing Theo to chuckle.

“And Trelawney — she’d have us all believe the stars guide every move we make.”



“You’re telling me they don’t?” Aurora asked. “Why, I am shocked. I do think there’s
something in it, though.”

“Oh, as do I,” Theo agreed, “or else it wouldn’t have prevailed so long. But I find the way
Trelawney teaches it somewhat lacking, is all. Too rigid.”

At that, Aurora found herself laughing — it was quite the opposite of the criticisms she had
heard levied at their Divination Professor before — but Theo remained serious, a small frown
creasing his features. "I always found Trelawney rather... Eccentric. I can't imagine her being
at all rigid."

"Well, no, the clothes certainly don't lend themselves to that idea — I know I'm not the most
fashionable, but I do know enough to judge her on that." Aurora laughed. "But she seems to
believe only her interpretations are correct, and she'll only give one, when really, that isn't
how Divination works. She can be rather dismissive — and she doesn't like me."

"Why?" It was hard to imagine any teacher disliking Theo.

He shrugged. "Apparently I'm a bad omen, because I broke a saucer in our first class. She's
never forgiven me, so it must have been one of her favourites."

"She wasn't impressed by your charm, then?"

Theo let out a small laugh. "Oh, my charm? I'm fairly certain Trelawney's never paid
attention to it. More intrigued by whatever's going to kill Potter."

Ordinarily, Aurora would have laughed, but the joke fell flat this time, and it seemed Theo
realised that as soon as the words left his mouth. "How is... Potter?"

"I don't know," she said as breezily as she could. "I haven't seen him. But I doubt he's well."

Theo's mouth fixed into a grim line, and he looked somewhere over Aurora's shoulder. She
followed his gaze when they turned, spying Lord Nott and Carrow in deep conversation. Her
stomach flipped. "Have you heard anything?" she found herself asking, and Theo's gaze
darted around them, to the swirling figures, listening ears.

He leaned closer and his words ghosted against her skin as he whispered, "My grandfather
won't say anything directly. But it's an open secret, that Potter was right."

"And do you know—"

"What he's up to? No. I don't think my grandfather trusts me with that sort of information."

She thought perhaps that reflected better on Theo, even if it was inconvenient. "I suspect I'll
hear more soon. The night of the elections, a whole lot of us have been summoned to Malfoy
Manor. I don't know why. I'm not planning on going, since I'll be with Mum, but Grandfather
is, and all of his... Circle, are bringing their heirs with them."

The thought chilled her. "Do you think you could find anything out?"



He regarded her with curiosity then, lips slightly parted, brow creased in a frown. "Perhaps,"
he said slowly, "if not from my grandfather, then from other sources." His gaze slipped back
over his shoulder towards his mother and Aurora felt a pang of guilt for asking; but any
information she could get could be valuable, and she trusted that Theo supported her.
"Which, speaking of, I fear we're about to be separated."

"Like misbehaving children?" she asked with a tone of disdain, and to her relief, a small,
amused smile appeared on his lips.

"MacMillan and Flora are both approaching."

"Oh, bother."

"I thought you were seeking political conversation?"

"Yes, but that doesn't mean I have to enjoy it."

The music faded and swept to a halt, and Theo led her to the edge of the dance floor. His
hand was warm in hers, and when she spied Ernie MacMillan, she was loathe to let go.

But duty called and they were getting enough eyes on them already, and if she and Theo
wanted any information out of his grandfather, they would have to keep suspicion down.
"Tell your mother it was lovely to meet her," she told Theo sincerely as they made to depart.

He gave a small, sad smile. "Thank you."

And not knowing what else they could say, Aurora gave that same small smile in return, and
joined MacMillan again, hoping this all was worth it.



Death in the Drought

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Potter, it seemed, was not contented with staying at Privet Drive for an indefinite period of
time. A couple of days after Merlin's Day, seeming to have developed a fear of missing out,
he wrote to Aurora asking if she knew when he might get to come live with her and her father
— who had in fact been busy with the order the last few days and who Aurora hadn't seen,
since she was staying at the Tonkses'. Her reply had been to say that she did not know, for
what felt like the hundredth time, and she would talk to Dumbledore. Potter's reply to that
had been to say that he was very sorry if he had annoyed her by not coming to Merlin's Day
— almost definitely a lie — but he hated it with his aunt and uncle and he needed to get out
or he'd lose his mind and run off himself.

Someone had to intervene. Aurora hated that it was her; but she was the most meticulous in
her plans, in observation of the watch, and the one with the most free time. She was sure her
father would approve. Maybe. At least, she was sure his fifteen-year-old self would be. And
she was regularly split between three households, and generally trusted to flit around the
Black family houses without getting intro trouble, so no one would miss her.

That was how — feeling no small degree of regret and self-pity — Aurora found herself
sweltering by a closed window on the Knight Bus, glaring at burnt out fields that stretched
from Cornwall to Orkney. Surrey was as sad and dry as anywhere else. Some part of her had
expected it to be different, had expected to feel some trace of magic around her, whether
nefarious or not. But the air was eerily still, stuffy, as she stepped off in Little Whinging, and
tried to recall through the hot haze, the way to Harry Potter’s house.

The houses here looked the same as she remembered, every one identical. It was strange to
find comfort in that. The very muggleness of it had an order to it, a sort of cleanliness she
found could anchor her.

She found Harry lying in a flowerbed, as she supposed any normal person would in the
summer holidays.

With a sigh, Aurora walked up to him, striding over the pavement outside the Dursleys’ front
lawn and then to the window where he lay on his back eyes closed to the sun above. At her
shadow, he flinched, and sat up sharply, almost hitting his head off her shin.

“Morning,” she said crisply, though it was eleven thirty and in her mind may as well be
afternoon for the heat.

Potter opened his eyes blearily, staring up at her. He blinked slowly, three times, before a
confused smile spread over his face.

“Aurora?”



“Indeed.” She placed her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. “Why are you in a
flowerbed? You’ll become covered in soil.”

“Why are you here?” he asked, ignoring her question as he scrambled to his feet.

“Because you’re lying in a flowerbed,” she said, “while the world’s on the verge of falling
apart, and I suspect you are too. And if I weren't here, I worried you would be at my home,
and it would all be dreadfully awkward and inconvenient for everybody involved. Now, come
on. They’re changing the watch just now, and I’m not supposed to be here.”

“What watch?” Potter regarded her with what seemed like an attempt at suspicion, but then
morphed halfway through into a kind of excited curiosity. “Why are you not meant to be
here?”

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” she said, linking her arm with his to lead him away. “Though it
should be rather obvious. Got your wand?”

“Obviously?”

“Good Gryffindor.”

“Hey!”

“Know any good hiding spots?”

“I know every hiding spot around here.”

Aurora couldn’t help her grin. “Potter, I can’t believe I’m saying this to you... But, lead the
way.”

He glared at her, caught halfway between suspicion and what she could only guess was
enthusiasm for an adventure. His sense of adventure and curiosity won out, as she knew it
always would. Potter muttered something under his breath about Slytherin and led her away,
in a brisk walk down the street, where another sign read Magnolia Drive. Down a narrow
alleyway, under a heavily graffitied tunnel. Aurora stared at the bright lettering on the
concrete walls.

“What’s a... Tories?” she asked, squinting at the words.

“Doesn’t matter,” Potter said quickly, “it’s a political thing.” He paused. “It’s what my aunt
and uncle are.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Yeah. I mean, I guess wizards have them too. Conservatives.”

“Oh, dear.” She huffed. “Don’t say that word though, you might get overheard.”

Potter shrugged but didn’t look particularly bashful, just continued to lead her on down the
tunnel and through to a highway, then out towards a dirt road and dry wheat field which



stretched onto the horizon, beyond which was another clot of houses, all likely the same as
the ones in Privet Drive. He seemed oddly at ease here, in the dry air, even with the rippling
wheat brushing at the hem of his jeans. The wheat scratched Aurora’s exposed ankles, and
despite having been grateful for the denim shorts Dora had let her borrow earlier, Aurora was
suddenly self-conscious of her bare calves.

“Do you come here often?” she found herself asking, and Potter shrugged his shoulders,
stepping further away from her. His lips quirked up into a faint smile, though.

“I guess. The farmer doesn’t bother me so long as I keep to the edges. I’ve walked all the way
to Greater Whinging before — that town, over there.” He pointed to the cluster of houses on
the horizon. “The Dursleys like it best if I’m out their way.”

“Better seen and not heard,” Aurora said flatly, and Potter gave a small laugh.

“Pretty much. Least as far as I’m concerned.”

Aurora tried not to let that comment get to her, but Potter pressed on, “Why are you here
anyway, Black?”

“Well,” she said with a sigh, “I don't particularly like the idea of you bursting down my front
door in the middle of the night, funnily enough. And you don't like taking orders from me,
and nor does Dumbledore, but even if I get caught it might just prompt him to give up
whatever stupid strategy he's gotten into his head." He couldn't do much to her, after all. And
her father couldn't stay mad at her for long, he was too soft. She would just have to ignore
Remus and Dora's disappointment. And Andromeda and Ted's house for about a month.

“You said something about a watch,” Harry said, “earlier. What was that about?”

Sighing, Aurora shook her head and glanced over her shoulder. “I’m really not supposed to
be talking to you at all,” she told him, “but it’s time for an intervention. Your owl near tore
my father’s left thumb off yesterday.

“You’re in danger, Potter.”

“That’s new.”

“We — well, a group of people with whom I will deny any official affiliation — are keeping
tabs. Making sure the Death Eaters don’t find you, that You-Know-Who doesn’t try to hurt
you. It’s unlikely he will make a move right now, he hasn’t done anything so far, but
Dumbledore thinks you should be here for your protection.”

“You’ve been talking to Dumbledore?”

“I’ll deny all such accusations in court,” she sniffed, and Potter gave her an odd but
somewhat amused look.

“Okay, sure. So, Dumbledore’s doing something then? To fight Voldemort?”



She nodded. “As much as he can right now, with things as they are. The Ministry’s making it
impossible for him to act openly, and it seems You-Know-Who’s benefitting from this, taking
the time to build his support base back up and consolidate political power. Dumbledore’s
recruiting people too, but he’s clearly out of political favour with Fudge — which is part of
why I’m here. As you know, the Assembly elections are almost upon us.”

Potter let out a sigh; she knew she had probably been bothering him far more than he liked
with information about it, and that he had been frustrated by the correspondence he got from
candidates — either fawning over him or, increasingly, criticising and curt. “The convention
to swear in the new electoral members will be in a few days, and while we’re not required to
attend, I think it’s best that we do.”

“Even though Fudge and half the country hates me? And none of them are going to do
anything anyway."

“Especially because of that! You can’t simply hide from publicity, Potter. Listen, people are
still open to being swayed by you now, if you were only willing to make a statement, talk
about it—”

“I’m not talking about it,” he said sharply, cutting her off. She blinked, confused, taking in
the sudden, worried look in his eyes. “Not properly, not yet — I can’t. It’s…” He looked
away, trailing off, the words lost. Aurora felt she might understand anyway.

“I see. Well, that’s understandable, but even so. You don't have to give details, just... It looks
like you're hiding, Potter."

"I didn't choose to be shut up here all summer!"

"I know you didn't, but do you think blaming Dumbledore for it to anyone else is going to do
you any good? No. And, it was your choice not to go to Merlin's Day with me."

"Like I was going to do any good around Malfoys."

"You know there are some decent people go to these things. People who might like to hear
from you and talk to you."

"You don't get what it's like! I can't just... I don't want to... I watched Karkaroff..."

"I know," Aurora told him. "I'm not saying you have to relive that. Just... Your claims have
more legitimacy if you make them. Attach your face to them. You may as well come to the
Ministry. You don't have to say anything, I wouldn't force you, that's not what I'm saying. But
it'll show you’re not ashamed, and at any rate, I have a feeling it’ll be an important meeting. I
can’t be sure, but we seem headed back in the Conservative direction, and if they get their
way, or if Fudge gets a greater majority, then he will use that to continue to push his message.
And I just have a bad feeling, that they might use it to further discredit you, or Dumbledore,
or that the likes of Lord Malfoy and Nott might make their voices too loud.

“You don’t have to come,” she told him, seeing the look on his face, “but it might be best if
you do.”



Potter chewed on his lip, and stared at the ground. “Dunno. Clearly Dumbledore doesn’t want
me going anywhere. I'm surprised you do. Hermione’s last letter just told me I had to stay
where I am and not make a fuss.” It was impossible to miss the bitter tinge to his voice.

"Well, I'm not Hermione, am I?"

“Are her and Ron together? Are they… With Dumbledore?”

“They’re with Ron’s family,” she said slowly.

Potter gave her a flat look. “At the Burrow?”

“I couldn’t possibly tell you.”

“Why does no one want to tell me anything?”

“I do want to!” she replied. “But I can’t give you these details, not yet, and I’ve told you
enough to piss Dumbledore off, anyway. It is to do with Dumbledore, yes, and they’ve been
around his group but I’m actually magically prevented from telling you the exact location. At
any rate, I’m trying to convince Dumbledore to let you join us as soon as possible, and I think
it’s better to try and do that diplomatically at the moment rather than have you disappearing
in the night to find us."

Potter let out a loud huff, leaning back.

“In all honesty, Potter, I don’t know very much, certainly not as much as I want to. We’re all
largely in the dark. Dumbledore seems to have some great aversion to telling people things.
Paranoid, I think. Maybe he knows you’d ask all the right questions and get every secret out
of him. Either way. I just wanted you to know you’ve not been abandoned. And I don't want
you to abandon us."

“Sure feels like it,” Potter muttered, and Aurora held back her sigh.

“I’m sure it does. But trust me — or if not, trust my father, who I hope would be here, if he
weren’t currently off on some secret mission I’m not allowed to be told about.”

Now, she had piqued his interest; not least, she was sure, with the deliberate infusion of
bitterness about the matter. The sense of parallel seemed to abate his own bitterness, or at
least divert it away from her. “Dumbledore?” he asked, and she nodded, with a sigh.

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s my father’s own choice to do this, and I can't do anything to stop
him but, I don’t like the thought of him being in danger. Or Dora, even though she’s a trained
Auror — this feels all a lot closer, somehow. It’s not just some abstract threat of crime or
rogue dark wizards that she’s dealing with; it’s the people who killed my mother, who want
me and my father and almost certainly Andromeda and Dora and Ted, to be killed, too.”

Potter frowned, and glanced up at her. “Dora’s in it too?”

“Tonks to you — and yes, but don’t tell anyone I told you that. Secret organisation and
everything.”



“Right.” Something of a grin snuck its way onto his face, which Aurora was glad of. “At least
someone’s doing something.”

“Precisely,” Aurora said, trying not to think about their lack of progress so far, and her own
reticence contributing to that. “And, hopefully, with a bit more organisation, we’ll be able to
do more but for now, unfortunately, we’re in a bit of a rut. So, you really aren’t missing much
by being here. Even though I’m sure it’s rather awful, which is why we’re going to get you
back as soon as possible.”

He did not look overly pleased by this, as Aurora had suspected. “D’you know when Sirius is
going to be back?”

“Nope.” She tried to keep her voice light, and failed. “Hopefully in less than a week, but, I
don’t know for certain. However long it takes him to do whatever it is Dumbledore’s sent him
away to do.”

“Mhm.” Potter got a look in his eye, like he had an accusation to fling out, but he kept his
mouth shut about it. “Well. If that’s all and you’re not going to actually do anything—”

“I’ve done more than anyone else,” she was quick to point out, then felt guilty at the look on
Potter’s face. “I know it’s not enough, and it’s not satisfactory, but I am trying, Potter.”
Reluctantly, but hoping it might help, she put a hand on Potter’s shoulder and tried to smile,
though she was certain it was more of a grimace. “If you come to the convention, I might be
able to update you afterwards. I’ll certainly try.”

“I’ll think about it,” was Potter’s reply, as he glanced over his shoulder. “You said someone’s
keeping watch on me?”

She turned sharply, though could see no one. Mundungus Fletcher was meant to be next on;
he was almost always late, and unreliable, and too lazy to bother looking for too long. “Yes?”

“I should probably get back then.”

She shrugged. “Probably. I don’t want to be accused of kidnap today, so.”

Potter’s smile was fleeting, and she shook his head. “Walk back with me?”

“Best I don’t, unless you’ve something more to discuss. I don’t want to get caught.” She
peered over the shimmering horizon, past the wheat fields to the suburban blocks of brown
and red. “You said there’s another town down there?”

“Greater Whinging. There’s a train station, but I dunno if it’ll take you to Norwich. If that’s
where you are.”

“I’m with Andromeda, up north. But I’ll get the bus anyway, I’ve got a few things to do in
London.”

“Right.” He pursed his lips, looking away. “Well, enjoy your adventure then.”

“Do try not to sulk.”



“What am I supposed to do? I’ve been left on my own for weeks and no one’ll tell me
anything useful or get me out of here and I’ve just been stuck like I’m in prison, and people
are literally spying on me! I’m hardly going to be dancing about with joy, am I?”

Aurora pursed her lips. “Do keep your voice down—”

“Don’t tell me what to—”

She clamped a hand over his mouth, sensing a sudden movement among the wheat. For one
slow and awful moment, she thought over anyone it might be. At best, Mundungus Fletcher,
who might report her but might not be bothered if she spun it the right way (that was, after
all, why she had chosen this time); at worst, a Death Eater or the Dark Lord himself, to kill
Potter and Aurora along with him.

But nothing sprang from the grass. It was only a rare summer breeze, quickly stifled, and she
took her hand slowly from his mouth, ignoring his glare. “Sorry. But you really mustn’t shout
about these things, it only draws attention and trouble.”

Potter scowled, and turned around. “Thanks for trying anyway, Black. I guess I’ll see you
around.”

She swallowed tightly, crossing her arms. “The assembly convention. Don’t forget. Though if
I have my way, we might see each other before that.”

His shoulders relaxed only slightly, as he turned to look at her one last time. “Thanks. And I
won’t forget, I promise.”

“Oh, a promise?” She raised her eyebrows teasingly. “Thank you ever so much for that,
Potter.”

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself, Black.”

“Over something you’ve said? I would never, Potter.”

A small, forced chuckle, and Potter waved as he went to leave. She watched his dark figure
retreating round the edge of the field, fading to a speck in the distance, and then when he was
sufficiently far enough away, she turned.

Death met her stare.

Her heart jumped in her chest and she stumbled back, surprised. “Bloody Merlin! What are
you doing here?”

There was no one else about, no soul for him to tend to. Yet his gaze lingered on the horizon,
on Potter’s shrinking silhouette. “It has been a while,” was all he said, earning Aurora’s glare.

“I’ve tried summoning you.”

He laughed lowly. “Few would want Death to come to them.”



“Well, I’ve a lot of questions for you.”

“Of course you would,” Death said. “But I have not come to answer questions. Walk with
me, Lady Black.”

She shivered, both unsettled and annoyed, but there was little she could do to deny him, and
so she started on towards Greater Whinging. Death’s strange robes — made of smoke and
shadows — withered the crops nearest him, and no matter how she tried to get between him
and the crops, he did not seem to want to change their sides, only ever amused by her
attempts, like she was a particularly odd bird.

"I presume you've some great cryptic message for me," Aurora said to break the silence, her
voice coming out bitter, "or perhaps to drive away my own uncle for trying to deliver me a
message you're too cowardly to entertain."

"You call Death a coward?"

"You seem as much a coward as any man."

He laughed lowly. "Lady Black, you forget — I am no man. Perhaps once upon a time I
might have been recognisable, perhaps there was something of the human inside of me. But
Death has always existed and my role has warped me and changed me."

"That doesn't mean you can't be afraid," she said, though puzzled over his words, "or at least
unsettled."

"I did not say I could not be unsettled. There is a delicate balance to this world — one which
humanity has always failed to understand and never so much as dreamt of respecting. Death
may be unsettled just as Life is, you know. We all are bound by spirit and the soul, and the
body is but the vessel for their expression. I have no need of it — I may take any form I
desire. This one is palatable. I have others." In the blink of an eye and the rippling of wheat,
Death changed into nothing more than shadow and mist; then again to a black raven and, in a
fluttering of wings, a pure white dove.

"I tell you this," Death said, taking the form now of a mischievous red fox, as though
mocking her own Patronus, "because you have a greater chance of understanding it than
most. You are in flux."

That sounded vaguely disgusting, Aurora felt, and not particularly like a compliment. "And in
what way am I in flux?"

"Oh, your soul, your spirit, your body changes too, at this age. You are so malleable." She
bristled at the words and the tone, the suggestion that she was anything other than steadfast
and sturdy, unbreakable, and that anyone might shape her into something she did not wish to
be. "There are dangers afoot, Aurora Black. Your father's cousin, Bellatrix Lestrange, she
seeks to kill you and to take your place. I admit, I had wondered whether I ought to let her. I
still do."

"Excuse me?"



"But I have seen her, and she is... Too chaotic. All three elements are intertwined, see, and
one must have a balance. The strength of her spirit is nothing to the weakness of her soul, and
the body is corrupted." Death changed back into the usual form, and a cloud began to form in
the sky. "I had wondered what you might do, to her challenge. Many in Azkaban have been
visited by the spectre of Death. Some begged me to take them and often I do. Life after all,
has no need of their souls anymore. Humanity sees the deprivation of the soul as the greatest
punishment to the mortal body, yet Life cares nothing for the morality behind this. I do find
the argument fascinating — I have never had much need of a soul, and I am all spirits — but
I digress. Your cousin, she defied me. Screamed at me that I would never take her and I must
admit, I was amused by her designs upon your title. She told me that she wished to issue a
challenge upon it, that she desired two things only in the world; the first, the resurrection of
her lord, and the second, your destruction."

"You... Did you leave that note in the Manor for me to find?" Death made a movement like a
nod, as the warmth drained from Aurora'sbody. "But you — why? What was the point? You
could have spoken to me, answered any of my summons?"

"I wanted to see how you would react," Death insisted, as though it were obvious. "I cannot
have a Lady Black who shrinks in the face of a challenge. No, you must be ready at my side."

Even then, she hung back, reticent to accept what seemed like an offer — though of what, she
did not know.

"You could take me very easily," she reminded Death again. "You could kill me."

"I could," he said, "but your family has a terrible habit of never conforming to my
expectations."

Quiet fell in the wake of those words, and Aurora found herself with a surge of boldness.
"My Uncle Regulus?"

"I told you I was not here to answer questions."

She said nothing, only continued to stare at Death, until the shadow form shook his head. "He
is but one example, which I shall not allow you to repeat. Yet, I am bound to him, and so are
you. So too are you bound to Bellatrix Lestrange, just as to your father, and to your cousins
Draco and Nymphadora, and your ancestors named for and brought to the stars, to Hydrus
and Ophelie." There was something of a sigh in Death's voice. "What a beautiful time that
was. A world soaked in blood and fury. Oh, the carnage Hydrus Black might have unleashed,
were it not for his soul." Aurora hastened to keep up with the sweeping of Death's robes,
desperate to hear more. "He bound himself to me, and all the heirs of his body. He promised
you to me, Lady Black. He promised you all.

"Oh, your family have fought and killed one another for generations. You have kept me fed;
you never let Life dwell too long with one soul. It is the way of the world. Or, it was."

They lapsed into silence once more. "Care to expand?"

A smile ghosted Death's features. "Lady Black, I come to ask of you something."



She straightened. "Ask what?"

"That you ensure the Black family persists. That you do not seek connection with Regulus
Black, for he has gone to a place no soul should ever tread and hope to come out intact.

"And," he said, voice softening as he stared upon the horizon behind them, "that you keep an
eye on Harry Potter. His family have a connection to me that is as old as yours. And yet, I
cannot always... See, them."

"What do you mean? Why can't you see them?"

Death smiled, and for a moment she wondered at the image of a bridge between worlds, of a
crescent moon rising in the misty twilight. "Don't get greedy, now. I can't spill my secrets."

She wondered, if that was the case, why Death bothered to speak with her at all. But she
knew that pressing the subject now would not get her anywhere, and she already knew more
than she had half an hour ago. So instead, as they came to the edge of the dried-out field, she
stopped and asked, "Will you kill her for me, then? Or have her killed? Bellatrix Lestrange?"

"Oh," Death said with that crescent smile, "there would be no fun in that. And besides — it is
not her fate."

"I don't really think that I believe in fate," Aurora admitted, "And I would not imagine that
you bow to it."

"Death bows to no one," he said, in a voice that bordered on mockery, "in the same way Lady
Black does not." Her cheeks flamed. Death chuckled. "Do as I say, child. You will understand
one day, when Life is not quite so perilous. Now — you wish to be in Diagon Alley?"

She blinked. "Well, yes, that's where I was—"

In an instant, she was there outside the Leaky Cauldron, as if she always had been. And
Death smiled and became one with the shadows once more.

She couldn't shake him all day. She had only planned to run a few errands and then return to
Grimmauld Place before any suspicion could be aroused, to give herself an alibi, dip into the
library, and then go home to Andromeda. But in the alley all she could think to pick up was a
pretty notebook and some eel's eyes, and in Grimmauld Place, it seemed there were too many
people watching her, with suspicion either imagined or real, and she could feel Death's touch
too deeply, following her all the way home, and into her dreams that night.

Chapter End Notes

So… do we think Aurora’s going to get away with it, or nah?



Round the Tables, Turning Round

It turned out, Aurora had not gotten away with her visit to Surrey as well as she had hoped.
They lulled her into a false sense of security. Three days went by, it was almost election time,
and she was feeling rather smug about it all.

Then, her dad returned home, they went to Grimmauld Place together, and Molly Weasley
looked at her with a sternness to rival Professor McGonagall when she had been caught out
of bed with Draco in first year.

“Good morning, Molly,” she had said with a false chipperness, waltzing into the kitchen and
hoping her heart wasn’t hammering too loudly. “I haven’t seen you in a while — how are you
all enjoying it here?”

The five members of the Order gathered around the table stared at her in stony silence. She
turned to her dad and put on an innocent, concerned frown. “Is there something wrong? Did
something happen?”

“Sit down, Aurora,” Remus said, bringing out his teacher voice for special effect. Her palms
began to get sweaty.

“Dad?”

The corner of his lips twitched in such a way as indicated he was trying not to smile. “Go on.
What’s going on?”

“Oh, you know fine well what’s going on,” Molly said sternly, but turned to Aurora, who
noted her father’s bewildered look. Did Molly think he was involved, or to blame?
“Mundungus here has told us all about your little trip the other day, young lady?”

Oh, fuck.

“What trip? Diagon Alley? I’m allowed to go there, aren’t I?” She looked to her father
urgently, but his face had fallen in surprise. Clearly, he hadn't known what was about to come
up, either. She wasn't sure if that was better or worse.

“Oh, Diagon Alley is fine!" Molly Weasley cried. "Apparently — though not for any of the
rest of the children! No, it’s before Diagon Alley that’s the problem. Care to remind us where
you went?”

“No?”

“Aurora,” Remus sighed, “we know you went to visit Harry. Which you know you shouldn't
have done. Mundungus here was very worried when he realised he'd lost track of Harry on
watch."



Yeah, right. Mundungus, if anything, looked like he was looking forward to seeing someone
else get a bollocking for misbehaviour from Molly Weasley. And her dad looked like he was
trying not to laugh as he spoke the clearly rehearsed words. Traitor, she thought. He could
have given her some warning.

“It’s highly irresponsible of you,” Molly told her. “Dumbledore has placed his trust in you,
and you have disrespected him and everybody in the Order.”

“I am allowed free will.”

“You are not allowed to visit Harry and tell him about us!”

“I didn’t! All I said was he shouldn’t come and burst down my door and run away which he
was threatening to do because he is so frustrated and miserable and I think, probably
traumatised.”

“Oh, well, I’m sure you’ll understand if I find that hard to believe! For weeks you’ve been
strutting around headquarters as if you own the place—”

“I do own the place!”

“—while my children are expected to sit back quietly and not do anything, because they’re
not allowed to tell Harry anything either, and you should be setting an example!”

“Your children do also have free will.”

“Aurora,” Remus interjected, “this isn’t about free will.”

“I didn’t realise the Order and the Ministry were both authoritarian regimes now.”

"I'm sure Aurora had good reason to visit Harry," her father said defensively, though he put a
hand on her shoulder to try and quiet him. She shrugged it off, annoyed. "You can't just haul
her in here for that — when Molly said she needed to talk to us, I thought it was about —
well, not this."

Molly cut him a glare. "Oh, if you would like to discuss the other aspects of you and your
daughter's behaviour, I would be happy—"

“Everybody in the Order has a code of secrecy we have to abide by,” Remus said gently,
hushing Molly. He was looking at Aurora with clear disappointment in his eyes. “Sirius, we
thought it best if we could get the two of you in here together."

"You can tell he was a prefect," her father muttered under his breath, glaring at Remus. "You
should've let me deal with this," he said, raising his voice. "Aurora had her reasons, didn't
you?"

"Obviously," she said, rolling her eyes. "He's lonely and he said he was going to run off to my
house. That would have been stupid of him and made things way worse than anything I could
do."



Remus sighed, pinching his forehead. "I understand your frustration, Aurora, we all do, and
we all want what’s best for Harry. I understand why you did it, but you shouldn’t have. It puts
all of us at risk. What if a Death Eater had overheard?”

“I didn’t say anything of significance,” she protested. “I told him what he’d already figured
out, and that I couldn’t tell him anymore but hoped that I would be able to soon, and that he
should come to the Assembly meeting after the election and that it might help our cause.
That’s it.”

“You shouldn’t have said anything to him at all!” Molly insisted. “You had no right to talk to
him!”

“No right? I’m his friend!”

“Oh, are you now!”

“Molly.” Aurora’s dad’s voice was grave. “Don’t talk to her like that. This isn’t about
Aurora’s relationship to Harry.”

“Doesn’t it bother you that she’s betrayed the Order?”

“I haven’t betrayed—”

“Aurora did something silly. She had her reasons. But she knows she did wrong. We don't
need you to tell her that, again and again."

She absolutely did not. But her father looked at her expectantly, imploringly. “It was a bit
reckless,” she said reluctantly, anger and bitterness wrapping around her. “But I did it because
no one else would, and someone had to talk to him or Merlin only knows what he would have
done of his own accord, which I’m sure would have been ten times more catastrophic than
anything I could do accidentally.”

“Something makes me doubt the sincerity of your apology. You do realise you are still a
child? What would you have done if you’d been put in danger, either of you?”

“I’m rather good at getting out of danger.”

“Without magic? When the Ministry would certainly try to prosecute Harry if he was caught
up in any sort of law-breaking?”

“Well. It was fine. I assessed the risk. Nothing had happened all summer.”

“Something has to happen at some point!”

“All the more reason he should be gotten out of there!”

“I thought you didn’t want to do that?”

“I do, but I wasn’t going to kidnap him. That’s a bit far, I’m not stupid.”



“You could have fooled me!”

“Molly!” Both Sirius and Remus’s voices cracked across the table. Mundungus leaned back,
grinning to himself. Kingsley sighed and clasped his hands together on the table before him.

“Let’s not let this get personal. Miss Black, you knew you were not to visit Harry Potter. You
knew this was for his safety, and for that of the Order. We cannot have information leaking.
You could not predict who might overhear you. You-Know-Who’s followers have a lot of
spies.

“Now, Dumbledore recognises that you felt you were in the right, and that Potter deserved to
have someone visit. But that does not give you the right, as a member of a secret,” he gave
her a pointed look, “organisation, to go against the word of our leader, so explicitly and
recklessly, and put everything we are trying to build at risk, as well as potentially
compromising Potter’s safety. The watch is in place for a reason. To protect Harry. Not to
stop him from going anywhere or doing what he wants.”

“I’m sure you would have let him come to me, of course.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but you timed your visit to coincide with the change of watch,
yes?” She pursed her lips, but nodded. “No doubt you thought that was clever. But, if in those
precious moments where we thought Harry was safely in one area for the foreseeable future,
he disappeared, he could easily have been hurt.”

“But he was with me.”

“Lady Black, I am sure you are a very talented witch, but you cannot expect to take on
multiple Death Eaters, especially without the aid of magic, the use of which would have
landed you in court, facing questioning as to why you were there, and what you discussed,
and potentially compromised the security and secrecy of the entire Order.”

That was the sentence that got through to her. Her stomach sank; the warmth drained from
her cheeks, and she stared at Kingsley. Of course. She hadn’t thought of that. She had
considered her own intelligence and talent and capability. She hadn’t thought to remember
that people didn’t really care about that, if they thought she had done wrong. Broken the law.
She had looked at the stakes wrong.

“I…” She couldn’t bring herself to admit that she didn’t think. “I’m sorry.”

Kingsley sighed. “That’s as may be. You broke ranks, Black. Dumbledore does not know if
he can trust you.”

“Dumbledore and I have an agreement.”

“This was not it.”

Frustration burned her face. She looked to her father, who just gave her a grim smile. “I
didn’t want for anyone to be in danger, and nobody was.”



“But they could have been. It is the principle that is the issue, Black. Everyone wants what’s
best for Harry Potter, whatever we believe that to be. But we are not individuals who happen
to have similar goals, and sit around a kitchen table. We are a collective, a society. We have a
hierarchy and structure and you, Miss Black, are not our leader. It is the agreement of
everyone who joins the Order that they will abide by its rules.”

“I’m not in the Order.”

Molly Weasley made a strangled noise. Remus sighed. She didn’t dare look at her father.

“You’re as good as. It was our understanding that you wanted to be kept in the loop, informed
of our activities and decisions. Albus Dumbledore has suggested a revision to your
agreement. If you wish to act as if you are not in the Order, you can be kept out of the loop of
information. You can be treated as the children upstairs, and you will still, as an accessory to
the Order, have to toe the line of obedience.”

“Dumbledore would kick me out? I gave him this place.”

“And he is very grateful. But another headquarters can be found, if needs be. The security of
the Order and its members is the priority. It always will be.”

Remember your place, in other words. She swallowed bitter bile. For a moment, in anger, she
considered snapping that the deal was off then; but she reminded herself there were other
benefits for her. She had to learn about the curse on her, she needed protection from Bellatrix,
she needed Dumbledore to teach her more.

So she swallowed her words and her fury.

“That will not be necessary. I am sorry. I only intended to help Harry. He was going to run
off, or do something stupid of his own accord. This was just… Damage control.”

“Even so,” Kingsley said. “You cannot control everything, Lady Black. But, provided you
assent to never do this again, and to having a closer eye kept on your activities — which I’m
sure your father and cousin will be happy to assist with — Dumbledore is prepared to accept
your apology, and hopes you can prove you are trustworthy again.”

If Aurora looked at Molly Weasley’s face, she was sure she would throttle her. She stared
straight ahead, scraped her chair back and got to her feet.

“Thank you,” she said in a strangled voice that was not her own. “I hope so too. If you’re
quite done, I’d like to go home now. I’ve missed my father.”

When no one went to stop her, she strode from the room, hands shaking. She had fucked up,
had miscalculated, and almost brought everything crashing down upon her. In a bid for more
control, she had almost lost what little control she did had. The urge to throw up consumed
her; she rushed up the stairs and down the corridor to the lavatory, and had just slammed the
door behind her in time to kneel over the toilet bowl, trembling.

It was only a moment before her father burst in after her.



"Aurora, are you okay?"

"Get out!"

"Aurora, sweetheart—"

"Did you know they were going to do that?" She whirled around, glaring furiously at him.
"Did you know they were all going to sit there and — and interrogate me and berate me and
talk to me like I'm a child?"

"I... I knew Molly wanted to talk to us."

"And you didn't warn me?"

"I didn't have time, and I didn't know what was going to happen. I thought it was because she
worked out in helping Fred and George set up a joke shop."

"You what? Never mind — did you hear her?"

"She did make some rather unnecessary comments."

"She thinks I'm a child! She's rude and — why don't any of them understand that I did the
right thing? I'm trying to do the right thing, the kind thing, and no one appreciates it!"

"I appreciate it," her dad said, laying a hand on her shoulder. "And I'm sure Harry does too."

She pushed him away, stumbled to her feet and pushed past him, storming out into the hall
and down towards the front door. She caught flashes of red hair hanging over the bannister of
the upstairs landing, curious eyes watching, and she had to fight every instinct to throw
something at them.

"I don't want to talk to you here," she told her dad, glaring over her shoulder as she yanked
the door open. "Everyone here annoys me."

"Right," he said with a sigh, and followed her out onto the street.

It perhaps was not the best idea; she was in her robes, and he in jeans, and it was a rather odd
combination which she hoped would only imply that she was being escorted to a fancy dress
party. Coming to her side, her father said, "For what it's worth, I think it was kind of badass
to sneak out to Little Whinging. I only wish you'd have stolen my bike."

Aurora folded her arms and glared at him. "I didn't do it to be cool. Though you could've said
something more helpful in there."

"I don't think Molly would've liked the badass argument."

"Don't even talk to me about her. Who does she think she is? Telling me what to do — it is
my house! I don't care what she makes her kids do, it's my choice!"

"It was a bit reckless."



"You just said it was badass!"

"It was both."

Aurora let out a derisive laugh, storming on ahead and turning the corner. "Can we go
home?"

"Course," her father said, grabbing her arm to halt her. "I'll Apparate us, just hold still. And
try not to be too annoyed, it'll mess up the link."

She grabbed a hold of him and was whisked away; when they landed on the grass just outside
of Arbrus Hill, she snatched her arm away and swallowed down her nausea, storming into the
house. "Aurora, I'll talk to Molly, and explain things, if you want."

"She won't listen, none of them will. I — I know it might not have been the best thought-out
idea ever, and what Kingsley said got to me but, what was I supposed to do?" She shoved
open the door to the lounge and sank down onto a sofa, annoyed, staring at the ceiling. "I
wouldn't do it again, but, it worked out okay. I didn't need to be spoken down to like that. Not
by Molly. Even Remus! He did his disappointed teacher face."

"It was the same when he was a Prefect," her dad told her, crouching down beside the edge of
the sofa. "I doubt he's as annoyed with you as he wants you to think."

"It was still annoying the way he spoke to me."

"Yup." He pressed his lips together in annoyance. "I know. God, I wish they'd just let me deal
with it. I don't know what Molly's thinking."

"Probably that I'm a good-for-nothing little girl without a brain in her head."

"Well, I'm not sure that it, but—"

"She basically said that! And what's this about my 'behaviour' that she'd be happy to discuss?
I've been perfectly well-behaved ever since they moved their stupid ginger heads in, but she
wants to take over and rule everything and treat me like I'm one of her children! She spoke to
me like she's in charge!"

"I know," her dad said. "And she has absolutely no right to do that. If it weren't for you being
here right now, and me wanting to at least try and have a nice night, I'd be marching right
back over there to tell her as such. No wonder her own kids don't want her getting involved in
their lives."

"It just — I was only trying to do the right thing! Kingsley was right, though. But I don't
mind Kingsley; Kingsley's decent, Molly Weasley is... A whole other breed of infuriating!"

"I know, Rory. For the record, I don't care what Molly says. I'm proud of you."

"You're proud of me?"

He nodded, grinning. "Like I said, it was pretty badass."



"Even though it could've turned out bad?"

"Well, it didn't," he said, shrugging. "I mean, maybe don't do it like that again — and for
God's sake, you should know you can at least tell me — but you were just doing what you
thought was right. I've done far worse at your age."

That was true. The knot of worry that had twisted at Kingsley's words loosened somewhat;
now she just had anger about Molly Weasley remaining. "You don't reckon you could try that
with Dumbledore could you?"

"Not sure he'd like the reminder of my personal failings."

"Fair enough." She sat up, folding her arms, and squinted at him suspiciously. "What did you
think Molly wanted to talk to us about?"

"Ah." Her father flushed slightly, looking down. "Yeah, I was going to mention this to you
when it became a bit more relevant, but... You know Fred and George were trying to develop
their joke products. The sweets, that make your tongue swell and stuff?" She did vaguely
recall Hermione mentioning it last year, mainly complaining. "Well, anyway, their long-term
plan is to make it into a proper business, make a joke shop, but you know they don't exactly
have the funds, and their mum'd never support them getting a loan for it."

"So you're loaning then the money?"

"I was considering it, that's all. I was planning on discussing it with you, nothing's set in
stone. I think they're pretty brilliant, if you wanted to see some of their stuff I'm sure they'd
be all too happy to show you. So long as you didn't tell Molly."

"Believe me, there's more chance of me paying a compliment to Snape." Her father snorted.
"D'you really think there's money in it? For them and us — if you were to help them out?"

"Yeah," he said, "I really do, actually."

"Hm." Aurora pursed her lips, looking up again. "Maybe I'll talk to them about it, then."

"You won't regret it," her dad said with a wink. "Who knows, maybe they'll come up with
something to help you sneak out and see your new best friend."

"He's still not my friend," Aurora muttered, but her dad grinned and ruffled her hair, before
getting up and motioning for her to clear room for him on the sofa.

"Sure he isn't, kiddo. Now, how's about you tell me what else happened while I was gone?
Ted fixed the dodgy stairs yet?"

"Dora fell into the stair twice yesterday, so, no. I think they could do with an extra pair of
hands. Andromeda said we should have dinner round there tomorrow."

"Sounds perfect," he said. "How'd you feel about a flight this evening?"

Aurora grinned. "As long as you don't bring the bike out, that's fine by me."



-*

Dinner was as uncomfortable as it had ever been at the Tonkses. Aurora knew Dora knew
about her sneaking off to see Harry, but she hadn't told her so herself yet; nor, it seemed, had
she told her parents. She just kept giving her knowing looks across the table, infuriating,
while the adults carried on chatting completely oblivious to the silent confrontation going on
between the two girls. Eventually, when pudding was over, Dora convinced the adults to go
and inspect the staircase, while she and Aurora cleared up. The instant the kitchen door
closed safely behind them, Dora started, "So, I heard about your little escape plot."

"Please don't tell Andromeda," Aurora groaned out.

"Oh, no chance! She's looking for any reason she can to haul all three of us away from
anything to do with the Order. But, Jesus, Aurora, what were you thinking?"

"I've already had a lecture," Aurora snapped, "from Molly, and Remus, and Kingsley. I know
it was stupid, but I also think the principle is right. I won't do it again, I don't need you to tell
me not to, it's fine."

She turned to the sink and started furiously scrubbing at the casserole dish. Sometimes not
being allowed to do magic had its uses; this was way more cathartic than simply waving her
wand.

"I'm not going to lecture you," Dora sighed, "and I'm not telling Mum. Not because I don’t
think you deserve to get told off, but I reckon Molly Weasley’s been harsh enough, and I
don’t want to stress my parents out even more. But, you can expect I’ll warn them to keep a
closer eye on you. That I’m worried about you, and you’re frustrated and stressed and
restless, and it isn’t good for a fifteen year old girl to be alone so much.” Aurora swallowed
tightly, cheeks flaming. “Listen, Aurora, I think Dumbledore’s in the wrong here. I think
Harry should be told, and able to be with Sirius or the Weasleys, and I think this is hurting
him. But this is about more than personal opinions of Dumbledore’s choices, and your
frustration at him not listening to you. That sucks, I get it. But the security of the Order is
important and even if you say you didn’t tell Harry anything dangerous, no one knows that
for sure. Some members already have their concerns about their loyalties.”

“But I — I’m at risk here too! I’m not going to run off to the Death Eaters!”

“I know that! But I know that because I’ve known you for four years, and I know you’re a
good kid. But this doesn’t look good. We’re all in this together, Aurora. If you want to be
treated as an adult by the Order, if you want to be trusted, you have to earn that trust. It
doesn’t come just because you’re a Lady, or because you’ve given Grimmauld to the Order.”

“They can give me respect.”

“They do. Dumbledore treats you like he does any of us.”

“Molly Weasley doesn’t.”

“This isn’t about Molly Weasley.”



“She thinks I'm spoiled, and run riot, and she treats me like a child! I was trying to do a nice
thing for Potter! I was trying to help! And she doesn’t know anything about me! She’s
probably been poisoned by Ronald spouting rubbish, and just because I’m friends with
Draco!”

“I know it’s upsetting. I know you’re angry. But, Aurora, sometimes, we need to put that
aside. We need to be grown ups.”

“I’m not immature, if that’s what you’re saying. And I don’t want anyone to coddle me, or
tell me what to do.”

“You made a mistake. Everybody does. Now, you have to prove that you’ve learned from it,
okay?"

“It wasn’t a mistake, I knew exactly what I was doing.”

“That doesn’t mean it was the right thing to do. You’re part of something bigger than yourself
now, Aurora, and you chose that. There are some battles you should fight, and certain ways
you should fight them. This wasn’t it. The Order isn’t personal. You can’t act based on solely
your own opinions when you are in a war, when you need to uphold the integrity of your
organisation and the confidentiality of its members. Even if it’s Harry. It’s a basic rule, that
you violated.

“No one is enjoying Harry being there, Aurora. I know Molly thinks it’s safest but still
doesn’t think it’s best for him mentally, but she trusts Dumbledore, and she trusts that Harry
will be able to come to us soon. She’s still frustrated, but she isn’t going behind the back of
the entire Order. Her children miss him and are worried about him and as a mother she has to
deal with that, too. This is only going to make that worse.”

“She was still horrible to me. She just wanted an excuse to have a go, because she doesn’t
like me.”

“She does. She did. She’s met you before, first time I did.”

“Well, she doesn’t like me now.”

Dora sighed again, shaking her head. She placed her hand on Aurora’s shoulder and squeezed
it. “Win back her trust. Prove that you’re better than what she thinks you are, yeah? Cause I
know you’re better than that. I know you didn’t want to hurt anyone or put the Order in
danger. Prove me right, yeah? And Remus, and your dad, and Moody, who believe it or not
was actually fighting your corner the other night.”

“Really?”

“He thinks it was stupid to take Harry away from watch, and you both could’ve landed in
serious danger, but reckons you’ve got guts, and sometimes that’s what’s needed. Says you
can’t always act on the orders of the powerful. It’s healthy to question your leaders.”

“Moody said that?”



“The man who would happily have fistfought Crouch over legislation when Crouch was
Head Auror? You were trying to do the right thing, everyone knows that. It just wasn’t
appropriate, or safe.” Dora sighed, took the casserole dish from her, and waved her wand to
clean it instantly.

Aurora glared at her. "I was enjoying washing that."

"Want me to muck it up again?"

"No."

Dora smirked. "You're cute, munchkin. You get what I'm saying, though?"

She nodded, staring at the sink. "Kingsley said similar, that on principle... Going behind the
Order's back like that wasn't very sensible of me. It's war, right? It's bigger than me."

"Exactly." Dora ruffled her hair. "I knew you'd get it. You're a smart kid. And hey —
everyone knows that. And if they don't, I'm sure I'll set them right."

"I just don't like not being able to do anything."

"I know. Being an Auror isn't all running about, vigilante shit, either. You'll get used to it. In
the meantime, I'll see what I can do to make sure you and Harry can have a bit of a private
chat after the Assembly convention."

"Really?"

"There are ways around rules, Aurora. Remember? Sometimes, you just have to use an adult's
voice."

-*

Two days before the election, Aurora held what may have been her final — as well as first —
audience with Carrick Bratt. It had taken considerable deliberation, but she had decided, in
the end, to endorse his rival, Progressive candidate Oliver Reynolds. It was a matter of
politics, not only because she knew her own position and popularity would be safer with
Reynolds at her side, but because in endorsing him, she was also making good with the
Progressive lords, whose alliance she wanted to develop going forwards.

They went over the work he had done for Cornwall over the past few years, and the pledges
and legislation he was leaving in his wake, information to be handed over to his successor,
whoever they may be. At the end, as he left the study in the manor where she had been
hosting him — Andromeda and Ted waiting in the drawing room, having tea — she told him,
“I hope you know that my endorsement of Reynolds is not a personal slight to you.”

He gave her a faint smile. “It is politics, Lady Black. I quite understand. I just hope it works
out for our people. Reynolds is a good man; the Moderate and Conservative candidates, less
so. Reynolds is open-minded; but I’d watch out for Georgina Farley.”

“The Moderate candidate?”



“She’s very strict on the party line. I would hate to speak badly about an old colleague.”
Aurora withheld a laugh. “But I know that she might be difficult to work with. The
Conservative’s a newcomer, but regardless, I can see any of that party coming to odds with
you.”

Aurora smiled. “You may be right there. Whoever it is, I hope we work well together. And
regardless of the result, I give you my thanks for all the work you’ve done, and well wishes
for the future.”

Bratt looked almost amused as he nodded and said, “Thank you, Lady Black. And might I
advise you, one last time? There are whispers among our faction, that certain members of the
Minister’s Council would like to regulate admissions to the Assembly. Further restrictions,
limitations, character judgments, and such things, and that they may be attempting similar
drafts for the Wizengamot. It is a concern to us, and I think it might be to you, too.”

She smiled thinly, stomach turning. “Yes.” Aurora swallowed. “It certainly is. Thank you,
Mister Bratt.”

He bowed his head once more, as she ushered him out. “I hope we meet again, Lady Black.
And I hope it is in a better world than the one we fear right now.”

-*

The Cornwall seat went to Farley, in the end — a Moderate who had a worryingly close
relationship with Cornelius Fudge, leaning far closer to the Conservative faction
ideologically, but for the power that their own held. The official convention of the Assembly
took place on the twentieth of July, when all its new members would be officially
inaugurated. Dora and Kingsley had been conveniently placed on guard duty, keeping an eye
on her and Potter. Dumbledore had reluctantly allowed them to make arrangements to come,
on the grounds that stopping him would have complicated everything even further and
proven largely pointless. They would have had to explain far more than they wanted to. Still,
the guard wasn't just to keep him safe. It was to keep them from talking too much to each
other.

Aurora had never witnessed the Assembly Confirmation before, though some peers did bring
their heirs to the gallery to watch. Lucius Malfoy stared imperiously from above, as the
members filed in. Potter was a few rows beneath her, looking anxious in the same bottle-
green dress robes he had worn to the Yule Ball. Cecil Parkinson and his brothers all sat in
identical violet robes upstairs; when Aurora caught his eye, she shivered. The Nott children
and their mother were all still in France, but — despite not technically being required to sit
— Lord Nott was in attendance, stone faced as ever as he spoke lowly with Carrow and
Selwyn, dark gaze following the ceremony on the stone circle below them.

There was so much more ceremony involved with the elected members, something which
Aurora found strange. She had never had to go through the ritual which they were subjected
to, asking the magic of the chamber to recognise their right to sit. Her right was conveyed
simply by the will of her predecessors, and bound in magical law.



Arcturus had told her, the last time this had happened, that it was dreadfully dull. At the time,
she had been ten years old and never seen the inside of the Ministry, so thought it a great and
mysterious place, full of excitement and unknown thrills. Now, she knew that he was right.

She sat in grass-green robes, stiff and nervous between Lords Patil and Avery. Patil, she
thought was alright; though they had only spoken briefly, once, he was a Progressive, and his
daughters she knew to be decent enough witches. Avery, on the other hand, had cast her a
disdainful look at her entry, and never spoken to her since. That was probably for the best,
though; she had nothing good to say to him, either.

The ceremony dragged on forever, especially since Farley was confirmed early on, and she
had little interest in the others beyond the statistics. The result of the election had been an
overwhelming majority for the Moderates, with the Conservatives as the second-largest party.
It was a blow. Dumbledore himself had spoken to her about it, last time he had visited
Grimmauld Place.

He was worried, and when the ceremony was over, Aurora realised he was right to be.

“While the Assembly is gathered,” said the re-confirmed leader, Aloysius Vabsley, from his
position beside a very smug-looking Cornelius Fudge, “we should like to take the opportunity
to deal with a most pressing matter of business.” On her left, Avery pressed forward, a
curious smirk on his face. “For many years now, the position of Chief Warlock of the
Wizengamot has been held by Albus Dumbledore.” Her heart pounded. Dumbledore was not
here, of course, having no interest in these matters. But his enemies were.

She caught the eye of Lord MacMillan, who returned her gaze with a grim shake of the head.

“Dumbledore’s presence in our affairs — as an unelected figure, with no right to rule — has
overgrown. He holds power which some may wish to challenge the Minister, and the time has
come — as, perhaps, was inevitable — that he has overstepped his boundaries.” She was not
sure quite why Avery looked so excited, when Vabsley’s words could be read as a challenge
to all unelected Assembly figures. But they all knew that was not the case, that Vabsley had
always been in favour of the hereditary members, because many of them had helped to keep
him and Fudge in power. No, this was a challenge targeted only at Dumbledore. “Spreading
lies, demanding that the Minister for Magic bend to his rule… These are not the actions of
the wise man Dumbledore pretends to be, but of a would-be tyrant, clinging to power in his
old age.” As if half the members here weren’t doing the same, and worse. Aurora’s stomach
churned. “And so, as an urgent bill, we propose Dumbledore’s removal as Chief Warlock of
the Wizengamot, effective immediately.”

Murmurs flew round the chamber and the gallery above. Aurora felt she should have
expected this, should have anticipated it, but even with Fudge’s anger and the Prophet’s bile,
she had thought that the general mood was still in favour of Dumbledore, that the Ministry
would not think it in their interests to actually remove him. That had been a mistake, she
knew now, as she looked upwards and saw the sneering glee of Lucius Malfoy, when she
gazed around her and saw the shock of Lady Caradas, the indignation of Lord MacMillan, the
smugness of Lord Rosier. Her gut curled.



“The Assembly will be dispersed for fifteen minutes to allow discussion, and return for a
debate, before a vote.” Then Vabsley banged a gavel upon the plinth before him and the place
descended into chaos.

Patil motioned for Aurora to come with him, towards MacMillan, and she followed him
hastily, hardly knowing what to think. They should have been briefed on this before now,
though she was sure the Ministry was going to use the excuse that the Assembly had been in
recess. There were not enough regulations on this sort of thing, as far as she knew, but Aurora
hoped someone else had enough legal knowledge to make a convincing technical argument.

Potter caught her eye and gravitated towards her, eyes wide. “What are they thinking?” he
hissed, when he reached her. Patil’s gaze slid curiously towards them. “They can’t get rid of
Dumbledore! He’s — well, he’s Dumbledore!”

She fixed him with a flat look. Even now, he was defensive of the headmaster. She could not
understand it. Still, she did agree with his sentiment that removing Dumbledore was not the
best thing for the country, if only because she could see that Fudge’s intentions were self-
serving. With Dumbledore out of the way, he would have more power in appointing his
replacement on the Wizengamot, and considering how he and the Prophet had been trying to
suppress any and all stories about the Dark Lord’s return, she felt it was only a matter of time
before legal means were used as a tool in that suppression.

“They can do whatever we fail to stop them from doing,” she told him. As much as she had
her quarrels with Dumbledore, she had no problem with the position he currently held, or the
fact that she might be in a position to influence him in it. They were allies, even if reluctantly,
and she would much rather have him in her corner than Fudge.

“Well, how? D’you think many people’ll support Vabsley?”

“Considering he now has a massive majority, and the Conservatives are mostly anti-
Dumbledore too? I think it’s highly likely, especially in the circumstances we’ve been
presented with.” Potter stalled, and she turned around. Patil gave them a strange look but
continued on, down to where MacMillan and Abbott were gathering their faction about them.

“But, I thought everyone loved Dumbledore.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “Potter, I thought you said you’d been getting the Daily
Prophet.”

“I have. What’s that got to do with anything?”

She pinched her brow. “Let’s just say, there have been more than a few comments made on
Dumbledore’s actions and words this past month or so. I thought you’d been keeping up, but
never mind. The long and short of it is, people think Dumbledore wants Fudge’s position and
the two of you are making this whole thing up about… You-Know-Who.”

Potter’s eyes widened and his cheeks reddened. “But we’re not!” he said, too loudly, and
Aurora shushed him; a few people had turned around, and she didn’t like the looks in their
eyes.



“I know,” she whispered, “but people are stupid. Now, come on. MacMillan’s looking at me
— he’s very much a supporter of Dumbledore, he won’t let this stand.”

She took his arm and hurried him away, before their isolation could draw too much attention.
The group around MacMillan was a furious rabble, demanding to know if anyone had been
briefed — they had not — and what they could do to get back a the Moderates for their
underhandedness. Aurora and Harry faded into the group somewhat, among all the fury and
the swirling desire to fight what Fudge was attempting so blatantly.

“It’s a disgrace!” MacMillan declared. “They cannot be allowed to get away with this! After
all the man has done! Merlin knows Fudge would never have clung to power for so long had
Dumbledore not supported him, defended his image!”

“Unfortunately,” said Raon Oliver, “I do not think Cornelius particularly cares.”

“But we cannot be sure of Dumbledore’s innocence,” Abbott said, protesting. Scrutinising
eyes turned to him, the Progressives’ most recent defector from the Moderates. “I like the
man as much as anyone else, but surely, anyone with power may be necessarily constrained,
when needs be.”

“And you think needs be now?” MacMillan asked, whirling on Abbott with anger in his eyes.
“I do not believe Albus Dumbledore a liar.”

“Nor do I,” Abbott said hastily, “but, well, we must wonder… If perhaps he is convinced of
his own words. Determined that he is needed more than he is.”

“We have all met the man,” Patil said coldly, “on many occasions. He is most aligned with
our cause, he is far wiser than the Minister or, I daresay, anyone on his official council. We
cannot let him lose his position. He has done so much to help reform from inside the
Wizengamot, from a position we cannot hold.”

“We must take a united stance,” Vaisey said. “Whatever our personal opinions of
Dumbledore, we cannot deny that he is critical to our own cause. The Moderates want
everyone to fall under Fudge’s rule. We must resist.”

“Resist only for the sake of resistance?” asked Lord Stebbins, eyebrow arched.

“Yes,” said Arum Keith, with a hard look in his eye. “When our resistance determines our
abilities, our political power?”

Stebbins looked away, jaw tight.

“Are we agreed?” Vaisey asked, and one by one, they nodded. When Aurora dared to glance
at Potter, she saw the furious glint in his eyes. That was a dangerous look, she knew.

“We must decide speakers,” MacMillan said, with an anxious glance towards the Moderates
clustered around Aloysius Vabsley, and Lord Greengrass. “They will grant us two, maybe
three — Gilbert will speak, of course.” The elected Progressives were just nearby, ready to
join them. “Either Vaisey or I, and someone else.”



“I’ll do it,” Potter said immediately, before Aurora could stop him.

The group all turned to stare at him. Not only was he not officially a Progressive anyway —
neither of them were — but he was a fourteen year old boy, and an annoying one, at that.

“No,” Aurora said as politely as she could, earning her a rude glare. “You’re too closely tied
to Dumbledore at the moment. You’ll only inflame the issue.”

“But I can—”

“Lady Black is right,” said Lord Vaisey, looking at her interestedly, “and at any rate, we
should put forth a more experienced member.” Potter’s cheeks blazed, but at Aurora’s sharp
look, he held his tongue. “Keith, perhaps, or Gilbert may put someone forth.”

As if on cue, the other group of Progressives began to make their way over, and Vaisey went
to greet them, wringing his hands anxiously. Lord MacMillan stepped closer to Aurora as
chatter broke out again, and he said in her ear, “You will vote with us, Lady Black?”

“Indeed I will,” she told him. “On this issue.”

He gave a faint smile. “Thank you. And your friend, Potter?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, with a short laugh, “yes, Potter’s Dumbledore’s man.”

“Glad to hear it,” MacMillan said, clapping her on the shoulder. “It’s good to have younger
folk in here, give us a bit perspective. Now, if you’ll excuse me — Vaisey!”

And he hurried away, leaving the two of them nervous at the side.

In the end, their votes hardly mattered. The overwhelming majority voted with Vabsley, after
a rather insubstantial debate which had felt more like they were arguing with a brick wall.
The most exciting it got was one of the Direct Democrats arguing that all unelected positions,
including that of the Chief Warlock, should be done away with, and that was booed down
from many corners — for of course, this was only an issue with Dumbledore, for the
moment. It still set a dangerous precedent; as though they had rushed through the idea very
hastily, with little respect for the repercussions. They'd didn't even have a good idea for
Dumbledore's replacement yet, though Aurora was sure it would be either Fudge or one of his
minions. They weren't going to go so far as to actually have a fair election on the
Wizengamot head; now, they only stipulated the new chief would be an elected member of
the assembly, but appointed by Fudge, as though a mere council minister. And not even all
the council ministers did have to be elected to be appointed by Fudge, anyway. The whole
thing was a farce.

Rage boiled through Aurora as she made her way down the steps towards Potter, who was
lurking just sight of Dora and Kingsley. The two Aurors would be distracted by the throng of
people and by the news, and were no doubt thinking of how they would discuss it with the
Order. Aurora managed to catch up to Potter before either noticed, and slipped away to one of
the little meeting rooms just off the corridor.



"I can't believe this," Potter said furiously as the door closed behind them, "I dont get it!"

“People are easily led,” Aurora said scathingly, folding her arm. “They’re idiots, and they
grasp at power in even worse ways than they accuse Dumbledore of doing.”

“Did you see Lucius Malfoy’s face?” Harry asked, whirling around. “Smug git.”

“Quite.”

“You said the Prophet’s been saying stuff about him all month? Why? Do they think he’s
trying to angle for power?”

“Precisely,” Aurora told him, shaking her head. Footsteps got heavier outside the door; they
only had a minute or so to get away with chatting. “Because Fudge is paranoid and everyone
dreads another war. That’s why—” She stopped herself. “Why he won’t act, and he doesn’t
want Dumbledore to act. He’d rather hush it all up, hush up any problems which might
threaten his job. So, this is all a way to discredit Dumbledore, and it feeds itself. And now, he
has removed him from power, trying to eliminate his threat and influence. Mark my words,
Potter, he’ll come for Hogwarts next.”

“You think?”

She gave a grim nod. “There is a great power in education. Through it, one may shape the
minds of the next generation. And when your whole country relies primarily on just one
secondary educational institution, well, it’s a bit of a design flaw anyway, but it makes all the
power concentrated there highly desirable.”

Potter frowned at her, then paced around, glancing back at the door. “Do you think he knows
already? When will they tell him? I mean, maybe he already knew it was a possibility, but…
It’s pretty harsh, isn’t it?” Aurora nodded. Potter slumped back and ran a hand through his
hair.

"D'you think he'll do anything about it?"

"I'm not sure there's anything he can do, that won't make the situation worse. Not in the short
term, anyway. Of course, if Fudge was proven wrong about the Dark Lord, Dumbledore
would immediately win back public support. But I don't know how we could do that. And it
would probably mean the situation deteriorating into all-out war anyway, so, I'm not sure it's
exactly better."

She shook her head and checked the time on her watch. "Come on, if we slip through this
passage here we should come back out by the door. Say we got lost if anyone asks."

"How d'you know your way about?"

She shrugged. "Someone left a map of the Ministry building out the other day. I wasn't
supposed to see it."

"Why did someone have a map of the Ministry?"



"Bugger if I know. And even if I knew I couldn’t say. Come on."

She slipped through the other door with Potter behind her, and through a narrow passage
which brought them back into the Assembly Room, near the door where Dora was standing,
watching Abraxas Malfoy and Lord Rosier with disdain. They both barely spared her a
second glance, beyond their initial haughty glare.

"Hello, Dora," Aurora said cheerfully as they passed. "This place is confusing — we almost
got lost. Is my dad in the lobby yet, do you know?"

Dora nodded stiffly, still watching Malfoy and Rosier. Harry followed her gaze with a look of
confusion, and Aurora gave him him a look that said she'd tell him later. "He's upstairs.
Though I should warn you, Rita Skeeter's out there, too."

Aurora's heart sank. The reporter had been conspicuously quiet this summer, but Aurora got
the feeling she was just working up to something big. "Great," she said with a strained smile.
"I suppose she's lucky I can't hex anyone in the summer."

There was a flicker of a smile on Dora's face, as she jerked her head and signalled for them to
go on. "Tonks hates the Malfoys too, then?" Harry asked as soon as they were out of earshot.
"And the other one — Rosier, right?"

"The Malfoys are Andromeda's in-laws, remember. They don't exactly get along. And the
Rosiers are Andromeda and Narcissa's mother's family. They really don't get on."

"Cause Ted's a muggleborn?"

"Obviously."

"I hate that they're even here. Why should people like that get to make decisions? And they're
old."

"Dumbledore's older than anyone on the Assembly. Just about, anyway. I think Lord Etton
might be older. Now, shut up and pretend you don't know me."

"What?"

"Skeeter."

"I'm pretty sure she knows—"

"Harry! Harry Potter!" Skeeter's screech broke over the rest of the wave of reporters, all
shoving mics and quills in people's faces. "A comment on the judgment on Dumbledore's
removal from the Wizengamot?"

"Yeah, a comment. It's an absolute shit—"

"No comment," Aurora said loudly, shoving him out of the way. "Good day to you."

"Ah, Lady Black. How are your relations with the Hogwarts Headmaster?"



"No comment." She made to walk away, but Skeeter followed them, lurching over the heads
of her fellow journalists to do so.

"You must have something to say. Bright young woman like yourself? What do you think
happened to Igor Karkaroff?" Her stomach twisted. When she glanced at Potter, he looked
like he'd been slapped. There was a look of triumph on Skeeter's face. "Mr Potter? Have you
been unwell? You look rather pale. Peaky. Is the scrutiny of your mentor getting to you?
Have you been struggling, mentally — do you remember the night the Triwizard Tournament
ended?”

"I don't—"

"Leave them alone," said a firm voice from behind. A moment later, Lord MacMillan had
shoved in front of them. "Miss Skeeter. My daughter loves your Witch Weekly articles. I
believe I owe half her lipgloss collection to your recommendations. What would you like to
know?"

He gave Aurora a sideways glance that said, Go, as Skeeter, excited by a more willing
participant and by the flattery, latched onto him. Aurora wasted no time, hauling Potter with
her up the stairs, to find Sirius, yet at the same time thinking — if she were to give a
statement, what could she allow herself and Potter to say?

-*

Dumbledore was already at Grimmauld Place when she returned home, her and her father
having quickly dropped Harry off in some back alley of Little Whinging and handed the
watch over to Emmeline Vance. Everyone had gathered in the kitchen, it seemed, including
the children. She gave them only a fleeting, reassuring smile as she breezed in, headed
towards the headmaster. Her father followed behind her, still not having been given more
details than Dumbledore being kicked out of his position, and surely ruminating on his
godson's obvious misery.

“They’ve removed you from the Wizengamot,” she told Dumbledore curtly, “which I
presume is the reason you’re here?”

Dumbledore’s eyes glimmered. “Indeed, Lady Black. Though, I can’t say I’m too distraught
over it. So long as my face remains on the chocolate frog cards, I will be happy with my lot.”

What a stupid thing to say, she thought. Enough to make some around the table laugh, but not
her. She saw it for the deflection it was — so, it seemed, did Hestia and Remus — but did not
want to call it out.

“You can take some solace in the knowledge that I voted against the removal,” she said, and
he gave an amused laugh. “As did Potter, and all of the Progressive faction.”

“But, of course,” Dumbledore said, nodding his head, “it was nowhere near enough, was it?”

“No,” she agreed. “It was not.”



“Ah, well.” Dumbledore spread his arms wide. “Cornelius has made his decision. We must
maintain our work, yes? Those inside the Ministry must be more careful, though. I don’t like
the precedent this sets.”

“Nor I,” said Kingsley’s deep voice. “I will have to talk to Scrimgeour about this in the
morning, get his perspective and see if there is anything to be done with it.”

“I can’t imagine my office’ll be too pleased,” said Arthur Weasley, and Aurora took the turn
in conversation as an opportunity to slip into the open seat next to Remus, with her father
following an taking the seat on her other side.

“How was it?” Remus asked her in a low voice, and she shrugged.

“As expected, I suppose. I don’t like my new elected partner. Lord Abbott caused a bit of a
stir, MacMillan and Vaisey aren’t happy with him. Potter’s angry and mixed up and at a loss.
I really do think we should bring him home.”

“Me too,” her dad said, fixing his gaze upon Dumbledore, who was giving orders to Kingsley
and Arthur. “I just wish we could convince him.”

“We shouldn’t have to.”

“With the Order…”

“I know," Aurora sighed. "I got the lecture the first time."

"Second, really."

"Thank you, Remus. I should have known Dumbledore'd act like this. Potter just wants to
know. It's driving him mad, being stuck there."

Neither man said anything. Dumbledore was already assuring everyone that he was fine with
the result, the Weasley children were ranting about how unfair Fudge was, and Hermione
Granger watching Aurora with curiosity. Wondering about Potter, she was sure. Though it
reminded her; she should tell Hermione about Skeeter. She would want to know. They still
had to do something about her.

“I’ll try and convince Dumbledore by Harry’s birthday," her dad said. "We can’t have him
stuck there. Even if he says he’s alright."

"He isn't," Aurora agreed. "And this is of no use to anyone, except to sate Dumbledore's
fear."

"I know," her father said, looking over. The Headmaster was already making to leave: Aurora
wondered just how rattled he was. "Thing is, we've all got a lot to fear at the moment. I just
think — Harry shouldn't have another thing to be upset about right now."



Two Sides

A few days from the end of July, Aurora woke to an owl urgently pecking at her bedroom
window. It was ten in the morning, and she had allowed herself to sleep in, so the sound was
quite annoying. “Stupid bird,” she muttered, climbing out of bed. At her feet, Stella purred in
agreement.

She opened the window and the owl flew in, ruffling its feathers self-righteously as it landed
on the windowsill. She did not recognise the handwriting on the front, though the owl itself
was familiar. She handed it a few treats and then, with a loud and annoyed hoot, it flew up
onto the top of her bookshelf and stared imperiously down at her, awaiting a reply.

“Rude.”

Aurora sat down at her desk chair, and turned the envelope over. It was plain white, and
sealed with some adhesive under the flap, like the letters Gwen sent. Her stomach flipped,
and she slit it open quickly, pulling out a letter which seemed to have been scrawled out in a
haste.

Aurora, it said.

Elise has just received her letter from Hogwarts. She is, officially, a witch. It’s a lot for her to
take in, but Cally and Cedrella are round to help, and brought an owl so I could let you know.

We’d love if you could pop round and talk things over with her, or if you’d like to come with
us to get her school supplies? The book list is apparently pending, but she’s eager to get
everything else ASAP.

Let us know!

Regards,

Marius

Grinning, Aurora put the letter down and hurried to tug a robe on, tying it around her waist,
and dragging the comb through her hair. She bent over her desk, scrawled a hasty reply, and
went to hand it to the owl. It glared at her.

Aurora sighed. “You’re Callidora’s bird, aren’t you?”

It hooted in response. Aurora glared, and wrangled its leg out just enough that she could tie a
piece of string and the letter to it. “Be quick then,” she told the owl, who hissed. “It’s
important!”

It did not deign to respond to that, merely hooted loudly and took off, startling Stella out of
her slumber again.



“Come on,” Aurora muttered to her cat as they watched the tawny owl flutter further out of
sight, towards the treeline. “I’d better tell my dad.”

“Elise got her letter,” she announced as she was halfway down the stairs, having spotted her
father heading into the dining room. Unable to stop to the grin spreading across her face, she
hopped the last couple of steps and added, “Marius wants me to see her, talk to her. Maybe to
come to Diagon Alley with them, which I think is a good idea. I’ll be able to help fund some
of her purchases.”

“Really?” He raised his eyebrows. “You’re going to help pay for her schooling?”

“Of course,” Aurora said, affronted. “She is a Black, after all.” And a potential heir. If Aurora
was attacked by Bellatrix, unable to be Lady Black, and if something happened to her father
or Andromeda or Dora, she could not have the family wealth and property and secrets falling
into either Bellatrix or Narcissa’s hands. Elise was the perfect opportunity to craft a new heir.
“I’m sure knowing Marius and his family they won’t want to let me, but I shall pay for
something.” A glimmer of a smile on her father’s face, as he walked with her towards the
dining table, where breakfast was already set out.

“Just make sure not to push it. They might not see it the same way as you do, as your duty.
They might think you’re being… Patronizing.”

“Well,” she said, frowning in confusion, “I am head of the family.”

“I know, but, just don’t push it, alright? They might prefer to pay it themselves, and they
don't know you that well." He frowned slightly then and asked, "Have you got your letter
yet?"

“Not yet, and I’m not sure when I’ll get it. Marius said Elise doesn’t have a booklist, so
maybe they’re still finalising it. It’s rather inconvenient though, we’ll have to make two
trips.”

“I’m sure you’ll survive,” her father said drily. “Have you given them a date? Only I’m trying
to wrangle it with Dumbledore so I can at least visit Harry on the 31st — his birthday,
remember — so that could be a good date for you to go? Assuming you don’t want to
celebrate Harry’s birthday.”

“I’ll take the 31st,” she agreed immediately. “And I imagine Potter—” She broke off, seeing
another owl swooping down towards the window. Thinking it was her own Hogwarts letter,
Aurora grinned and went to fetch it, but there was no Hogwarts deal as anticipated. Instead,
she recognised Theodore’s handwriting on the front, and the blue Nott family seal on the
back. She opened it quickly, while her father watched with a frown.

Dear Aurora, it read, in Theodore’s pristine black cursive.

Thank you for your last letter. My mother was doing better here, for a time. France agrees
with her, and she tells me she enjoyed being able to see somewhere new for a change. I hear
there was quite a stir at the Assembly — I do hope you’re not too disappointed with the



results. My mother seemed quite irritated by my grandfather’s attitude to Dumbledore’s
removal from the Wizengamot.

As I said, she had been doing better. The last few days, however, she has taken a turn again.
She says she wants to go home, to be comfortable.

The writing shook there, as though his own hand had been trembling.

Of course, I will carry out her wish. She insists that she must be at home to put her affairs in
order. I hate that she feels that, that she does not trust my grandfather, but I don’t trust him
either. There isn’t much else I can say, but that we’ll be back in the country soon. Still, I don’t
think we’ll get out much, or at least I won’t.

On another note, I picked up some French literature while over here. The town we are staying
near is Muggle-dominated, and my mum and I went to a little bookshop, where we got some
new material. I’m working my way steadily through it, and will pass on any good ones to
you.

I hope you’re having a better summer than I. Part of me wants to stay here with my mother
forever and part of me just wants to get back to school so I don’t have to be constantly
reminded of what’s happening to her. Is that a terrible thing to say? Maybe. I feel terrible
saying it, anyway.

I’ll see you in September, if not before. Please keep telling me your book recommendations,
and whatever else. I feel like I’ve hardly anything to say in a letter now I try to write it. I
don’t really know how to say any of it.

I do think you would like France, though, at least this part. We could practice French, and
I’ve seen so many amazing Frankish rune patterns which I think you’d be really interested.
And we’re by the sea — it really is so gorgeous here, and peaceful. The perfect place for a
good book, I’m sure you’d say. Even better than our corner of the common room.

Write soon, Lady Black.

Yours,

Theo

She smiled to read his letter, and know he was thinking of her all the way in France. But
knowing how awful he must be feeling about his mother made Aurora’s heart hurt for Theo,
for all that he was going through and that she understand in the depths of her soul. She
wished she could see her friend, if only to hold him and comfort him, to be able to do
anything she could to help and ease his struggle.

Penning the perfect reply could take all day. So she re-read the letter, traced her fingertips
carefully over the crease as she folded it back over, and laid it down, trying to keep her
expression neutral. “Just a friend,” she told her father, who was frowning. “Nothing to worry
about.”



Still, it haunted her.

-*

Things happened quickly. Four days later found her in Diagon Alley, running errands before
meeting Marius, Elise, Callidora, and Cedrella, along with Elise’s parents, Charles and
Eleanor. Aurora could not deny that she was nervous. Pacing the cobbled street did her little
good, either, for every time she saw a familiar face, anxiety coiled inside of her, the terrible
fear of something happening to Elise or her family as a result of this outing. She told herself
that she was just letting her imagination run off with itself, thinking the worst, and that such
things would do her no good.

But still, even alone, she kept looking over her shoulder, fearful of who might be following
and watching and reporting back. Getting money out of Gringotts had been easy and over too
soon; at least there she had the comfort of high security. In the open air and blazing sunlight,
she was stifled.

Flourish and Blotts offered refuge. The bookshop was as inviting as always, and the smell of
books wrapped around her like a hug from an old friend. Here, she could explore to her
heart’s content, wandering through the narrow aisles. She had a purpose, too. Of all the
libraries across the Black estate, there were hundreds of books, and they had proven useful to
her. But, no one had seen fit to update those libraries in quite some time. The most recently
dated text she had yet found was from 1920, a treatise on blood relations which she had,
frankly, wanted to throw out.

She would never be able to take on the project of modernising the family libraries in one
summer, and she also knew that she could not add yet another task to her pile. After all,
Summer was meant to be a time to relax and recover. She had enough on her plate between
the order and trying to manage the various artefacts they were determined to uncover in
Grimmauld Place. But there were a few areas she wanted to get a start on updating. Curses,
mainly, duelling techniques and traditions, Potions books, and Arithmancy and Ancient
Runes. These were more personal interests, and standard books rather than rare ones, but they
could be important for her to have on hand.

Aurora curated a bundle on curses and duels, partly based on Remus and Moody’s
recommendations, before wandering over to the Arithmancy and Numerology section, where
she noticed, at the end of an otherwise deserted aisle, the side of a familiar face.

She smiled, hastening her footsteps as she called gently, “Theodore?”

He turned sharply, staring at her, and blinked a couple of times, as though he was struggling
to comprehend the proof of her existence. His voice came out in a hoarse whisper, “Hey.”

There was an attempt made at a smile, but it did not reach his eyes. “You’re back?” He
nodded in silence, wringing his hands together. “How…” She waited until they were closer to
continue, in a hushed tone, “How is your mother?”

He just shook his head. “I’ve just been to see the Apothecary. I have to go back soon,
actually, collect a potion. England doesn’t agree with her.”



“I’m sorry. Is there anything I can—”

“No,” he cut her off, taking in a thin, shaken breath. “No, it’s — I’m coping. Looking after
her.”

She did not know what to say to that, how to insist that she was here to help when they both
knew, deep down, there was nothing anyone could really do. “Theo—”

“I have to get going,” he said shakily. “The potion will be nearly ready, but I have to pick up
some other things anyway. I…” He looked at her and his voice faded away. But she nodded
in understanding. “I think I saw Draco and Pansy earlier, and I’d better avoid questions, so.”

“Oh.”

He gave a tense smile and went to move past her. “See you, then.”

Theo nodded, not meeting her eyes. “See you.”

The interaction had been so awkward it hurt. Theo had been so not himself, and Aurora had
no idea how to help. She bit her lip, interest in Numerology severely diminished, and could
only pick out a few titles, caught up thinking over their conversation.

And then, there was the fact that Draco and Pansy were apparently also in Diagon Alley,
presumably together. Neither had written to invite her, of course. Draco had not written since
Merlin’s Day, despite his promise and the fact that Aurora had written to him. Today was the
worst day for her to potentially bump into the two of them, and especially their parents.

Merlin, what would Lucius Malfoy say? What would he do? She dreaded to think of Elise
having to be confronted by his cold glare and haughty sneer.

The thought followed her around as she bought her books, slipping them into a bag designed
to make its contents lightweight. She had a meander around the alley, bought some new inks,
and then headed back down towards the Leaky Cauldron.

Callidora was already sat in one corner, lips pursed as she nursed a cup of tea. Aurora’s
nerves fluttered as she made her way over. Callidora still unnerved her somewhat, and she
could not get over the steely, determined light in her eyes. Even slipping into the seat
opposite her, Aurora felt nervous, and the smile that grew on Callidora’s face did little to
assuage that.

“Afternoon,” she said lightly, checking her wristwatch. “Started shopping without us?”

“I had just a few errands,” she replied. “And since we won’t be in Flourish and Blotts —
since Dumbledore apparently has not found a decent Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher
yet — I thought it best to get it out the way. Is Marius running late?”

“He’s always running late when he’s with Charles and Eleanor,” Callidora said with a sigh.
“They’re absolutely dreadful at keeping time, a habit I dearly hope they have not passed onto
poor Elise.”



Aurora could not imagine Elise being allowed to keep that habit for very long once she met
Professors McGonagall and Snape, though she did not voice this to Callidora. She and
Callidora exchanged strained smiles instead and lapsed into silence as they waited.

Thankfully, Cedrella shepherded the group into the pub not long after, looking rather put-
upon by this task. Callidora smirked at her sister as she approached, muttering about digital
watches and broken clocks. Charles and Eleanor, Elise’s parents, appeared to be in their late
forties, and both rather bemused by the location in which they found themselves. Elise, like
many eleven year olds might, took it all in stride, pointing to every moving and magical
contraption. Her eyes widened notably as she beheld the group of goblins in the corner and
she hurried on towards Aurora and Callidora, grinning.

“I can’t believe you’re a witch,” she told Aurora as soon as she reached them, in a rather
accusatory tone.

“Well,” Aurora said awkwardly, “I’m sure your grandfather explained the laws—”

“I totally knew anyway,” Elise interrupted, shrugging. Callidora looked behind her and
exchanged laughs with her sister and cousin. “You were a bit weird.”

“Oh.”

“Elise, don’t be rude,” her mother chided, before sticking out her hand for Aurora to shake.
“Eleanor Black. You must be Aurora?”

“That’s me,” Aurora said nervously, searching for something to say. She eventually settled on
complimenting Eleanor’s blouse — Andromeda had a similar one. “Have you all eaten, or
would you like something here?”

“Oh, we’re well stocked,” Charles said with a grin. “Ready to get shopping, aren’t we, Lis?”

“I want to get a wand first,” Elise told Aurora and Callidora.

“Elise,” her mother warned again, with a disapproving frown.

“I’m sure that works fine,” Aurora said, after a nervous glance at Callidora. The elder witch
seemed to be trying very hard to hide her disapproval of Elise’s manner. “Ollivander’s it is
then — he makes the best wands in the world,” she added to Elise, who grinned.

“Good,” she said, then made a move as if to lead the way, before remembering that she did
not know the way. “Er.”

Aurora stifled a laugh. “I’ll do the honour, shall I? There’s a whole process to enter the alley,
I’ll show you.”

If any of the adults were put off by this leadership, they did not show it. Charles and Eleanor
were utterly lost, and Marius mostly so, and Callidora and Cedrella seemed to recognise what
she was doing, positioning herself as Elise’s introduction to the Wizarding world properly.
The girl clung to her side, staring around in wonderment at everything and everyone they
passed on their way to the back doors and the little square where the wall to the alley stood.



Aurora tapped out the appropriate bricks, and stepped back to watch the look on Elise’s face
as they moved apart and revealed the alley beyond.

She did not disappoint.

Her face changed from curiosity to wonderment to astonishment to sheer and utter delight as
she stepped forward and beheld the bright storefronts, the buzz of magic and soaring pixies,
the grand glittering front of Gringotts bank at the top of the street. “Woah,” Elise said, mouth
still hanging open as she turned to Aurora. “This is like…” Seemingly, she could not find a
word adequate.

“I know,” Aurora said with a little laugh, then tipped her head towards the alley. “Shall we?”

Elise skipped on ahead, which they all took to mean yes. “Sorry if she’s a little excitable,”
Eleanor said quietly to Aurora as Callidora went to answer Elise’s question about wizarding
robes.

“I imagine any muggle would be, finding out magic exists.” Aurora smiled carefully. “And
she’s sweet — I really don’t mind.”

“Auntie Callie says the wand shop’s up here!” Elise called back to them, not taking note of
the looks that lingered over them. Aurora resisted the urge to chastise her for drawing
attention; she could not bring herself to pull down Elise’s mood, even if it twisted her nerves
to think people were watching, judging them. “Mum, Dad, come on, I want to see it!”

Aurora hurried after her, quite alarmed by the way she careened off into the crowd of people.
Her parents seemed the same, hastening along the alleyway, their Muggle clothes still
drawing looks, especially when they were beside her.

Elise stopped dead outside Ollivanders’ and let out a small, excited squeal. “This is the one,
right?” she asked, turning sharply to Aurora with a grin on her face. Her cheeks were pink
and her eyes bright with excitement. “The wand shop?”

“It has wands in the window,” Aurora pointed out. “Yes.”

“Well, if I hadn’t checked, and I was wrong, that would have been really embarrassing, so.”

Aurora supposed that was true enough. She shrugged her shoulders and said, “Ollivander’s a
bit of an odd fellow, you should be warned. But he’s nice enough, just slightly… Off-
putting.” Callidora, who had caught up just enough to hear this last part, nodded.

“I’ve a yew wand,” she said, with a glimmer of pride. “He told me I would bring carnage.
Mind, this Ollivander was only an apprentice at the time, to his father — though he told me
the dragon heartstring combination meant I was temperamental myself, and needed to sort
out my emotions to make my magic work properly.”

“And did you?” Elise asked, unfazed by this revelation.

“I think so — I also think the Ollivander’s’ words should be taken with a pinch of salt. The
dramatic flair is hereditary, apparently.”



“I wonder what he’ll say to me?” Elise asked brightly, with a tone of wonder which carried
her across the threshold. Aurora, still bewildered by the girl’s energy, followed, the adults
behind them.

“I guess we’ll find out,” said her mother, rather bemused as she entered the dusty little shop.
“Gosh — Elise, where—”

Elise poked her head round from behind a shelf lined with boxes of wands, grinning.
“There’s so many of them!”

From behind another shelf, Aurora could hear Ollivander’s soft voice as he talked another
child through their wand buying process. “Get back here,” Eleanor hissed, cheeks pink as her
daughter giggled and skipped over. “Honestly!”

“This is so cool,” Elise whispered to Aurora. Her eyes were still filled of awe and fantasy.
“Where is the wandmaker?”

“I believe he’s with somebody else just now,” Aurora said, “but he won’t be long.”

At that moment, Ollivander came out from the shadows, a family of five behind him; a
mother and father, two sons and a daughter, who was clutching a box tightly in her arms. The
girl, of red hair and bright cheeks, gave them a curious look. Ollivander’s gaze swept over
Aurora with amusement.

“I shall be with you in a moment,” he said, gaze landing on Elise. “Lady Black.”

The parents of the family before them exchanged curious, loaded glanced. Aurora smiled
tightly, squaring her shoulders. She caught Elise’s frown, confused, and of the taller of the
two boys looking at her in recognition. He was likely going into second year, possibly third,
but she didn’t recognise her. He seemed to think he knew her though, narrowing his eyes in
suspicion. She only tried to make her smile brighter and kinder, and appear unbothered.

Once they had left at last, Ollivander turned to the Black family. “Callidora Longbottom,” he
said with an eerie smile. “It has been a while. Such a tragedy, your husband’s death.”

Callidora smiled thinly. “It was forty years ago, but thank you for your condolences.”

Cedrella and Marius exchanged tense glanced, but Ollivander’s gaze had already flicked
away. “Cedrella — Weasley now, isn’t it? Acacia, unicorn hair, ten inches. Rather sturdy
wand. Of course, you two could not be more different — Callidora’s yew, phoenix feather.
Eight inches, not bad. Quite sprightly. And Aurora.” At the sound of her name, she blinked,
feeling a rather ominous sinking in her stomach. “Hawthorn — the same as your cousin
Draco, if I remember rightly—” he did, of course “dragon heartstring core, eight and a half
inches. A little springy, but not overly so. As for the rest…”

“This is my cousin Marius,” Callidora said, “and his son, daughter-in-law, and granddaughter,
Elise. She is who we are here for today.”

“Yes.” A curiosity glimmered in his eyes. “I know.”



Aurora shifted uncomfortably. Elise frowned, looking to Marius, who urged her forward.
“Come now — no need to be nervous. I have sold more wands than I could ever dare count,
and I’m certain we shall find your perfect match today, yes?”

Elise nodded, though wrung her hands together, as though afraid to touch anything else. “I’ll
try a hawthorn one first — it seems popular with the family. These things happen, though
they don’t always work the way one expects. Wands are tricky things, Miss Black — it will
choose you and not the other way about. Now, here you go!”

Aurora had barely even noticed him picking a box up; indeed, she was half-certain that he
hadn’t, and instead summoned it wordlessly. Elise’s eyes lit up as she tried the wand he held
out, and brought down a whole shelf.

“It worked!” she said, but Ollivander whisked it out of her hand.

“No, no — it’s not supposed to do that!”

“But it did something!”

“This one,” Ollivander said, plucking another box from the shelf. “Hazel, unicorn hair, nine
inches.”

The hazel wand made a lampshade shatter; the next three had the respective results of
cracking floorboards, setting Ollivander’s hair on fire — this he fixed with a quick douse of
water — and causing Callidora’s heels to unbuckle. It was, in the end, a sixth wand which
proved successful, giving Elise a gentle golden glow about her, accompanied by a low hum
of energy.

“Black walnut and phoenix feather,” Elise said cheerfully as they left the shop, echoing what
Ollivander had said. “Do you think that’s a good combination?”

Ollivander had told them to watch out for any impending self-existential crises.

“I suppose so,” Aurora said, though she really knew very little about wandlore. “It’s a rarer
wood, I believe. But phoenix feathers are very powerful — the wand must know you’ve
potential, if it chose you.”

This seemed to please Elise immensely, and she went back to inform her parents of this as
Aurora led the way to Madam Malkin’s, the first of their long list of shops. Madam Malkin
was the natural opposite to Ollivander — Aurora could see a slight glimmer of surprise when
Elise introduced herself, but she made no note of it and merely took the two girls’
measurements, making idle chatter and sensible observation. Aurora and the adults all
preferred this; Elise, on the other hand, later decried Malkin as ‘a bit boring’ and ‘not very
witch-like, really, apart from the clothes and the funny tape’.

Next was an assortment of supplies; ingredient scales, potion knives and cauldron, Elise’s
telescope and Herbology gloves. They went into Quality Quidditch Supplies last of all; a treat
to Aurora as much as to Elise. The new Cleansweep Seven had just been released, though
Elise was most disappointed when reminded she was not allowed her own broom yet.



“I suppose flying’s a bit like cycling,” she said to Aurora as they looked through the broom
catalogue, as if Aurora had any comparative experience of cycling. “Is it?”

“I… It's possible?"

“It isn’t really,” Cedrella said helpfully from behind, holding a pair of gloves. “You don’t
have to pedal on a broomstick, and there’s nothing to steer with except yourself.”

“Hmm.” Elise skipped onwards to the section bearing Quidditch League merchandise. “Do
you have helmets?”

“Why would we need helmets?”

Eleanor stared at her. “Don’t tell me Hogwarts don’t give the children helmets.”

“No?”

Apparently, the concept of their daughter being several feet in the air without something to
protect her head was nightmarish; Aurora was for her part, confused that Muggles wore
helmets even while on the ground, but did concede that helmets could prevent a lot of head
injuries and, once one had it pointed out, were actually quite sensible when there was a high
risk on head-on collision. The family won Aurora round to that argument somehow over the
course of the afternoon, before they headed to Florean Fortescue’s ice cream parlour to finish
up. It was there, while debating the merits of their different political systems with Eleanor —
who gave her some truly fascinating information about the concept of a constitutional
monarchy — that Aurora watched the Malfoy family walk through the door, with Pansy in
tow.

She froze, completely blocking out Eleanor’s words, as she took in the sight of the seven of
them; Draco, Narcissa, Lucius, Abraxas, and Pansy with her arm tucked into Draco’s, flushed
with the excitement of her own inclusion, the way Aurora had once been at feeling part of
something. Draco met her eyes, a frown furrowed. Elise, who was sat beside her, caught the
angle of her gaze and turned.

“Who’s that?”

Aurora sucked in a breath. Callidora turned, glancing over at them, and let out a low scoff.
“The Malfoys.”

Cedrella kept her gaze trained firmly on the table. Elise looked at Aurora expectantly, and she
said softly, “My cousins. Best not to stare at them.”

It was too late. Narcissa had already caught sight of her, and, following her gaze, so had
Pansy. Her friend’s eyes went wide, her face blanched, and within a moment all of them had
settled their gazes upon her and the people all gathered around the table; Marius and Eleanor
and Charles’ Muggle clothes, Elise’s Madam Malkin bag and her clear eleven-year-old face,
Cedrella the exile and Callidora the hermit.



The ice cream suddenly tasted too sweet, and though it was cold it only seemed to make the
air around her feel too warm, suffocatingly. Her throat clogged for a moment, as she tried to
drag her gaze away from the Malfoys. Abraxas caught her looking and raised his eyebrows.
The look wasn’t as malicious as it might have been, but it was still unsettling. It was like a
warning.

“Aurora.” It was Narcissa’s voice that rang out across the store, surprising her. It seemed to
surprise Draco, too; he looked nervously between his mother and his father as though afraid
the latter would have sharp words for them. But Lucius remained tight lipped and went to
order with his father. The shopowner gained a nervous expression as he dealt with them;
tense words were spoken, hushed, too intense and too length to have been only an order for
ice cream. “Good afternoon, dear.”

Her eyes were sharp, her gaze critical as she took in the scene before her. Aurora tried not to
wither beneath it, aware of every misplaced hair and loose thread and oddity of her
companions. “Good afternoon, Narcissa,” she managed to say, dipping her head. “How are
you?”

“Splendid — we thought we would take Draco and Miss Parkinson out for the day, get a
break from this terribly hot weather we’ve been having.”

“Oh.” Her voice was faint to her ears, accompanied by a faint ringing. “How lovely.”

“Our thoughts exactly.” Narcissa’s smile was strained as she looked around. Cold grey eyes
landed on Elise, and the smile strained further. “Who is this young lady?”

“Elise,” Elise said before anyone else could stand a hope of getting a word in. “I’m Aurora’s
cousin.”

Narcissa’s face paled. “A cousin? On… On your mother’s side?”

It was possibly the first time Narcissa had even acknowledged the fact that Aurora had a
mother at all, and so she found herself rather stuck for words while getting her head around
that.

“Aurora’s father’s side,” Callidora said with a cold look. “Narcissa. I haven’t seen you in
years.”

“Of course, Aunt Callidora — I’m sorry, I did not quite recognise you there. And is this dear
Cedrella?”

Narcissa was verging on green now. Aurora rather felt the same. “Of course,” Cedrella said
coldly, “don’t tell me you don’t recognise me. You and Septimus used to be so well-
acquainted.”

“Hm, well… I only came to see Aurora. It has been weeks since I saw you. Lady Greengrass
told me her grandson thought you looked splendid at Merlin’s Day.”

“Oh, really?” Aurora flushed. “Daphne didn’t say anything.”



“Your Daphne has always been rather scatter-brained, dear. Anyhow — I shall have to see if I
can arrange for you to have tea with us some day in August. I have missed our chats, and
there is clearly a lot I need to catch up on.”

Aurora doubted that was a genuine offer, and yet, worried that it might be. “Yes, certainly. I
would enjoy that.”

Narcissa smiled brightly, as Draco called her over, looking rather anxious. The elder Malfoys
were already headed out the door. “I’ll see you soon, Aurora.” Her cold gaze roamed over the
table, her smile thin. “Enjoy your day out.”

Aurora did not manage to breath right until she had swept out of the door, and all of them had
disappeared round the corner. That horrible feeling sank into her chest, like she had been
supplanted, and yet, somehow, Narcissa still reached for her. Why, she did not know, but she
did not think it could be anything good.

She was only too glad to wrap up the shopping spree; Cedrella’s mood had evidently soured
ever since the Malfoys walked in, and Aurora had been put in a self-pitying mood which she
did not like to be pulled out of. Elise did not seem fazed, though Aurora was not sure how
much of it was just a front and determination to see through the excitement of the day. She
hoped it was genuine. And yet, she feared, if Aurora let such an interaction rattle her because
of Elise, it would only be worse at school. And she could not let Elise see that, because it
wouldn’t be fair. And it was silly. She didn’t want to care about Narcissa’s dismissive
coldness or Lucius’s scrutiny or Draco’s wariness.

She especially did not want anybody to know that she cared.



Dementor, Dementor

Chapter Notes

Happy New Year!

The time on the grandfather clock was approaching half past eight, and Aurora was sat in a
blissfully draughty corner of the library, a hardbacked journal propped up on her right knee
and a heavy stack of papers on the desk in front of her. So far, they had turned up little of
interest. Most of her family had just died from unfortunate health issues, which even if they
occurred at relatively young ages, could be put down to genetic difficulties. That was
unsettling enough, though not all that surprising considering their family tree was formed of a
lot of interconnected circles. And, really, their family line had been lucky; there had always,
in all forty-two generations, been a living male heir who lived at least long enough to
produce another. Any sudden deaths did speculate poison, or curses, but there was no foul
play officially recorded except where someone had been literally beheaded by their political
rival (Castor I, 1647), executed for witchcraft (his wife, Calliope, 1645), or killed by a curse
in a duel (Rollon I, 1153). There were a handful of mentions of blood curses as potential
causes of death, but none went into enough detail that she could pinpoint them as the
Transmogrifian. None included a sole perpetrator, either; the blood curse was the cause of
illness, but not necessarily the immediate murder weapon.

 

What did grab her attention was the mention of her grandfather Orion’s death. Potential
causes were listed as stress, heart sickness, sudden complications, but then, in her
grandmother’s tight writing in the margin: deathly pact. It was a strange thing to write, so
obscure and vague and unqualified, but she knew that her grandfather had died not long after
her Uncle Regulus. Perhaps, she thought, they were linked. But there were no other leads,
and she found herself frustrated by the time the clock eventually reached four and the front
door chimed open.

 

She straightened and listened out, wondering if it was Dora back early, or her father come to
visit. As it was, she heard Professor Dumbledore’s voice ringing out, and groaned as she
snapped her journal closed and pushed herself away from the desk, to greet him.

 

Her grandmother’s portrait had begun its wailing by the time she reached the hallway, and
Granger and the Weasley children were traipsing down the stairs, drawn out by the sound.



 

“Can’t someone shut her up?” Fred Weasley said, as Aurora passed beneath the stairs, and
gave him only a half-hearted glare — the portrait was, after all, calling his family worthless
blood traitors and she felt the boy’s reaction was somewhat warranted.

 

“Shush, Grandmother,” she said crisply, looking round the corner to catch sight of
Dumbledore’s periwinkle robes. “We have company, we must be polite.”

 

“You let them in here,” her grandmother said, eyes narrowed. “You traitor, I never should
have taken you—”

 

“I command you to quiet,” Aurora snapped, and pulled curtains shut over the portrait. There
were a few annoyed mumbles, and then silence. She turned to look up at the other children
with raised eyebrows. “Apologies. One of you Gryffindors could find some bravery among
you to pull the curtains over, you know?”

 

“Yeah, for all the good it’d do,” Ron Weasley said, while Hermione and Ginny beckoned her
upstairs. “Has she ever listened to anyone but you?”

 

“Maybe someone could try and find out once in a while,” Aurora replied, coming up the
stairs to meet the girls on the landing.

 

“Is it Dumbledore?” Ginny asked, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Again?”

 

She nodded. “Looks like it."

 

“Do you think something’s happened to Harry?”

 

“I half hope so,” Aurora muttered darkly, “if only because it’d mean Dumbledore would
actually do something by for a change. But my dad isn’t here, and I imagine he would, if
something had happened to his godson, so I’m not sure.”



 

“Tell us what they say?” George asked, leaning over. “We’re working on those ears we told
you about, but they’re slow-going.”

 

“We reckon your dad might’ve figured out we’ve been making some things more suited to
subterfuge,” Fred explained, and Aurora shrugged.

 

“As long as you can sell them, when the time comes, that's fine." The boys had told her about
their plans to open a joke shop shortly after her father had revealed it to her, and despite
initial reluctance, Aurora had to admit there could be a lot of money in it; Fred and George
already knew the Hogwarts students who were their target market, they were well-regarded
for their own pranks, and even she had to admit, some of the things they had invented were
genius. They were talented, more than she had ever expected, and she had to admit a
grudging respect. "The ears are still good for jokes," she continued, "and he’d approve. He
thinks teenage rebellion is good for the soul.” She leaned over the landing, hearing footsteps
come their way, and raised her voice enough for the others to hear. "I’ll see you soon. Don’t
go in the library.”

 

“Why not?” Ron Weasley asked, eyes narrowed.

 

“Because I don’t want you to, that’s why not. It’s dreadfully boring, but I’ve a system and
you had better not mess anything up.”

 

With that, she spun back around and skipped down the stairs, landing neatly just as Professor
Dumbledore rounded the corner, accompanied by Molly Weasley and Elphias Doge. He
blinked as though surprised to see her, but recovered smoothly.

 

“Aurora. I wasn’t sure if you’d be here today.”

 

“I had some research to do in my library, sir. Is everything alright?”

 

“We hope so,” Dumbledore said, exchanging looks with Molly. “There had been an incident
in Little Whinging.”



 

Her heart sank. The Weasley children were still gathered in the shadows above her, one false
fleshy ear dangling dangerously close to Molly's eyeline. “What kind of incident? Has my
father been informed?”

 

“He has. He should be through soon enough.” He glanced up to the shadows and signed.
“Molly, I believe your children may be curious.”

 

Aurora heard a stifled giggle from above and bit her lip. “Fred,” Molly snapped immediately,
“George! Stop eavesdropping.”

 

A great shuffling of feet, and Ginny Weasley’s head appeared round the bannister. “Oh, it’s
you, Professor. We had no idea. Come on you lot, Aurora’s talking to Dumbledore. Lovely to
see you, Black.”

 

“Ginevra,” Molly sighed.

 

Dumbledore waved a hand as the other four trundled down the stairs. “They will all find out
soon enough. Harry Potter and his cousin Dudley Dursley were, we understand, attacked by a
pair of Dementors earlier this evening.”

 

“Dementors?”

 

“In Little Whinging?”

 

“You’re having a laugh!”

 

“Regretfully, Mr Weasley, I am not — I don't find Dementors to be particularly amusing
creatures, in my experience. Harry and his cousin thankfully managed to escape, through
Harry’s use of the Patronus Charm, but unfortunately, the Ministry have been alerted to this
by the Trace being set off, and he is to be called in for a disciplinary hearing in a week and a



half’s time. It seems Little Whinging is no longer safe.” He glanced at Aurora, lips pressed
tightly together. “You have your wish, Lady Black.”

 

“I did not wish for this to happen,” she said, and was pleased when Molly Weasley didn’t
even correct her. 

 

“We will be making arrangements to go and collect him from his aunt and uncle’s house in a
few days’ time. In the meantime, please, do not contact him or give him any forewarning; we
cannot run the risk of interception, especially now.”

 

He gave Aurora a firm look, and she nodded. “Understood, sir.”

 

“With that, I’m afraid I must leave you all. Molly, Elphias…”

 

They made their way back toward the kitchen, and Aurora turned to the other children.
“Dementors?”

 

“You don’t think it’s… You-Know-Who?”

 

“It’s a pretty bold move,” Aurora said, contemplating. “But he wants Potter dead, not
soulless.”

 

“Yeah but I reckon someone not having a soul might make it a bit easier to kill them."

 

“True. Maybe.”

 

“Scary, though,” Ronald said with a shiver. “They better get him here soon. That aunt and
uncle of his’ll be doing their nut.”

 



Aurora thought back grimly to her unfortunate interactions with the Dursley family last
summer. “Yes, I’m afraid they might.” She sighed, looking longingly back at the library. “I
suppose I’ll have to stick about with you lot for a while, if my dad’s going to be here. Likely
Dora will, too.”

 

But her father didn’t appear. Aurora spent a little time talking to Hermione about their
summer Arithmancy homework before she returned to the library, but by half past nine, Dora
had stuck her head in to inform Aurora that her dad, despite having been sent an urgent
summons by Dumbledore, had failed to show up to the Grimmauld Place meeting that night,
and enquired as to whether or not Aurora had any idea why.

 

“Last he said to me, he was going to stick a film on that new telly-thing he got himself. I said
I’d be back around ten, but he knows I’m here, so I don’t see why he’d be waiting or
anything.”

 

“Hm.” Dora frowned. “You don’t think something might’ve happened to him, too?”

 

“Tippy would have told me if something was amiss. I would feel it if someone got past the
wards.”

 

They met each others’ eyes, as the most likely option dawned on them both. “You’re thinking
what I’m thinking?”

 

“Merlin, Gryffindors are so bloody reckless!”

 

They left it until ten, before Dumbledore gave Aurora and Dora the go ahead to Floo back to
Arbrus Hill. She had to get back anyway, she told herself. Dora, of course, was back-up, in
case anything truly was wrong. 

 

When she arrived in the front room at Arbrus Hill, she stepped quickly out of the fireplace
and regarded the room with caution. 

 



“Dad?” Dora stepped out behind her, wand aloft. “It’s me, Aurora, Dora’s come with me to
say hi.”

 

Silence. Aurora surveyed the room; nothing was disturbed or out of place, except for a note
laid out on the coffee table, sealed with red wax.

 

She crossed the room toward it quickly and sliced the back open. It was short.

 

To Aurora,

 

Just got an urgent letter from Harry, he’s been attacked at his aunt and uncle’s and they’ve
locked him in his bedroom for the foreseeable future and said they aren’t going to give him
any meals. I’m going to get him. The Order might find out before I’m back anyway, but if
they don’t know yet, give them a heads up. If I take a while and you want to go back to
Grimmauld or Andromeda’s for the night just leave me a note and don’t worry about it.

 

Love you!

 

Dad

“I hate Gryffindors.”

 

“He’s gone to get him, hasn’t he?”

 

“Yep.”

 

“Well, that’s the last hour and a half of my life wasted. Shit — did he say what time he left?”

 

“No, but he seems not to have received Dumbledore’s letter by the time he left. Presumably
Harry wrote to him himself, though how he got the letter to him so quickly…”



 

As if on cue, her house elf appeared in the front room, eyes wide. “Tippy thought she heard
Mistress Aurora. Sirius said to tell you that everything’s alright; Harry Potter called Tippy
earlier to get a message here about a very terrible thing happening at home, and Sirius went
fo find him straight away!”

 

“On the motorbike?” Tippy nodded. 

 

“Tippy offered to get Mister Harry for Sirius, and Apparate him here, but Mister Sirius said it
might raise an alarm for underage magic and we couldn’t risk it.”

 

“I see.” That did make decent enough sense, she supposed. And if her father didn’t have any
more details than simply Potter had been attacked, it would also make sense that he would
want to get down there as soon as he could and deal with it — and the Dursleys — himself.
She tried to work out in her head how long it should take her father to get between Arbrus
Hill and Little Whinging. From what she remembered it was just under an hour one way, but
he would no doubt want to talk to the Dursleys too and sort things out.

 

“I’ll go let Dumbledore know,” Dora said from behind her. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

 

“Tell him my father didn’t know he was summoned,” Aurora said with pleading eyes. “I
don’t want anyone to have an excuse to have a go at him.”

 

Dora nodded, and was swept away in the flames. Aurora sat down on the armchair with a
sigh, pleased to find her cat Stella pattering into the room to curl up on her lap. “Thank you
for letting me know all that, Tippy. You’ve been a great help.”

 

Tippy smiled. “I like Mister Harry Potter when he visits. Not as much as I like you, of
course.”

 

“Oh, nobody could ever like anyone more than they like me.”

 



Tippy’s smile broadened, and a little laugh escaped her. “I do hope Harry is okay. He seemed
not to be hurt, but he was very pale.”

 

“He was attacked by Dementors,” Aurora said, prompting Tippy to shudder. “But he and his
cousin are mostly unharmed, and the Dementors’ effects on wizards wear off within a few
hours, usually. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

 

Behind her, the fireplace blazed to life again and Dora came back through, accompanied by a
rather grim-faced Dumbledore. “It seems you and your father are more alike than I thought.”

 

“What, you didn’t expect this of him?”

 

Dumbledore sighed and did not answer, which Aurora took to mean, yes. 

 

“Did your father give a timeframe for his return?” 

 

Aurora shook her head. “Probably within the next hour, based on previous experience. Unless
he hexes one of the Dursleys.”

 

“Why would he do that?”

 

“You’ve never met them, have you?” Aurora scoffed. “You’d know, if you had. Anyway.”
She sat down stubbornly on the arm of the couch and opened up a book from within her bag.
“I’ll wait for them, if you like.”

 

“I think I’d best have a word with Sirius.”

 

“Not tonight,” Aurora said, with just enough of a plea in her voice. “Potter… Well, it seems
he’s gone through rather an ordeal tonight, and it’s late. Surely it’s more important to get
Potter settled and feeling safe?”



 

“I agree,” Dora put in, and Aurora shot her a grateful look. “We don’t know what sort of state
Harry will be in, and he — if he is as volatile as you think, it might be better to have people
he is more comfortable with around. I’ll stay, in case of any trouble, but it may be better if we
organise a meeting tomorrow instead?”

 

Dumbledore pondered this, eyes flickering over Aurora. “I really do think I need to speak to
Sirius.”

 

“At the moment,” Dora said, “considering we’re operating off the assumption that Sirius
hasn’t actually received your summons, could we consider this to be a family matter? A
godfather collecting his godson after he’s gotten in trouble?”

 

“He’s within his rights to do that,” Aurora said, heart beating furiously with gratitude that
Dora was on the same wavelength with her. “Well within them. It’s not like the Order had
custody of him, is it?”

 

After a moment, Dumbledore conceded, “No. It is not. Very well, I can see you will not move
on this. See to it that I and Headquarters are informed immediately once they arrive, Miss
Tonks.”

 

“Yes, sir,” Dora said, and when she shot Aurora a firm glance, she muttered the same.

 

“Shall I get Harry’s room in order?” Tippy asked Aurora, who looked at Dumbledore, and
nodded.

 

“Please, Tippy, that’d be really helpful of you.” He might end up staying at Grimmauld Place
for a bit with her friends, which seemed to have been the original plan — and Aurora too, had
spent a few nights at Headquarters when the meetings went late or she had work she wanted
to do.

 

Tippy disappeared away up the stairs and with a nod to her, Dumbledore left, and they were
alone with the quiet and the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner. 



 

“They’ll be fine,” Dora told Aurora, when a minute had gone past without them speaking. 

 

“I’m not worried about them.”

 

“Right, yeah, of course.”

 

“My father will be perfectly fine, and the motorbike death trap so far has not sent anybody
plummeting to an early grave, and I’m sure Potter will bounce back just as usual, and even
get to ride it without being in the sidecar, which he will brag about for—”

 

There was a roar in the distance, and Aurora broke off, hurrying to the window. Bright white
headlights came leering through the sky and cast their glow over the grass as the machine
trundled up the path towards the house. Behind Aurora, Dora went out to greet them at the
doorway, but Aurora lingered at the window, arms crossed, until the sound of clattering and
chattering got close and the three of them came back into the lounge.

 

Aurora raised her eyebrows. “Patronus still holding up, then, Potter?”

 

He grinned feebly; but Aurora could see his heart was not in it, that something cold and
scared and frantic lingered behind his smile. “Just about, yeah.”

 

“Tippy’s getting your usual room ready for you,” she told him, and her father gave her a
grateful smile. “What happened?”

 

“Dementors,” Potter said darkly. “I fought them off, Aunt Petunia tried to kick me out, then
someone sent her a letter, then I got expelled—”

 

“Expelled?”

 



“—then I got unexpelled pending a hearing, and then I wrote to Sirius who showed up and
scared the pants off Uncle Vernon.”

 

“But I did manage to help Dudley out,” Aurora’s dad said cheerfully, letting Hedwig out of
her cage to flutter around the room. Stella let out a hiss and scarpered under the sofa. “Don’t
think he’s very good with Dementors.”

 

“No one is, really.”

 

“Anyway, I gave them a bit of a talking to about the fact they were going to lock my godson
in his room and starve him, and discovered this isn’t an especially uncommon form of
punishment, and then I kindly informed them he will not be returning to Privet Drive next
summer.”

 

“Just like that?”

 

“They’re glad to see the back of me,” Harry assured them.

 

“Sirius,” Dora said with a frown, “I’m not sure you can just say those things.”

 

“I did get some unexpected pushback from Petunia. Apparently she needs to make a call to
someone.”

 

“I’ve never seen her show so much affection as when she said they had to keep the good for
nothing brat.”

 

“She wasn’t very convincing. But Harry’s here for the summer at least, we agreed on that.”

 

“Good,” Aurora said shortly, dodging Hedwig the owl as she lunged toward the window.
“I’m glad. Everybody’s been worried about you — your friends, I mean.”



 

“So you have been with them?” Harry said, narrowing his eyes.

 

“They’ve been holding me hostage.”

 

“We’ll explain everything in the morning,” Aurora’s father said, ruffling Harry’s hair. “The
important thing right now is, you’re safe.”

 

“But I want to know,” Harry said, surprising Aurora. “I know there’s something going on,
that you must be fighting Voldemort, but you haven’t told me.”

 

Her father grinned, but Dora stepped in. “We’ll get round to the details in the morning, like
your dad said. All you need to know right now is, your dad and I are members of the Order of
the Phoenix, a secret society set up in the first war, yes, to fight You-Know-Who.
Dumbledore’s in charge and that’s what we’ve been doing all summer; us, and Molly and
Arthur Weasley, and Remus Lupin, and loads more of us. Aurora kindly donated us a space to
use as our headquarters, which you’ll see soon.”

 

“That’s how you got to be so involved.”

 

Aurora nodded. “I did advocate for you to learn all this, and come here earlier, but
unfortunately, people don’t like me.”

 

“It’s not because people—”

 

“Let’s not get into that, shall we?” her father said loudly. “You need to rest first, Harry. And I
promise I’ll tell you everything first thing in the morning — if that’s enough for you now?”

 

Potter hesitated, then nodded. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you up to speed in no time.”

 



“I’ll get the message to Dumbledore that you’re safe,” Dora said, headed towards the
fireplace. “And Molly — she’s losing her mind fussing over you, Harry.”

 

“Really?” If Aurora was not mistaken, Potter’s face bore telltale signs of surprised gratitude.
“Well, I’m alright, tell her.”

 

Dora looked as though she doubted that definition of alright, but nevertheless bade them all
goodnight before disappearing through the Floo.

 

Aurora’s father flopped down onto the sofa and said, “Alright, Harry, what do you want to
know?”

 

Potter stared at him. “But you just said…”

 

“Yeah, what Dora doesn’t know can’t hurt the Order. Everyone’s a bit on edge since someone
snuck out to see you and deliver unknown messages.”

 

Aurora shrugged. “Well, you flew a motorbike to see him and brought him back here without
telling anyone, so I think we’re even.”

 

“Not sure we’re the most popular in the Order, mind you.”

 

“Well, no, I suspect Molly Weasley will have a few things to say. And Dumbledore.”

 

Her father pulled a face.

 

“Dumbledore knows?”

 

“Of course he knows. Dumbledore knows everything.”



 

Potter scowled. “Why’s he being so secretive? I take it he doesn’t want me knowing anything
about the Order?”

 

Aurora’s father nodded. “In fairness, even the other children at Headquarters don’t know
much about what we’re doing. Dumbledore feels that you’re all too young to know the
details. Now, I don’t entirely agree. I think you’ve proved yourself more than capable of
dealing with Voldemort, and more than earned the right to know what he’s doing and what
we’re doing to fight him.”

 

“And what is he doing? I’ve been checking the papers all summer and there’s been nothing,
and Aurora said the same, and no one at the Assembly seemed to know if anything suspicious
had happened.”

 

“Of course they didn’t. Because he hasn’t really done anything — yet. He’s lying low, but
he’s gathering allies, we can presume that much. On the other hand, we’re trying to get the
message out there, with not much success.

 

“Everyone has different projects, missions, things I really am sworn to confidentiality on.
Hagrid’s trying to win the giants to our side; Remus is rooting out werewolves he thinks he
can persuade to be loyal to him, before Fenrir Greyback’s lot start sniffing about again. I’ve
been here and there, others have been keeping watch—”

 

“Watch over what?”

 

Sirius grinned. “The Ministry. All sorts, but mainly the Department of Mysteries. See,
Voldemort’s after something he didn’t have last time, a weapon. It’s… He thinks it can help
him win the war.”

 

“What sort of weapon?”

 

The prophecy. Her father had not outright told Aurora that was what they were keeping watch
on, but she had put it together. He had told her the first time they met that the Dark Lord had



come after Potter because of a prophecy that said he would destroy him; prophecies were
kept in the Department of Mysteries and from what she could discern, the Dark Lord — and
the Order — thought there was more to it than any of them yet knew. 

 

Her father hesitated a moment before saying, “Knowledge. Of how he can win.”

 

“How does that work? How can you keep watch over knowledge?”

 

“You can do anything in the Department of Mysteries,” Aurora told him lightly, catching her
father’s eye. He had been adamant about making sure Potter knew as much as he could tell
him; why be so vague now? “It’s a fascinating place.”

 

“Did you know this?”

 

She shrugged. “I worked out more than I was told.”

 

Her father sighed. “Frustrating but true. Anyway, I haven’t been dealing with that, it’s mainly
those who have access to the Ministry. But, I’ve been reaching out to old friends — and
some, not friends — and learning, trying to gather intelligence on who might be joining up
with the Death Eaters.”

 

“And? Have you confirmed anyone? Cause there were loads there, that night, I can tell you;
Malfoy, Nott, Parkinson, Bulstrode, Goyle, MacNair…”

 

Aurora shifted uncomfortable, the names echoing in her ears as her skin crawled. “We’re
working on it. Slowly. The obvious suspect we’ve got, but we’re looking to prevent just now.
It’s not like the Ministry can take anybody in or arrest them right now, and they certainly
wouldn’t listen to us. Kingsley is dealing with some cases, you know, seeing if he can get any
warrant for confirmed Death Eaters, for any other crime which might lead to an investigation
which’ll prove what we’re saying. But so far, no luck. And of course the Aurors are still
dealing with the Azkaban investigation, and appeals from those who’re locked up. No one’s
been found innocent, but it’s still taking up time. Apart from that, I’m afraid to report, it’s
slow-going.”



 

Potter didn’t look satisfied with this, but her father did not say much more. “If we’re fighting,
then when can I join?”

 

Her father grinned. “I knew you’d say that. But I’m afraid the Order won’t accept members
until they’re of age.”

 

“But I’ve fought him!”

 

“I know you have, and I’m sure we’d be lucky to have you in our ranks, but not yet.” Potter
muttered something under his breath, but reluctantly accepted this. 

 

“I can still do something. I know who was there, what he wants to do, and he said himself he
wants to get the Dementors on his side! We can find him and stop him, before it’s too late!”

 

“That’s what we’re trying to do, Harry, trust me. I know you want to fight, so did I! But wait
til you’re out of school.”

 

“That’s three years from now!” Potter cried, indignant. “Who knows what he’ll do by then? I
can’t wait three years to join up and start fighting!”

 

Aurora highly doubted the Dark Lord would let Potter rest for three years without having to
fight him. “Therm’s the rules,” her father said, “but that doesn’t mean you sit around doing
nothing. You learn and you get stronger, so that when the time comes, you can fight him and
you can defeat him, for good. You keep up with Duelling Club, you push yourself… You get
through this war, Harry. Keeping you alive is the most important thing.”

 

Aurora tried not to let that nettle. In terms of the consequences of the war, if Potter was
destined to destroy the Dark Lord, keeping him alive was really the only way to properly win.
She just didn’t like her dad saying it with her sitting right there.

 



“Right now,” she cut in, reminding them she was there, “we have to figure out what to do
about your hearing. I heard you got expelled initially, is that right?”

 

Potter nodded glumly. “They can’t go through with it,” her father assured him, “you’ll be
with Amelia Bones, she’s very fair. It was self-defence, all you have to do is testify to that.
It’s not like the Patronus would be used just for the hell of it. Plus, Dudley already knows
about your magic; it’s a valid exception to the Statute of Secrecy which means you can
inform close Muggle family members — household relations, pretty much — of your magic,
and perform magic in front of them if the situation requires it. You’ll be fine,” he said,
clapping Potter on the shoulder. “I promise. And I’ll come with you, be there the whole
time.”

 

This seemed to cheer Potter up, and at least relieve some of the tension that had been pent up
that evening. “You’re sure?”

 

“Absolutely. Now, come on — it’s late, and Harry, you’ve had a pretty rough day. It’s time to
get some sleep. I imagine we’ll be headed to headquarters tomorrow.”

 

“Your friends will be excited to see you,” Aurora told Potter, who frowned at the words.

 

“Yeah. Sure.”

 

She exchanged questioning glances with her father, who shook his head. Clearly, Potter still
held a lingering resentment for them. “I on the other hand cannot wait to be shot of you.”

 

A small, short laugh. “Good to see you, too, Black.” 



Harry at Headquarters

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Aurora was awoken at three in the morning by the sound of shouting across the corridor. For
a moment she forgot where she was, forgot about Potter, and had flung on her night robe and
grabbed her wand, halfway to the bedroom door before the voice familiarised.

His shouting was loud and high and desperate: “No, no, don’t — you can’t please — Mum,
Dad!” The sound cut into the silent night, and Aurora sat with a tight chest, frozen in her bed,
uncertain of what to do. His terror was palpable, but she didn’t know if he would react worse
if she were the one to wake him up. “He’s going… He’s going… Stop, I have to stop him!”

There was silence, only permeated by the pounding of Aurora’s heart. Tentatively, and rather
concerned by the sudden silence, she slipped from her room, tiptoeing across the landing just
as her father began to thunder down the stairs. He skidded to a halt, a look of surprise on his
face as he took her in. Aurora rolled her eyes and tentatively opened the door to Potter’s
room, wand held tightly in her hand.

He was alone in the room, which was a relief. Though the wards hadn’t been set off, there
was still the small chance that someone had gotten in to hurt him. But it was just a nightmare
that had him thrashing about and tossing and turning in his tangled bedsheets, a sheen of
sweat on his forehead. Before Aurora could make another move towards him, her father was
pushing past her to Potter’s bedside, crouching down beside him and lightly shaking his
shoulder.

“No!” Potter’s voice came out high and panicked. “No, please!”

“Harry,” her father said lowly, “Harry, wake up, it’s alright. It’s just me.” He shook his
shoulder gently again. “Harry—”

Potter jolted awake, flinging an arm out as he did so. It almost hit Aurora’s father in the face,
as Potter scrambled around to get his bearings and grab his wand from the bedside table.
Aurora’s father switched the lamp on, flooding the room with bright light which had Aurora
cringing away, staring back at the darkness of the landing.

“Harry,” he repeated softly, “you’re alright.”

“Sirius—” Whatever Potter had been about to say fell away from him. Aurora turned back to
meet his eyes, and he swallowed tightly. “I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“You were having a nightmare, weren’t you?”

He nodded, but averted his gaze. Aurora hung back, uncertain of herself, and folded her arms.
“It… Yeah.”



“Have they been frequent?” He nodded again. “Was it about Voldemort, coming back?” Pain
flickered across Potter’s face, and he turned away again, shoulders tensing. “Harry—”

“It’s just a memory,” he said breathlessly. Aurora could tell by his voice that he was fighting
tears. “Over and over, and I — I keep seeing Karkaroff. How they killed him. Like he did
with…”

The words hung unspoken, but everyone knew what he meant. “I’m so sorry,” Aurora’s father
whispered. “Harry, you should have told me—”

“How could I?” he retorted, sharper than Aurora would have liked. “You weren’t doing
anything else of use.”

She could see the words hit her father like a physical blow. He leaned back, blinking rapidly,
with an expression like a wounded puppy. “Harry, if I’d have known—”

“You could have known! If you’d come to visit me at all—”

“I’m sorry, but Dumbledore had his orders, and we had to make sure—”

“I don’t care,” Harry said sullenly. “It’s fine, forget it.”

“No, it’s not fine. Harry, have these nightmares—”

“It’s fine!” His voice rose higher still in denial, but he winced, hand going to his scar again.
“Just — just go back to sleep. I’ve been dealing with this all summer, I’m not going to fall
apart because of it now.”

Aurora couldn’t help but to wonder how close he was to falling apart already. Her father
glanced back at her, but she had nothing to offer.

“I have some Dreamless Sleep Potion,” her father said, “I’ll fetch you some just now, though
we can’t do that all the time. It’s very easy to become over-reliant on it. We’ll talk about this
in the morning. We’ll talk about everything.”

Potter seemed torn, but shrugged. “Fine.” Aurora sighed, looking away. “I — thanks. Thank
you. I promise I didn’t mean to wake you—”

“You don’t have to apologise,” Aurora said, with the horrible feeling that for all he had been
having these nightmares all summer, he had never had anyone treat him kindly for it yet. “It’s
not your fault, is it? We’re both light sleepers, besides.”

“Aurora’s right,” her father said, with a small and relieving nod of approval. “Harry, none of
what has happened is your fault. And you’ve no need to apologise for the way you’ve reacted
to trauma. Just… I want you to talk to me about these things so that I can help you, alright?
You don’t have to go through it alone.”

Again, all Potter did was shrug. Her father sighed. “Aurora, would you mind fetching the
Dreamless Sleep from the medicine cabinet upstairs? I don’t want to wake a house elf for it
right now.”



She also got the feeling he just wanted her out the way, but complied happily. In truth, Aurora
didn’t know quite what to do. It was clear that Potter needed a gentler touch than she was
able to give, and certainly more than she was comfortable giving at all. So she made quite a
task out of finding the potion, meandering around the rooms upstairs until she felt sufficient
time had passed for Potter and her father to become a little bit more settled. When Aurora did
return downstairs, they were talking in low tones, and stopped abruptly. She smiled tensely,
setting the potion down on Potter’s bedside table and hovering nervously at her father’s
shoulder.

“I also have some lavender oil,” she said, when the sudden quiet became too overwhelming.
Both Potter and her father turned to stare at her like this was the most ridiculous thing she
had ever said, and she flushed. “It’s scent is famously calming. It might help.”

“I don’t need to calm down,” Potter said, frowning.

She shrugged, trying not to be annoyed at his tone. “I just thought it might be of use. It’s your
choice.”

“Thank you, Aurora,” her father said.

“I’ll be fine,” Potter insisted, and they both sighed.

“Alright,” Aurora said, “in that case, I’ll get back to bed. We do have important things to do
tomorrow, remember.”

With a nervous nod, she hurried out the room and back to her own, where she lay on the bed
in stifled quiet, listening until her father went upstairs again and the house settled around
them, before she could drift back to sleep.

-*

At eleven o’clock the next morning, they stood outside Number 12, Grimmauld Place. Potter
looked rather unimpressed as he read the note they had given him which would reveal its
location.

“It’s just a Muggle street,” he said, prompting a laugh from Aurora’s father.

“Just think very carefully about what you’ve read, Harry. You’ll see it soon enough.”

Aurora did wonder what the street must look like without Number Twelve in the middle,
what its other inhabitants must think of the house squeezed in the spaces that did not exist to
their realities. She wondered if anyone in the square just behind them ever wondered if there
was a Number Twelve somewhere, if they half-remembered the original plans, if they told
stories about where it had gone, and the glimmer of something strange and darkly magical in
the corner of their eye.

Potter let out a small gasp. “Oh.”

Aurora smirked. “Welcome to my humble abode.”



“How many houses does your family have?”

“Far too many,” Aurora’s father replied, wrinkling his nose. “This, unfortunately, is the one I
was brought up in.”

“We considered the other London residence,” Aurora explained, “in Kensington, but it was
the house where Bellatrix and Andromeda and Narcissa grew up and we worried in case
Narcissa could access it. Everything did revert to me, as Head of the House, but Cygnus’ will
did give a lot of his property to Narcissa and named her as his personal heir, and it was too
big a risk, we can't have her knowing. So, anyway — I grew up here, too, for a little while,
but we’re still working on renovations, so don’t disturb anything.”

“When Aurora says renovations,” her father said drily, “what she means is chucking out all
the dark artefacts my parents collected.”

“Removing to a safer location for conservation purposes,” Aurora corrected primly as they
reached the top of the steps, “we are not chucking out anything, no matter what you might
prefer. Potter, don’t listen to a word he says. There’s a lot to do, besides. I’d have to make
renovations at some point anyway, and Kreacher has let standards slip somewhat. I had
thought I might start with Silver House, but, no matter — welcome,” she added, taking ahold
of the silver, serpent-shaped doorknocker, “and don’t talk to the portraits. Especially my
grandmother.”

“What’s wrong with your grandmother?”

“What’s right with her,” her father muttered.

“She’s a bit… Temperamental,” Aurora said awkwardly. “You don’t want to discover the
specifics.”

She knocked at the door before entering; normally she would Floo in, but because Harry was
discovering the place for the first time, he needed to be invited in and see it for himself.

It was Molly who answered the door, engulfing Potter in a tight, warm hug. “Oh, Harry,” she
said, rocking him back and forth in her arms. “How are you, dear? You look awfully thin, I’ll
have to make you a big lunch up — I’ll have you back to yourself in no time, don’t you
worry.”

“Harry isn’t going to be staying here, Molly,” Aurora’s father told her as he ushered them all
inside. Molly’s face fell and she released Harry, who was blushing slightly. “He’s going to be
living with me and Aurora for the remainder of the summer, unless I have to be called away.
I’m going to tell Dumbledore as much — he’s my kid, not the Order’s.”

Molly looked like she was going to retort, but forced her mouth shut. “You can tell that to
Dumbledore,” she said stiffly, turning away and heading down the hall. Aurora closed the
door gently behind them. “Everybody’s here already, we were out of our minds with worry
last night, not knowing what was going on. It was very reckless of you, you know, you should
have waited—”



“I didn’t know I’d been called here. I went off Harry’s letter and rescued him, as I’m sure you
would have done for your children, Molly.”

“Well, he isn’t your child, is he?” Molly hissed, and her father startled as though he had just
been slapped.

“He’s my godson.” Aurora’s father glanced over his shoulder. “My first duty is to him, and to
Aurora. That’s why I’m here.”

Mouth pressed into a thin line, Molly pushed on until they reached the stairs, at which point
she shooed Aurora and Harry upwards and dragged her father in the direction of the kitchen.
At least she didn’t have to get interrogated this time, Aurora thought glumly, leading Harry
upstairs.

“I suspect everyone’ll be in Ron’s room,” she told Harry, “or at least he and Hermione will
be. Presuming you want to see them, that is. I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t, they’ve been
frightfully annoying all summer.”

“No,” he said, harsh voice, “I want to see them, alright.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows but said nothing, leading him along to the room where Ron had
been staying. The door was slightly ajar but she could hear hushed voices from within. The
moment she creaked the door open, the two figures inside turned, and Hermione came
barrelling over to them, practically leaping on Potter.

“Harry!” she cried. “Harry, Harry’s here, Ron! I didn’t hear you arrive, how are you? Are you
alright? Have you been furious with us, oh, I bet you have, our letters were absolutely
useless, Dumbledore made us swear not to tell you anything, but we’ll have so much to tell
you, and you to tell us — Dementors, I just couldn’t believe it, none of us could, and you’ve
got a hearing? It’s outrageous, they simply can’t expel you, I’ve looked it all up and there’s a
provision in the Decree for Underage Sorcery—”

“Aurora and Sirius told me about that already,” Harry told her, voice stiff and bitter. Aurora
leaned against the doorframe, taking a deep breath.

“Oh. Well, they’re right of course, you’re well within your rights to use magic in a life
threatening situation.”

“Let him breathe, Hermione,” Ronald said from behind her, grinning at his friend as if
nothing was wrong at all. Aurora rolled her eyes and he glared at her, a movement that did
not go unnoticed by Potter.

“How are you, mate?”

Potter shrugged. “Well I’ve been stuck in Privet Drive for over a month, with neither of you
telling me anything that was going on, so you take a wild guess.”

There was an awkward, stiff silence. Aurora inspected her nails, frowning at the chipped
corner of her left thumb.



“We wanted to tell you,” Ron started tentatively. “But Dumbledore made us promise.”

“I know,” Harry said dully. “Hermione just said that.”

“Oh. Yeah, she did.”

Aurora stared at the floor now, wishing another Weasley would come along and rescue her.

“He seemed to think it was best,” Hermione said, “Dumbledore, I mean.”

“Right.”

“I think he thought you were safest with the Muggles.”

“Yeah? Have either of you been attacked by the Dementors this summer?”

Aurora hid an amused smirk.

“Well, no, but that’s why you’ve had people from the Order tailing you—”

“Yeah, apart from when Aurora managed to sneak me away under their noses, and oh yeah,
the Dementors again! Didn’t exactly work out well, did it? I had to look after myself again,
like always!”

“Dumbledore was furious when he found out,” Hermione said pleadingly, as if that would
make everything alright, as if righteous anger could amend every wrong. “When he found out
Mundungus left his shift early, he was furious. He hid it for us, but Ron’s father said it was
frightful.”

“Well, I’m glad Mundungus left,” Potter said, stepping inside and almost letting the door
slam on Aurora, who startled. “Turns out all I needed to do was tell Sirius I’d been attacked
by Dementors and he was there in a flash — not that Dumbledore had any part to play in that
though, from the sounds of it.”

“He was going to send the Order to bring you here,” Ron said quickly, “but Sirius beat him to
it, didn’t he? And it all worked out!”

“Worked out? Worked out? I could have had my soul sucked out before anyone did anything
— anyone but Black, who to be honest, was the last person I’d expected to do anything for
me!”

“I’m full of surprises,” Aurora drawled.

Ronald glared at her. She raised her eyebrows in challenge.

“We would have come to see if you we could, Harry.”

“Oh, and you think you couldn’t have? Aurora managed it!”



“Dumbledore wouldn’t let us — and you should have heard the bollocking she got off Mum
for that! It’d have been worse if it was us!”

“Oh, so you’re scared of your mum, now, are you?” Potter shot back, cheeks reddening.
“You’ve been holed up here listening to everything she and Dumbledore tell you to do all
summer, have you?”

“Don’t talk about my mum like that!"

“Harry,” Hermione broke in, sensing a fight. “That’s not the big problem right now.” Aurora
scoffed. “Aren’t you worried about your hearing?”

“Well it’s like you said, life threatening circumstances, and Dudley already knew. There’s an
exception in the statue of secrecy for family members.”

“I told him that,” Aurora said smugly, at Granger’s surprised expression. “You know, since
no one else would.”

“Stop stirring—”

“What I want to know,” Potter said, swaying on the balls of his feet, a sure sign of his
nervous energy, “is why Dumbledore’s so keen to keep me in the dark. You didn’t get a
chance to ask him, did you?”

The one thing Aurora couldn’t answer. She wasn’t even sure if her dad knew, and she didn't
fully believe the reasons Dumbledore had been giving her all summer.

“We told Dumbledore we wanted to tell you,” Ronald said, in the slow, careful tone one
might use upon encountering a wolf. “We did, but he’s been really busy. We’ve barely seen
him and he hardly spoke to us, just told us to swear not to tell you anything in case any owls
got intercepted.”

“He could’ve still kept me informed of he wanted to. Dumbledore can communicate without
owls, he isn’t stupid. What then — does he think I can’t take care of myself? That I can’t get
involved with this, that I can’t be trusted?

“Don’t be thick,” Ron Weasley said shortly, and Aurora winced, knowing exactly how that
was going to set Potter off.

“I’m not thick!” his voice rang out. “How else do you explain that I have to stay at the
Dursleys’ for weeks, with only bloody Black bothering to tell me anything that’s going on
and still being useless!” That stung, but Aurora held back the urge to tell him off. No, she
wanted to watch this, wanted to know how Potter really felt and thought, and a sadistic part
of her wanted to see him biscerate his friends for their uselessness. “How come you all get to
join in everything that’s going on here and you’re allowed to know everything that’s going
on?”

“We’re not,” Weasley interrupted him. “Mum doesn’t tell us anything or let us in on
meetings. She says we’re too young—”



“So what?” Potter yelled. “You’ve still been here, haven’t you? The two of you have been
happy and together here and me? I’ve been stuck on my own for weeks, and I’ve handled
more than either of you, or Black, or probably half the people in the Order! And Dumbledore
knows it, and you know it too!

“Who was it who saved the Philosopher’s Stone? Who got rid of Riddle in second year! Who
saved both your necks from the Dementors?”

“I was there, too,” Aurora muttered under her breath.

“Oh, don’t you get involved, Black,” Ronald spat. “You only went and made things worse!”

“Don’t get on at her,” Potter snapped, “considering she’s been more of use to me than either
of you have!”

“I’m glad to know I play such a utilitarian role in your life, Potter.”

He glared at her, and Aurora briefly considered reminding everybody that if it weren’t for
their meddling no one would have needed to be saved from the dementors in third year
anyway, but Potter was back on his tirade within an instant.

“Neither of you saw Voldemort come back last year.” They all shuddered. “I was the one who
faced him — on my own, terrified, after being tortured, and I won! And I was the one who
had to escape and watch Karkaroff die while trying to save me, after we’d spent all year
hating him!

“But, no, why should I get to know anything that’s going on? It’s not like I’ve earned it or
that I need to know, to, you know, save my life at some point! Why should anyone want to
bother to tell me anything?”

“Harry, we wanted to—”

“Well, you can’t have wanted to that much, can you? Or you’d have sent me an owl or come
to see me or something, but no, Dumbledore says so and you do whatever he tells you
because he made you swear—”

“Well, he did—”

“All summer I’ve been stuck there in Privet Drive and digging papers out of bins to find out
what’s going on! All summer and the only person telling me anything is Aurora! Not you
two, not Dumbledore! Did you expect me to just take that?”

“We wanted to tell you—”

“I bet you’ve been having a right laugh, haven’t you? Holed up here together, having a great
time?”

“Harry, we’re really sorry,” Granger’s desperate whine broke through. “You’re completely
right, Harry. I’d be furious if it were me.”



Aurora rolled her eyes. There it was, the predictable Hermione Granger need to please
everyone and make Potter happy.

Yet, he was somewhat placated. “It doesn’t make it better,” he said, but at least he wasn’t
shouting anymore. “You’ve still been ignoring me. I’m meant to be your mate.”

“You are. But the Order… Dumbledore—”

“I know what Dumbledore said, you don’t have to repeat it!” He but his tongue, crossed his
arms. “When did you all get here, anyway? I take it your siblings are here.”

“Second week of summer,” Hermione said, “once Aurora sorted everything. And yes, Ginny
and Fred and George are here, and Bill’s moved back from Egypt to join the Order, but he’s
got his own place.”

“Percy’s holding the fort at the Burrow, then?”

He had put his foot in it. Hermione and Ronald exchanged urgent, uncertain glances. “What?
Is he alright?”

“They’ve all fallen out with him,” Aurora told him, bored. “Understandably, mind you. But I
wouldn’t bring it up around Mrs. Weasley, she might start crying.”

“Shut up, Black, this has nothing to do with you.”

“I took it as an open question, Weasley.”

“Percy’s got a promotion at the Ministry,” Hermione explained, with tentative looks between
them.

“Yeah,” Weasley said, “he came home one day, real pleased with himself, to tell us.
Reckoned Dad would be dead proud of him, cause of course he’d put it down to taking on all
this extra work with the Crouch situation — oh and, Percy’s apparently the only one allowed
to speak to Crouch, which is definitely dodgy and he’s pretending it isn’t, even though
apparently Crouch hasn't said anything at all — but Dad didn’t take it that way. Reckons
Percy got promoted ‘cause Fudge wants to keep a closer eye on us.”

“You think he’s suspicious about the Order?”

“Probably. Percy’s got a job in Fudge’s personal office, see, and a really good one for
someone only a year out of Hogwarts, he’s Assistant to the Minister. But Dad wasn’t
impressed, apparently Fudge has been storming about the Ministry, checking no one’s in
contact with Dumbledore. If they have, basically, he reckons they may as well clear their
desks. Dad thinks they’ll come for the Assembly soon. And, he thinks Fudge suspects him,
he knows they’re friendly and he thinks it’s weird how Dad’s into Muggle stuff.”

“What’s that got to do with Percy?”

Aurora had to laugh. How he could be so dense, she did not know.



“Well, Dad reckons Fudge only wants Percy in his office to act like a spy — on us, and on
Dumbledore. And this did not go down well with Percy, obviously, he went completely
mental, said loads of terrible stuff. Like how he’s been having to struggle against Dad’s lousy
reputation ever since he got into the Ministry, and Dad’s got no ambition and that’s why
we’ve always been, you know, not exactly for a lot of money—”

“What?”

“I know! And it got worse, he said Dad was an idiot to be running about with Dumbledore,
he was headed for big trouble and Dad’d go down with him, and that he — Percy — knew
his loyalties lay with the Ministry and if Mum and Dad were gonna become traitors then he
was going to make sure everybody knew he wasn’t part of our family anymore. So now he’s
packed his bags and left. He’s living in London now, Mum went to visit and he slammed the
door in her face and she’s in a right state ever since, crying and all that. I dunno what he does
when he sees Dad at work. Suppose he just ignores him.”

“But Percy must know Voldemort’s back. If he’s talking to Crouch, too.”

“Sounds like he hasn’t gotten much out of him. Not that he’d be asking the right questions
anyway… Ministry line is Crouch hasn’t shown any signs of consciousness, but I dunno
about that one.”

“But he’d know your mum and dad wouldn’t say that stuff without proof!”

“Yeah, well, your name ended up getting dragged into it…”

“Me?” Potter stared. “What, he thinks four years of knowing me doesn’t hold up to the
Prophet’s blatant lies!”

“How thoroughly have you read the Prophet recently?”

“Enough to know they’re not reporting anything of worth!”

Hermione winced. “Thing is, Harry… They’re mentioning you a lot. Not in stories about you,
so if that’s what you’ve been looking for… No, they just sort of slip you in. A running joke.
You know, how if someone gets in an accident they’ll say, better hope he’s not got a scar or
we’ll be asked to worship him next.”

“I don’t want anyone to worship me! Is that what people think, is that what Skeeter’s
saying?”

“Well… She did characterise you as stand-offish after the Assembly meeting. And, um, that
she thought you were mentally unhinged and thought your word should be taken as gospel.”

Aurora figured she should have prepared him better for that one. He whirled around to glare
at her, as if it was her fault. “She did, did she? I was only trying to do my job, to actually do
anything about the situation, cause it doesn’t look like the Order’s even achieved anything of
use except spying on me and trying to make my life miserable all summer! It’s not my fault
no one wants to listen, it’s not my fault Skeeter’s a bitch — I didn’t ask for any of this!”



“We know, Harry,” Hermione pleaded, “but they want to make you into someone no one will
believe, they’re building on everything Skeeter did last year, for you and Aurora. And I bet
Fudge is behind it, they want to discredit you, remember?”

“They’re spinning a narrative,” Aurora said quietly, looking him in the eye. “They’re selling
papers and they’re probably getting good Ministry gold for it, too.”

Just as Potter opened his mouth, there was a loud crack and the twins appeared in the room;
George landing on Ron’s bed and Fred nearly knocking Aurora over where she was standing.
He caught her quickly, grinning, and she swatted his arm away.

“I thought you two were told to stop doing that!”

“Aw, and you do what you’re told all the time, don’t you, Black?"

“Shut up.” She straightened up, glaring at him.

“Fred,” Harry said with a small laugh, “George. What was that?”

“Apparition,” George explained cheerfully. “Gets you anywhere.”

“Ickle Ronnie lives in fear of us turning up in his room with a spider.”

“Heard you yelling — good to let things out once in a while, you know?”

“Rita Skeeter really is a bitch, we agree.”

“We were just telling Harry about Percy,” Ronald said quickly, before Potter could start
yelling again.

Both twins’ expressions darkened. “Git.”

“Better off without him, I say,” came a voice from the doorway. Aurora turned, spotting
Ginny with her head round the door. She skipped over, winked at Aurora, and sat down next
to George, who ruffled her hair. “Don’t tell Mum I said that. Actually, don’t tell Mum
anything about him. She keeps crying.”

“He always was the worst of a good bunch,” Fred said. “Ron was a close second for a while
but I think his position’s safe, now. Don’t think Mum could take losing another kid.”

He said it breezily enough, but Aurora couldn’t help but feel a stab of pity for the Weasleys
then, the fear they must have for their children and the pain of knowing one of them despised
them.

“Have you heard anything on the ears?” Ginny asked, swerving away from the prickly topic.
“It sounds like a big meeting.”

“My father’s being scolded like a schoolchild, I’m sure.”

“Probably — Snape and McGonagall are both here.”



“Snape?” Potter echoed. “You never said Snape’s in the Order! Is he here, right now?”

“Yes, from the sounds of it. My father will absolutely hate that. I’m not a fan of the situation
either, but needs must. He doesn’t come here often. He knows he’s not wanted.”

“Bill doesn’t like him either,” Ginny told Aurora.

“So who is in the Order?” Potter asked. “Obviously Sirius, Tonks, Dumbledore, your parents,
Snape and McGonagall… That Mundungus you mentioned. Mrs. Figg…”

“Hestia is,” Aurora said, “and Remus. Kingsley Shacklebolt, Moody — he was in it last time,
too, as were my dad and Remus. Elphias Doge, Emmeline Vance… It’s a pretty long list.”

“Most don’t come round often, and we’ve no idea what they’re up to. We know they’re
guarding something, but we can’t work out what.”

Potter exchanged glances with Aurora. A weapon, they both knew, but she shook her head at
him not to say anything.

Just then, George tugged on the Extendable Ear he had brought with him, and jumped to
attention to stuff it in his pocket. “Footsteps,” he said, and a moment later, Molly Weasley
was standing in the door, looking suspicious.

“The meeting’s over, you can all come down now. I’m about to make some sandwiches for
lunch. Everyone’s dying to see you, Harry. And who’s been leaving Dungbombs outside the
kitchen door?”

“Crookshanks,” Ginny said. Aurora was certain she was lying.

“Oh. I thought it might have been Kreacher, he loves doing odd things like that.” Aurora tried
to ignore that comment. “Now don’t knock anything over and keep your voices down in the
hall. And Ginny, dear, wash your hands before you eat, they’re filthy.”

She had definitely been at the Dungbombs, Aurora thought, shaking her head; she knew the
girl used them to test the anti-eavesdropping charms put around the meetings. Ginny grinned
at her as she went past.

“You better clean the Dungbombs away,” Aurora whispered.

“No idea what you’re talking about, Black.”

There was still a cluster of Order members in the hall when Aurora reached the landing. She
tiptoed downstairs quietly, hoping to catch a snippet of conversation. Snape was there in the
middle, greasy-haired as ever. For a moment she thought his head titled upwards, but then
they all moved along and any chance for eavesdropping or speculation was gone with them.

“Damnit,” Fred said from above her. She turned, seeing the Weasleys and Potter and Granger
leaning over the bannister, Extendable Ears held out.

“Snape never eats here,” Ronald was telling Harry, as they moved quietly toward her.



“And don’t forget to keep your voice down, Harry,” Hermione said, not doing a very good
job of keeping her voice down.

Aurora rolled her eyes at them, tiptoeing down the stairs where Mrs Weasley met them,
ushered them toward the kitchen, and then, out the corner of her eye, before she could move
to do anything about it, Aurora saw Dora crashing into an umbrella stand.

She braced herself for the screaming, every nerve in her body tensing, and once it started,
ringing in her ears, she lurched forward toward the painting.

“Filth! Scum! By-products of dirt and vileness! Halfbloods, mutants, freaks, begone from this
place’ How dare you set foot in these halls! How dare you defile the halls of my forefathers
—”

She yanked the curtains closed and her grandmother blasted them open again, screaming,
“You brought them here, you filthy half-blood, I should have known, child of filth, child of
—”

“I am Lady Black!” she bellowed back, not for the first time. “You bow to me in this house
and you shall treat my guests with the respect I too am bound to treat them with!”

She tugged the curtains across again and this time, her grandmother stayed quiet. The hall
was silent.

Panting, heart pounding, still stung from the words she had heard all too often, she turned
back around. Her father was watching from along the hall, in the shadows just behind Potter.

She forced a laugh, walking towards her godbrother. “That’s why we don’t wake
Grandmother,” she told him breezily.

“That’s your gran?” He let out a low whistle. “That explains a lot.”

“Shut up, Potter. And Dora — please, for the love of Merlin—”

“I know, I know. Sorry. Sandwiches?”

-*

Eating ham and cheese sandwiches with a mob of Weasleys was not exactly how Aurora
pictured herself being back in her childhood home, but it had become a strange new normal
over the past weeks. They ate together in a chaotic way, Order members scurrying about and
lingering before heading back to work or home. Eventually, as the conversation lulled,
Remus spoke up, “So, Harry, I suppose you’re wondering what is exactly going on here.”

Aurora tried very hard to avoid catching her father’s eye.

“Oh. Well, um, Sirius told me some stuff, and Ron and Hermione the rest…”

“Has he now?” Molly gave Aurora’s father a stern look.



“He has to know, Molly.”

“I thought it was agreed we would explain everything today.”

Next to Aurora, Dora sighed and got up to make another sandwich. She didn’t look entirely
surprised.

“It’s not like I know much,” Potter said hastily. “Just who you are and why I couldn’t come
earlier.” It was impossible not to hear the bitter notes in his voice. At least, Aurora felt, he
had the sense not to reveal everything he knew already, fishing for anything else they might
reveal.

“Good,” Molly said, “and that’s all you need to know.”

“I would beg to disagree,” Aurora’s father said. Molly’s face turned stony.

“He’s not in the Order—”

“He doesn’t need to be in the Order to ask questions. I held off telling him details because I
figured you’d deem that problematic, but, there’s still a lot he needs to be brought up to date
on. Remus agrees, don’t you, Remus?”

Remus sighed. “Well… That depends on what you want to tell him, Sirius.”

“He doesn’t need to know anything more than the very basics.”

"But, Mum," pleaded Ginny with wide eyes, "Harry doesn't really know everything about
what's going on at Headquarters — we don't even know, and we all really want to."

"And quite right, too. You're all far too young."

"Black knows," Fred said, and Aurora scowled at her dinner plate, cheeks flushing. "Way
more than any of the rest of us do, we reckon."

"And I want to know what's Voldemort's really up to," Potter said quickly, to a round of
grimaces. "You know, owing to the fact that he's probably up to something that'll get me
nearly killed."

"Now, Harry—"

"No, no, Molly," said Aurora's father, eyeing Harry with curiosity. "I knew he'd ask more."

This seemed to annoy Potter further. Really, Aurora felt, he knew plenty already, but they
were all right to say that she knew more than them. "I know you haven't told me everything
yet," Potter said, and Aurora found herself quietly impressed by the resolve with which he
addressed her father. "And I figured I'd better ask here so then we can all get the full story."

Aurora's father looked almost relieved by the opportunity to talk more to Harry about the
Order. Aurora wondered if perhaps her father regretted not putting everything into the open
immediately, instead of waiting for Harry to ask. Of course there really wasn’t much else that



he could have told him, and Potter had seemed satisfied last night, but it seemed coming here
had thrust everything back out into the open. Now, it seemed, he was in a rather more
awkward position.

"Well, Harry, I can tell you whatever you need—"

"That's not fair," George protested at once.

"We have questions too! But it's all 'oh, you're too young' oh, but, Harry and Aurora—"

"It's not my place to decide what you can and can't know," Aurora's father said calmly,
though Aurora could tell he was hoping Molly would lighten up. "It's not my fault. But Harry
and Aurora are my responsibility and—"

"It's not up to you to decide what's good for Harry!" Molly Weasley snapped, and Aurora
turned sharply to face her. Her father straightened as though readying for a fight. "You
haven't forgotten what Dumbledore said, I suppose?"

"Which bit?" That forced calm showed Aurora precisely how angry he was.

"About not telling Harry more than he needs to know."

"And I don't intend to tell him more than he needs to know."

"It certainly sounds like it! You already let your daughter run around doing whatever she
wants to!"

"Excuse me!"

"Aurora's got an arrangement with Dumbledore, and considering Harry was the one who saw
Voldemort come back, I think that if he wants to know then he has a right—"

"He's not a member of the Order of the Phoenix! He's only fifteen and—"

"And he's dealt with as much as people in the Order, and more than some."

"No one's denying what he's done! But he's still—"

"He's not a child!"

"He's not an adult either!" Molly Weasley's voice had grown shrill and impatient. "He's not
James, Sirius—"

"I'm perfectly clear on who he is, thanks, Molly."

"I'm not sure you are! I think sometimes you think you've just got your old friend back, and
that you're still twenty and don't have any sense of responsibility—"

"Oh yes because raising a child doesn't require any responsibility from me—"



"You didn't raise anyone! You didn't show very much responsibility when you were busy
getting yourself locked up in Azkaban!"

"That's enough!" The words left Aurora before she could even realise she was speaking, in a
furious rush. "Don't talk to him like that—"

"You act rashly, Sirius," Molly Weasley said. The words may have been less harsh, but the
tone was not. Aurora looked at her and seethed. "This is why Dumbledore wanted to wait
before bringing Harry here—"

"We'll keep Dumbledore's wishes out of this, seeing as he has now given his permission—"

"Oh, hardly — you forced his hand, and as for your daughter running around doing whatever
she pleases without telling anybody—"

"If you're trying to insinuate something about my daughter—"

"I don't have to insinuate anything—"

"Molly," interrupted Arthur Weasley gently, "perhaps we ought to leave that there. I think..."
He cleared his throat. "We all know that the situation has changed, now that Harry is living
with Sirius and Aurora, and will surely be at Headquarters a lot more. It will be impossible to
keep him from overhearing, or getting wind of rumours."

"Well, there's a difference between that and letting him ask whatever he likes!"

Aurora rolled her eyes, and caught Harry's gaze. He appeared rather taken aback, but at her
urging nod, said, "Mrs. Weasley? I really don't want to cause trouble. But I think I do deserve
to know what's going on, and what you're doing. We're all confused anyway."

Mrs Weasley pursed her lips, annoyed. She turned to Dora for backup, received none, and
then looked to Remus and Hestia, both of whom avoided her gaze with a nervous air. "The
kids have a point," Hestia said at last, and Molly sighed, setting her cutlery down pointedly
on the table.

"Fine," she said, holding up her hands. "Fine — I can see I'm going to be overruled here. I'll
just say this: Dumbledore will have his reasons for not wanting Harry to know too much—"
whether those may be good reasons or not, Mrs Weasley did not clarify "—and speaking as
someone who had Harry's best interests at heart—"

"He's not your son," Aurora's father said quietly, eyeing her with a cold, stony look.

"He's as good as," came Mrs Weasley's fierce retort, and Aurora watched as Harry's cheeks
flamed. "Who else has he got?"

"He has me!"

"Yes." Mrs Weasley's lip curled in dislike, and Aurora resisted the urge to fling a plate at her.
"Trouble is, it has been rather difficult for you to look after him while you've been locked up
in Azkaban."



"Take that back!" Aurora snapped at once, as her father stood from his chair. "That was not
my father's fault!"

"Aurora, dear, you may think you're a grown up, but you're too young to understand that a
parent—"

"Don't talk to her like that!" her father snapped, furious. "I have been there for Harry as much
as I can since I've sorted myself out, and Aurora, and I know damn well what I've messed up
in my life—"

"You think letting children run about doing whatever they like constitutes parenting—"

"I do not, but Aurora and Harry are both responsible and capable—"

"Responsible, you have a very skewed perception of what responsible means!"

"Molly," Remus interjected, as both Aurora and her father opened their mouths to shout some
more. "You are not the only person at this table who cares about Harry. Sirius, Aurora — sit
down."

Her father obliged, but Aurora did not. "This is my house," she reminded Mrs Weasley
tightly. "You're only here because I've been gracious to Dumbledore. So do not talk down to
my father or try to treat me and my godbrother like children."

Mrs Weasley's face was red, and furious with dislike, but she did not say anything, perhaps
because whatever she did have to say was too impolite for the dinnertable with a fifteen year
old. When silence had surrounded them for a minute, Aurora let out a breath and sat down,
catching her father's eye. His face was white, and his lips pressed together tightly, but when
he looked at her, he shook his head. Not the time.

"I think Harry ought to be allowed a say," Remus said gently. "He's old enough to make his
own choices."

"I want to know what's going on," Harry agreed at once, to Aurora's relief.

"Very well — Ginny, Ron, Fred, George, Hermione — I want all of you out of this kitchen
now. Aurora, you don't need to be here—"

"I'm staying," Aurora said coolly. Even though there was little that could be said to Harry that
she did not already know, it was a show of solidarity that kept her there. That, and the fact
she knew Mrs Weasley wanted her out because she didn't approve of her, and that her
mentioning she didn't need to hear this was just to serve the purpose of driving a wedge
between her and the other children. That was what it felt like, anyway.

Her words were lost, though. The other children were protesting loudly; Fred and George
were legally adults now, and didn't really need their parents' permission. They were implicitly
trusted by the Order anyway, a hair away from being members themselves. She had no reign
over Hermione, really, given that she was not her mother. And Ron and Ginny made the
sensible argument that anything the others were told, they would pass on anyway. This did



not seem to help the case that they were all old enough to be trusted, nor did Harry seem all
that pleased with the assumption, but Mrs Weasley was soundly defeated by everyone but
Ginny, who sulked and shouted at her mother all the way to her room, setting off the portrait
of Aurora's grandmother in the hall.

"I'll get it," she said with a sigh.

Kreacher, who was lurking on the landing, gave her a suspicious stare as she came up to the
hallway.

"Your guests are fighting again, Lady Black."

"I know they are."

"Shall I poison anybody?"

"That's the last thing I need," Aurora told him. "It's fine, Kreacher — I'll handle it."

The elf looked displease by this news, but nodded and skulked away silently.

“Please stop screaming, Grandmother,” Aurora told the portrait placidly. “It’s doing nobody
any good.”

“You brought them here, disturbing my piece with halfblood scum, I should’ve turned you
out the moment I got you, if I had known you would betray me and everything this family
stands for!"

“I am this family,” Aurora snapped back, and snapped the curtains shut, before stomping
back to the kitchen, heart pounding. She was getting more and more frustrated every time she
came back here, more and more uncomfortable with looking at the portrait of her
grandmother.

“—we've all been trying to put the word out, but as you may have gathered, it isn't going
down well with the Ministry. Dumbledore's already been demoted from his High Warlock
position, as you know, and there's rumours he could be voted out as Chairman of the
International Confederation of Wizards, too. None of his supporters are too popular at the
moment either — Fudge's propaganda is doing its work."

"Hardly anyone even wanted to talk about it when we were at the Assembly," Harry said, "I
thought... So people really are just ignoring it? I mean, even MacMillan skirted round the
issue."

"People have been told," Aurora's father said grimly, "but the Ministry and Fudge have just
made it so they don't want to listen, or are afraid if they admit to it. Crouch can’t speak,
allegedly, though I would be surprised if the Ministry’s choosing to silence him. They’ve
moved him to a different ward at St. Mungo’s, claiming his brain’s addled and he’s not in his
right mind. Hestia’s been trying to find out what she can, volunteering for extra duties there,
but so far we’ve got nowhere, and we’re having to be cautious in the Ministry.”



"My own job's already threatened," Arthur explained, "the department's been defunded for
years, but Fudge thinks I'm too close to Dumbledore's ideology. Alastor, Tonks, Kingsley,
they can't be too outspoken. We need people on the inside."

"And Dumbledore needs to be careful too," Remus said. "There's no telling how far Fudge
and his administration might go, especially with their current backing in the Assembly. If
Dumbledore goes too far, he could land himself in Azkaban. And if he's out the way, You-
Know-Who'll have a clear field."

"But if Voldemort's trying to recruit Death Eaters," Harry said, "surely it'll get out that he's
back, one way or another? And what then — they can’t ignore it forever.”

"You-Know-Who does know how to be subtle," Aurora said as she entered the room. Harry
looked up sharply, eyebrows raised. "He and his followers know the circles they can operate
in, and they know how to win — or force — people to their side. People who won't or can't
turn to anybody else."

"Voldemort's well-practiced at operating in secret", her father agreed, as she sat down. He
gave her an approving look before turning back to Harry and continuing, "Besides, gathering
followers isn't the only thing he's interested in. He has other plans too, plans he can put into
place very quietly indeed, and he's focusing on those for now."

"But what…” Potter stopped himself at Aurora’s cautious look. “So, he’s after… A weapon?”

The corners of her father’s mouth tweaked up. Potter was an awful liar; Remus narrowed his
eyes, suspicious of his tone and hesitance.

“Well, we think—”

“Enough,” Molly interrupted from the doorway. “They don’t need to know that — that’s
confidential.”

"Oh, they've barely gotten started—"

"The children have all heard quite enough. Any more and they might as well be inducted into
the Order now."

"Why not? I don’t care if I’m too young, I’ve fought him before and I’ll fight him again.”

"Brave as you are,” Remus said this time, “there are great dangers involved, I think Molly's
right, Sirius. We've said enough."

Aurora's father shrugged. “Her kids can go then.”

“You cannot tell Harry and Aurora whatever you like, Sirius!”

“And I haven’t.” Though it was clear, nobody wanted them to know about the weapon. Other
things, like Crouch, and the Ministry’s activity, could be speculated on, but the weapon was
different, unknown. As Molly said, confidential.



The children, one by one, acknowledged defeat, heading up to their own rooms. Aurora,
dying for a full debrief on whatever she had missed, followed them, though not before
exchanging a significant look with her father that she wanted to talk. Fitful whispers broke
out in the kitchen behind them.

"You sure don't know what weapon they're after?" Harry whispered as they ascended the
stairs. She shook her head. "I know you know more than the rest of us. Sirius was even vague
on that. It’s big, isn’t it?”

"I don't know,” she said, which wasn’t technically a lie; she just had a fairly strong idea. “I
figure my dad’ll tell us if we need to know. You saw what he’s like; the rest might keep
secrets, but he wants us to be prepared. Especially you.”

He still didn't look satisfied, but it was enough to tide him over for now.

"Thanks for that," he added reluctantly, when they stopped outside her room. "Sticking up for
me. Us, really."

She shrugged. "It was going to be a nuisance lying to you all anyway. Besides — you've a
right to know. If it were me, I'd be furious."

There was a faint, grateful smile on his face. "Well. Cheers, Black."

"I thought it was Aurora now?"

"Yeah — Aurora."

"Come on, you two." Mrs Weasley, having caught on to their conversation, looked back at
them, and gave Aurora a stern look. "There's been enough chit-chat; we have to have an adult
discussion in the kitchen.”

“You’ve already had a meeting,” Ron muttered.

"You should know not to gossip," Molly reminded Aurora in a low tone after Harry had
passed her to talk to Ron and Hermione. "You're in a very privileged position and the other
children do not need to know more than they have already been told. If it were up to me, then
—"

"Respectfully, Molly—" Aurora whipped around at the sound of Hestia Jones' voice from
behind them, startled "—it isn't up to you what Aurora does or says. That's up to her, and
Sirius, and on occasion, Dumbledore."

Mrs Weasley's cheeks reddened, but she daren't say to Hestia what she might've to Aurora
herself or to her father; she had no ammunition, and perhaps thought it in bad taste to argue
with the best friend of Aurora's own late mother. "Well, anyway — the rest of the children
need to cool off. I’ve got lots of cleaning for them to do later.”

"I'm sure you have," Hestia said falsely, and Aurora tried not to be amused by it. "You don't
mind if I talk to you for a minute though, Molly, do you? I'm sure the children can find their
rooms themselves. And Aurora — your dad wants you. You too, Harry."



Whether or not that was true or a convenient way to get her away from Mrs Weasley, Aurora
didn't really care, and gladly called goodbye to the others before hurrying back downstairs to
the kitchen.

"I'm going to head home for the afternoon,” her father said. “I don't like staying in this place
too long — it makes me antsy. You two can stay if you want, or come back with me."

"Potter wants to gossip with his friends," Aurora said, as the boy fidgeted beside her and shot
her a dirty look. Her father's lips quirked up in amusement.

"You're more than welcome to, Harry."

He considered it a moment, glancing over his shoulder at the kitchen door. "I mean, I haven't
seen them in about a month..."

Aurora rolled her eyes. "Told you."

"Well, I haven't—"

"It wasn't a criticism."

He huffed and muttered, "Yeah, right."

"It really wasn't! I'm allowed to make observations. But I want to go home with you, Dad, if
that's alright. I can't stand some of the people here."

“I might come back later,” Harry said in a small voice, “to Arbrus Hill, if that’s alright?”

“Course it is, Harry,” her dad said. “We’ll be in all day. And, any other questions… There are
some things that are confidential, but I will try to answer as best I can. Just don’t tell the other
children, if it gets back to Molly, she’ll have my head and Aurora’s.”

"I'm sure we'll do something else to upset her at some point," Aurora said with a sigh. Potter
shifted uncomfortably. "See you later, Potter. Try not to start any fights."
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Darker Days

Potter’s hearing was set for the twelfth of August, which was due to be yet another burning
hot day. The evening before, Harry and Aurora’s father went to spend the night at Grimmauld
Place; Arthur Weasley would be accompanying them to the Ministry, and apparently the
Order wanted to make sure that Potter was prepared for the hearing, on their terms. Aurora,
thankfully, was going to the Tonkses’ for the night.

“Remember to look at people when you speak to them,” she told Harry before she left.
“Don’t talk over yourself or anybody else. It should only be Amelia Bones and maybe
someone else as a witness, so that’ll be fine. Just don’t embarrass yourself, please.”

“I’m not going to embarrass myself,” Potter muttered. “It’s going to be fine.” He didn’t look
like he believed it.

Aurora went to the Tonkses’ in the late afternoon, in time to share dinner. Ted stared at her
when she arrived in their living room armed with a bag full of books, and made a great show
of staggering about from the weight of it. “Are these bricks or books?” he teased, and Aurora
folded her arms with a huff.

“I need them for research.”

“How much research are you going to do in one evening?”

Aurora shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s why I need them all.”

“Of course,” Ted said, grinning as he shouldered the bag for her and started to lead her up the
stairs. “It’s good to have you back.”

“It hasn’t been that long,” she grumbled.

“Still nice,” Ted said. “You know, Dora’s cooking tonight.”

“No!”

He snorted. “That’s what I said, but apparently she’s been learning from Molly Weasley.”

“I’m not sure Molly Weasley is aware of that.” Considering Molly had recently forbidden
Dora from handling plates, she doubted she would want her to learn at her side and screw up
the dish itself. “As long as she doesn’t poison us, I suppose.”

“There’s always the chip shop in town.” Aurora laughed. “Andy and I are committed to
pretending we believe in her, though, so watch what you say.”

“I’m a very good liar,” she assured him. “She’ll think it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

“Maybe don’t go that far. She’s still a realist.”



Grinning, Aurora hauled her belongings back into her room. She had been back here a few
times in the summer, but every time it felt stranger, more unusual; those two long summers
she had spent living here felt like another world. She felt like a completely different person;
remembering felt like clawing at the back of her mind, grasping for something that slipped
through her fingers at every moment.

As Ted closed the door behind him and headed back downstairs, Aurora set about rearranging
the books on her bedside table, putting her robes away. When she looked out the window she
could still see the edge of the woods where she had first met her father in his dog-form. No
matter how much time she spent here, she was now an irrevocably different person than she
had been back then. That Aurora Black — who had not known the Euphemia in her middle
name, who had no idea of her mother’s name, who had despised her father and clung to the
love of the dead — could never look out this window with these same eyes.

She supposed this was what it meant to grow up. To change. She still wasn’t sure if she was
entirely comfortable with that.

Once Aurora got everything sorted in the right places, she headed down to the living room
with a book and a notepad Dora had gotten her — it came with its own ballpoint pen, and
was a bit odd to write on, but very convenient for working in different places instead of at a
desk. This book was a new one she wanted to dig into; or at least, new to her. It was actually
about seventy years old, but held up pretty well.

Ted was watching the box he called television when she got downstairs. He had finally
convinced Andromeda that they should get one and it had been proven unlikely to
significantly interfere with any magic in the house, and certainly no more than the telephone
did; it was a Muggle device, with permanently animated photos, in a form which they called
‘videos’. Aurora didn’t understand it, nor did she understand why they now had some
massive grey plate hanging off the roof, which Ted said had been a nightmare to get someone
to install. He was watching the news, which was a shame, because Aurora had been given the
impression that the television offered many more exciting things than the information that a
penguin at the zoo had gone missing for fifteen minutes and amused a group of American
tourists.

“Andy and Dora’ll be back in about a quarter of an hour,” he said, glancing up at the clock
with a warm smile. “Whatcha reading?”

“The Peculiarity of Early Medieval Spellcraft and its Use to the Modern Wizard.”

“Any fun?”

“I don’t think it was meant to be fun. But it does look interesting!”

“You’re still reading up on this Hydrus Black fellow?”

“Well, I can’t not.” She crossed her legs, looking over at him. “It’s weird. I just feel like I
have to know everything before I can know anything. And right now, I can tell you that
random eighth century Kentish man Ænulf cursed exactly three fingers of his brother’s right
hand to lose all their blood circulation, but I cannot come up with anything useful or relevant



to the fact that I probably have an actual curse on me, or that the entire family might be
cursed, too.”

Ted digested all this with a curious look on his face. “Why did Ænulf do that?”

“Nobody knows.”

“Hm. Well. What exactly are you doing, to research? I mean,” he expanded, “you’re reading
all the time, but how do you judge beforehand if what you’re reading is actually going to be
useful?”

“Well, I don’t. I don’t know. Anything could be useful.”

“But so far very little has been, right?”

Aurora nodded, a tad bit embarrassed. “I mean, I’m learning. I’m just no closer to finding any
answers.”

“How d’you research for your school essays, may I ask?” Ted said, frowning. “Things like
History, Runes, especially.”

“Well, I listen to my professors, first of all, unlike some people. But… I dunno, I just read
about a topic. They’re quite broad questions.”

“That’s it, then,” Ted told her. “You need to narrow your search. You know, figure out what it
is that you’re actually trying to answer. Knowing what you know already — because I’m sure
even if you’re not confident in it, you do know a fair bit — what do you need to know? What
do you think it could be?”

She chewed on her lip, uncertain. Aurora hated being uncertain. It didn’t feel like her. “A
blood curse. I know it’s linked to death. At least, it’s likely. Or to Hydrus Black. That’s why
I’m trying to read as much as I can about him, so I know.”

“Is he early medieval?”

“No, but that’d be the precedent for the magic that he’d be using.”

“Thing is, Hydrus Black did a lot in his lifetime, I’m sure. He was in William the
Conqueror’s army, you said, right?” She nodded. “He’s probably cursed thousands of people.
But if it’s a family thing, the curse will affect his descendants. That’s where you should be
looking.”

“But I don’t understand curses enough yet.”

“But you only really need to understand one curse,” Ted reminded her, as the Floo sounded in
the next room. “Or at least one subcategory — you have to work that out first. Or at least
working backwards like that, might help. But,” he added, glancing at the door and lowering
his voice, “maybe don’t mention this conversation to Andy. She’s a bit on edge, what with
Dora and whatever it is she won’t explicitly tell us she’s doing.”



“Deal,” Aurora said, hearing Andromeda and Dora’s voices coming down the hall. “Thanks,
Ted.”

“Wotcher,” Dora called as she tripped into the room, tugging her tie off and chucking it
towards Aurora, who caught it deftly.

“Dora!”

“You need to improve your reflexes for Quidditch next year. Anyway, I’m starved, anyone
know what’s for tea?”

“You’re in charge of making dinner.”

“Ah, shit.” She did not make any moves towards the kitchen, and instead flopped down on
the couch next to Aurora, sprawled out and propping her legs up on Aurora’s knees. “They
made me wear a tie today. Had to give a report to Kingsley.”

“What about?”

“Confirming a lack of increase in Dark magic activity in the midlands. To Kingsley, of all
people. Bones reckoned we should do a check, put people’s minds at ease about the whole
You-Know-Who thing, just in case. Fudge said it was unnecessary, but Bones convinced
some other council members it’d help prove their credibility, so.” She shrugged. “What about
you, munchkin? Enjoying having your godbrother back?”

“I hate him with my entire soul.”

Dora clapped her on the shoulder and swung her legs back over the side of the couch. “That’s
the spirit! I’m off to make spaghetti bolognese.”

“You don’t have to prove a point,” Andromeda said, wringing her hands together.

“It’s gonna be great, Mum, just you wait! I’m considering a career change.”

“Let’s see if the kitchen’s still standing first.”

As it happened, Dora’s food didn’t give everybody food poisoning, or burn the kitchen down.
This was considered a roaring success, and Dora would not stop talking about it all evening.

“I’m actually an adult now,” she declared. “It’s official.”

“Is making spaghetti bolognese the mark of adulthood now?” Ted asked. “Not, y’know,
turning seventeen? Or in your case, being twenty-two years of age?”

“It’s making spaghetti bolognese,” Aurora said. “My dad told me so, so it must be true.”

Andromeda snorted. “And Sirius is the recognised authority on what constitutes adulthood.”

“He’s my hero,” Dora sang, pleased with myself. “You’ll tell him about my spaghetti when
you see him next, right, Aurora. He needs to know. Remus, too.”



“Course,” Aurora said, grinning. “I’ll be raving about it for at least the next six months, don’t
worry.”

“It’s what it deserves,” Dora said, and all three — Aurora, Andromeda, and Ted —
exchanged amused smirks that she pretended not to see.

-*

Aurora headed to Grimmauld Place in the early afternoon, having received a note from her
father summoning her, to find the Weasleys doing some sort of chaotic dance around the
kitchen table, cheering, “He got off, he got off, he got off!”

From the doorway, smirking, she drawled, “So, I’ll have to put up with you back at Hogwarts
after all, Potter?”

He turned, grinning, and yelled, “Sorry to let you down, Black! Turns out, you were right!”

“Well,” she muttered, “that’s some consolation. Are we having a party?”

That was certainly what it looked like. “The children are a bit excited,” her father replied,
though he too was beaming. “All charges were dropped, and Harry’s absolutely fine. But,
they tried him in front of the whole Wizengamot.”

Aurora could hardly believe her ears. “They did what? That’s ridiculous, why would they…
Well, of course, but — they really wanted to make that much of a spectacle out of it? Anyone
with a brain knows that it was never illegal.”

“All part of the narrative,” her father said briskly. “They brought in reporters afterwards and
everything, but thankfully Harry didn’t say anything to them.”

Aurora shook her head. “One day soon, they’re going to cross a line.”

“Black!” Mad-Eye Moody’s voice called from the other side of the room. “We’ve got some
stuff here for you. Cleared out the drawing room the other day.”

“That was a great day,” Fred Weasley said in her ear, making her jump. “Filled with Doxies.”

She eyed the box Moody was holding with suspicion. “He hasn’t got Doxies in that, has he?”

“Only one way to find out. If they bite you, can we get the venom?”

“No,” she said shortly, and went over to Moody with a sigh.

The box was filled with small items salvaged from the rather disused drawing room, which
included a music box, a sparklingly clean quillpot of what appeared to be blood, and a
strange, ornate locket.

There was something wrong with it, Aurora could tell immediately. Around her neck, her
own snake necklace felt tighter and Julius coiled up in silence, stiff and cold. “That thing’s
definitely cursed,” she told Moody, her head spinning slightly. “I don’t know what…” There



was a shadow around it, creeping. Like Death, but not; grey instead of black, curling into
cloudy white. “I’ll move this to the Manor with Dora before we head home tonight. Unless
you have any really pressing concerns?”

Moody shrugged and peered into the box. “Music box should be avoided, but the quillpot’ll
be fine so long as you don’t open it. I could tell there’s something enchanted about the locket,
but nothing I’ve dealt with, and it doesn’t seem to be doing any harm to anyone. You good
with curses?”

“We couldn’t open the locket,” Molly said. “It had us all puzzled.”

“Probably just old. Nothing in it, far as I can see — and I can see pretty well. Still, if Black
thinks there’s something wrong?”

“No,” she said hurriedly, “I’m sure it’s fine. I can sometimes tell if there’s Dark magic around
something, but it could have been exposed to anything. Still…” She didn’t want it around.
Didn’t want it anywhere near her. Looking at it made her feel like her body had been flipped
inside out, her heart had beaten its way through her ribs, her blood was rushing so quickly it
was tearing against her skin. “Best to get it out of here. Away from humans. I’ll pop it in the
study for now and bring the box to the Manor with me later.” She made to leave, then
remembered herself; she turned back with a force smile and said, “Thank you for this, Molly,
cleaning up this place and looking after it."

It felt like a ridiculous thing to say; as soon as she had spoken, Aurora felt uncomfortable,
shifting awkwardly on the spot.

“Oh.” Molly looked surprised. Aurora’s nerves tumbled through her. Then, she smiled.
“Thank you, dear. We’ve all got to do our bit, for the Order, and this is mine.”

She didn’t want to tell Molly you’re welcome, because she wasn’t. But at least giving her a
compliment seemed to warm the woman again. And at least this one was warranted; she was,
on this occasion, respecting Aurora’s boundaries more than she had anticipated, and she
wanted — needed — that to continue. Aurora nodded stiffly and Molly hurried over to scold
her children for being too loud.

“Buttering up Mrs Weasley then?” Moody asked when she was out of earshot.

“I’m trying to get along with people, sir,” she told him in response. “My dad calls it conflict
resolution. He’s been reading about it in a book Andromeda gave him.”

“Good man,” Moody grunted. “Always has been.”

“Mhmm.” Aurora placed the box down on top of a cabinet, trying not to remind Moody that
he had said nothing about her father being a ‘good man’ when he was captured by Aurors and
sent to prison. “Everything alright, Professor?”

“Not really your professor anymore,” he reminded her, watching her closely. Aurora still
couldn’t feel comfortable with his roving bright-blue eye. Like he could see straight through
her. “You ever wondered if you’ve got an affinity for curses, darker magic?”



It seemed like a trap the moment he asked, though his face was unreadable. “I… I haven’t
necessarily considered it an option. But I suppose my family, generally, does, so it’s likely I
do too. But I haven’t used any, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“A lot of us have used magic considered dark at some point. There are different shades of
dark — bit more nuanced than just the Unforgivables.”

“I know,” she said a bit defensively, “there are many tiers of moral intent and effect—”

“I already gave you an O on your exam, Black, you don’t have to tell me again. It was a good
exam — practical could have used a bit work, though. You’re a strong duellist, but a
confused one. I can often tell where a student’s proclivities are, for the sort of magic they
want to use. You never seemed sure.” He nodded to the box. “You could tell it was cursed,
just by looking at it?”

“I could feel it. It’s just… It feels wrong. But I can’t just do that normally, and if I have it’s
usually for a family heirloom or something like that. It’s probably more likely that I can just
sense family magic, which is often Dark magic or curses because… Well. You know.”

He nodded, wrinkling his nose, then shrugged. “If you say so. Something to look out for,
though. The Aurors are always looking for people with a knack for detecting Dark magic.”

“I don’t really see myself as an Auror,” Aurora said. “But, thank you?”

Moody shrugged. His magic eye still whirred, staring at her, and the feeling of its scrutinous
gaze had Aurora rooted to the spot. Seconds ticked passed, frozen in time, as the Weasleys
kept on cheering and Potter kept on laughing. “Just make sure you mind and take that back
with you. And that Auror Tonks doesn’t drop it.”

Aurora chuckled. “I’ll keep a tight grip of it.”

A momentary silence, before Aurora headed back towards her father, who was talking with
Remus and Harry. “What’s the story, then?” she asked, slipping into a seat between them.

“Malfoy was at the Ministry,” Harry said, throwing her a dark glance.

“Abraxas?”

“No, Lucius.”

“Oh. Well, he does have business there—”

“No, you don’t understand, he was outside my courtroom, talking to Fudge. And he was
taunting us, he knew everything, I’m sure.”

Aurora frowned. “That is odd. Did you hear much of what they were saying?” Potter shook
his head.

“They went up to Fudge’s office. We’ve let Dumbledore know. I wouldn’t be surprised if
Malfoy’s controlling Fudge.”



“Fudge has always been controlled by money,” Aurora said lightly, to Harry’s surprise. “But
yes, you’re right, this is a worry.”

Potter opened his mouth to speak, then winced, clapping a hand to his forehead. Aurora
frowned at him; it wasn’t the first time he had responded like that recently. It was getting
worse, she knew it was. But she didn’t think even Potter yet understood why.

-*

Aurora was in the midst of her Charms homework, two days later, when the letter arrived
with the Nott family seal on the back, shimmering deep blue wax. She tore it open there at
her bedroom desk, already somehow knowing what it would say, deep in her chest.

Dear Lady Black,

My mother passed away two days ago. We brought her back home, so she was at least
comfortable when she passed. I was with her.

The funeral will be held this Sunday. I know you may not feel comfortable coming, given
some of the other guests, but I assure you it will be safe, and people will be in attendance
from across political allegiances. It would really mean a lot to me if you would be there, but I
understand if you cannot be.

Regards,

Theodore Nott, Jr.

He had been there; had he held his mother’s hand like she had held Arcturus’s, had he
watched her still and come to a stop, had he heard her last words and held his breath until
they sank in and were imprinted on his heart?

The reply was a simple answer. She would be there, however she managed it. She had cried
and grieved alone, feeling as if nobody in the world understood her; she would not let her
friend do the same, if she could help it.

It took some convincing of her father over dinner that evening. “Theodore is one of my
closest friends,” she told him. “You’ve met him, last year, when Pansy was over and he
turned up with Draco.”

Potter made a scornful noise and she whipped around to glare at him. “Don’t make such
noises. He isn’t like… Theo’s a really good person. And he’s my friend and I hate that he has
to go through this, and if he wants me to be there, then I will. End of. I know it might be
difficult to make it work safely, but we will make it work. The MacMillans are going, and the
Abbotts. And no one’s going to hurt me at a funeral.”

“I wouldn’t take such things for granted.”

“I’m going! It’s really important to me, Dad, please. You… Someone can come with me if
you really insist, even though it’d be uncomfortable — and to be honest I think I’d be less of
a target alone, not that anyone would target me at this event anyway — but I’m going.”



Her father tilted his head, frowning. “This means a lot to you, doesn’t it?”

“Theodore is my friend. And I’m the only one of our group who has gone through something
similar like this. He needs me. Robin Oliphant will be going, he’s Theodore’s best friend, I
can stick with him and his parents if need be. They’re not at all political.”

Her father chewed on his lip, considering this before he said, “I want to talk to Andromeda
and Ted about this.”

She sighed. “Fine.”

“I’m not saying no. I completely understand why you feel you need to go. We just need to
make sure you’ll be safe.”

“But I can go?” He nodded, and she sighed in relief. “Thank you. I’ve already told Theo I’ll
be there.”

“Of course you have.” He gestures to her still full plate. “Eat up, Aurora.”

-*

She took the Floo from the Manor to Nott Hall, in the hopes that by doing so — and keeping
up the Manor’s tight Floo restrictions — she would not expose either her father or the order’s
location. It would throw anyone who was looking for them, off the scent, if they had any
suspicions about Aurora hiding the order, though she currently had nothing to suggest that
they were.

Aurora had heard seven times that morning the appropriate course of action if anything went
wrong, or if she was put in danger. It was now impossible for her to forget it, which was the
point, but she did not like to feel coddled. Even if her father and Dora’s concern was
completely understandable.

The Notts’ Floo had been fully opened that day; their front hall was filled with people when
Aurora arrived, so much so that her arrival was noted only by a couple of stray glances
thrown in her direction. It was better that way, she felt. She did not want to draw attention to
herself, only to find Theo and her friends and make sure he had everyone he needed there to
support him.

She slipped through the crowd with gentle murmurs of, “Excuse me,” until she spied Robin
Oliphant standing with his mother, both of them looking uncomfortable and nervous. Robin
noticed her and waved, hailing her over. Near them, she spied Daphne Greengrass with her
sister and Flora and Hestia Carrow, all dressed in matching sets of ruffled black robes.
Daphne caught her eye and smiled faintly, then looked away.

“Aurora,” Robin said with surprising warmth, giving her a quick hug as she approached.
“Mum, this is Lady Aurora Black.”

“You’ve never called me lady in my life,” she said, giving him a sharp look.

“Well, it’s… Formal. Anyway, this is my mum.”



“Elspeth,” Mrs Oliphant said, shaking Aurora’s hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Aurora,” she said, forcing a smile. “Robin, have you seen Theo anywhere yet?”

He shook his head. “I think he’s somewhere with Malfoy and Zabini. Daphne Greengrass
said something about a parlour, but he doesn’t want to see anyone. I didn’t know whether to
go find him or not, but, I think the two of them have it covered.”

Aurora wasn’t convinced, but there was nothing she could do. “Alright. I’ll go and say hello
to Daphne, but I’ll be back in a moment. Pleasure to meet you, Mrs Oliphant.”

She smiled and then made her way over to the knot of girls in their matching robes, feeling
abnormally uncomfortable. Daphne, seeing Aurora, caught her arm and tugged her into their
group, a hint of surprise in her gaze as she whispered in Aurora’s ear, “I didn’t think you
would come.”

She drew back, blinking at her in that same surprise. “Of course I did. Theo asked me to.”

Flora’s eyes narrowed, and Aurora tried to ignore it. Daphne gave her an appraising look,
then said in a quiet voice, “Good. Well, I’m glad. Pansy and Lucille are with their families
still and there’s no sign of Millie, but the boys went with Theo and, if you ask me, he needs
everyone here who can be.”

She gave a sad smile, looking around for their friend. Daphne’s gaze was trained intently
upon her, as though trying to decipher something. It was uncomfortable, really, but Aurora
forced herself to push past it and ask, “You don’t think we should go and find him, then?”

Daphne exchanged looks with her cousin. “I think it might be better to hang on. I haven’t
seen the others yet.”

But as she said it, Aurora spied Draco coming through the doors with Pansy and Blaise at his
side. Lucille seemed to have noticed them too; she appeared behind Aurora like a ghost,
making her jump, just as her cousin came to her shoulder.

“How is he, then?” Lucille asked, straight to the point of the matter.

“He’s alright,” Draco said with a shrug. “I mean, he’s not great, but. He’ll manage.”

“Where is he?” Aurora asked, frowning.

“Gone to find his siblings. They have to lead in front of the coffin and everything. His sister’s
upset, so he’s dealing with that, too.”

Blaise sighed and added, “I think he’d manage better if he didn’t have to deal with so many
people.”

“Mhm.” Lucille pursed her lips, looking around. “I do hate funerals.”

“I don’t think they’re meant to be fun,” Aurora drawled, earning a sharp look.



“Hello,” came Millie’s voice before Lucille could retort. “Gosh, I’ve been trying to find you
lot — I take it someone’s seen Theodore?” She turned and blinked as she noticed Aurora. “I
didn’t think you’d come.”

“I’ve gotten that a lot today.” She tried to make her voice sound nonchalant, but the
annoyance cut through. “Theo invited me.”

“I think we assumed it wasn’t his grandfather,” Blaise drawled, and Aurora glared at him.

“No matter — I’m trying not to draw attention so if we could avoid making a big deal out of
it, that’d be grand.”

She met Pansy’s eyes, pleading, and her friend nodded. “It’s a good turnout,” Pansy went on,
“which is nice. My mother’s been awfully upset about the whole thing; she and Mrs Nott
were closer when they were younger of course, before all that happened with her family.
She’ll be glad we’re all here for Theodore; she did ask if Aurora would be coming, but she’s
missed you all.” Aurora decided now was not the time to mention that, whether Rosebelle
Parkinson missed her daughter’s best friend or not, she had not seen fit to invite her to their
family’s annual gala last week. “Matilda must have been awfully lonely, dying here.”

This house, with its million rooms and winding corridors and high ceilings, so empty and so
quiet. Today was likely the busiest it had been in years. The Notts rarely hosted anything;
Arcturus and Lucretia both had thought Lord Albert rather miserable. And for them to think
someone else miserable for a lack of parties, was quite a statement.

“My mother wanted to visit, too,” Draco admitted. “But the last she saw Mrs Nott was
Merlin’s Day, I think.” Everyone else nodded their agreement, whispered about Matilda
Nott’s confinement and privacy and how awful it must be, and Aurora stood and was quiet
because she realised she had nothing to contribute other than her own memory of the woman.

The procession starting up might have been a relief, if she had known where to start. Her
friends all filtered off to their respective families, but she had lost sight of the Oliphants, and
for a moment she stood, stranded, until Draco tugged her by the arm and took her to stand
with Narcissa, Lucius, and Abraxas. Narcissa looked somewhat relieved to see her, but the
other two were anything but. Lucius raised his eyebrows in that cold and haughty way, as
though he would rather see right through her to the ground beneath; Abraxas wrinkled his
nose, but made no sound except a light tut. It was not a time to make a scene, at least.

She kept close to Draco, though Narcissa murmured, “Afternoon, Aurora,” and she smiled
faintly.

“I’m sorry about Mrs Nott,” she told her elder cousin, “I know you were good friends.”

Narcissa looked away but Aurora was sure she could see the glimmer of some tears in her
eyes. “We were. It seems I am running out of those, in recent years.”

Low pipe music started up as the doors were thrown open to the garden. Aurora was too short
to see over everyone’s heads, but she knew Theo would be at the front, and as they began to



move and turn she caught sight of him, for just a moment, and wished she could do anything
to make this less than the hell she knew it was going to be.

It was, at least, a lovely service. The Nott family had a small private burial plot outside a ring
of trees, in the furthest edges of their land. There were only a few graves there — Aurora
supposed they had another plot somewhere nearby, or at one of their other properties — and
the most recent was Irina, Theo’s late grandmother. A space was laid between her and
Matilda’s grave, which had already had flowers laid at its head, two crossed sprigs of white
gladiolus.

The vicar said the usual things and pipe music was played, and then Theo stepped forward,
shaking, and Aurora’s heart broke for him as he read the eulogy. His voice stumbled on every
sentence, but he kept on, kept staring at the coffin laid next to the open grave, like the sight of
it was the only thing tethering him to this place. Up there, his light hair shining in the sunlight
and his pale eyes glimmering with tears, he seemed almost a mirage, not fully present.

He was crying as they lowered the coffin — he and his grandfather and brothers, and two of
his uncles, both of whom were on the Nott side of the family — yet when his grandfather
clapped him on the shoulder, Aurora could see him forcing himself to stop. Perhaps those
were the words his grandfather whispered in his ear, while everyone else’s heads were
bowed. Words so like those which Aurora had grown up hearing — which they all had, really
— but which she suddenly couldn’t stand to imagine being used against someone else she
cared about. Especially not now. Especially not Theo. Don’t cry.

They held the wake in the garden, in sunlight and the dappled shade of ancient oak trees.
Aurora clung to her friends alternatively, but mainly Blaise, whose mother didn’t mind the
presence of a half-blood likely to be on the opposing side of their brewing war. The Zabinis
would keep out of the conflict and claw their way to the top of whatever new food chain
emerged at the end. Robin and his mother joined them; Elspeth got on well with Estelle,
strangely; they chatted away while Aurora, Robin, and Blaise lurked in the shade from a tree.

She was fairly certain Blaise had wine in his glass, but decided it was not her business to find
out. She sipped on her own pumpkin juice — which was, admittedly, growing rather boring
— as Blaise inundated her with questions about her summer and demonstrated a policy of
ignorance towards the purpose of their being here, and the purpose of her being stuck with
him after escaping the Malfoys’ sharp eyes.

“I do think the sun has done your complexion some good,” Blaise told her, and she gave a
wry smile in response.

“You’re too kind, Zabini.”

“But this drought is simply unholy, and the heat — well, I hate sweating. I imagine you’re
used to it with Quidditch, but I cannot stand it.”

“Invest in a fan?”

“Oh, but then that would be yet another inconvenience, to get rid of a convenience which
everyone is always excited to discuss.”



“I’m not.”

Blaise sighed, and Aurora let the silence linger as he decided on a new topic of conversation.
“Lady Avery’s shoes?” he suggested, and she hummed, gaze honing in on the stiletto
atrocities halfway across the garden, their owner in deep conversation with Lady Caradas,
who looked rather displeased at the situation.

“They are a little ostentatious.” They were black, but glittery, and had bows on them. “And
for a funeral.”

“Lady Avery didn’t know Mrs Nott very well,” Blaise said as though that both explained and
justified the choice of footwear.

“Clearly she doesn’t know any good stylists, either.”

Blaise snorted, but then something caught his eye and he sobered. “Theo’s on his own.”

Aurora turned sharply, following his gaze to a bench under a solitary tree at the edge of the
garden, far from anyone, where a figure could just be seen sitting in the shadows. “Should we
go talk to him?” she asked, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth.

Robin looked distinctly uncomfortable. “What do we say? He — his letter told me basically
nothing. I don’t think he wants to talk about it. And we’re not exactly… Sentimental, the two
of us.”

Aurora rolled her eyes. “He’s your best friend, Oliphant. You should talk to him.”

Blaise shook his head. “To be honest, Draco and I weren’t great at helping earlier. I think he
just wanted away from us.” Aurora rolled her eyes and shook her head. “He’ll be better off
alone.”

But she couldn’t leave him, and she didn't believe Blaise was right. “I could go.”

Blaise weighed this for a moment, and Aurora scanned the garden to see if anyone else was
making moves towards the eldest Nott boy, if anyone had even noticed his pain amongst
everything else in the garden. Eventually, Blaise shrugged. “Rather you than me, but I doubt
it’ll do much to help.”

Well, she thought, maybe not, but she could not stay here and not try. With another roll of her
eyes, she handed her drink to Blaise and made off over the garden, towards Theo’s forlorn
figure under the tree.

He was staring into space, and barely seemed to notice her approaching. The only signs that
he did were the slight nod of his head, and the shift to the side so there was space for her to
sit. When Aurora did sit, sweeping her robes beneath her, she knew nothing of what to say.
Perhaps, she thought, she should put her arm around him, then worried that was too
affectionate, and then worried that simply sitting here saying and doing nothing was worse
than anything she could say or do, and so she opted to put her hand on his shoulder, and let it
rest there for a second.



“Do you want to talk?” she asked. “Or would you rather be alone right now?”

Theo shook his head. “I don’t know what I can say, to be honest. I think I’ve run out of
words. But,” he added, as Aurora moved slightly, worrying she had made the wrong decision
in coming over, “I’d rather you… Stayed?”

“Of course,” Aurora told him, squeezing his shoulder. “I imagine you need someone to scare
away anyone else who comes to bother you, right?”

“Exactly.” Theo didn’t manage a smile, but that was alright. He wanted her here, and if her
presence brought him even a little comfort, here she would be. “You’ve a great glare, Lady
Black.”

“I like to think so,” she said lightly, and they lapsed into silence, as Theo leaned ever closer
to her, slouching as though exhausted. As their shoulders brushed together, she felt a tremble
go through her, the urge to do something else, something more; to help him.

They stared across the garden, their gazes following the lightly rippling breeze in the grass.
When Aurora felt Theo’s tears fall, she said nothing, but moved her arm to sit around him, in
what she hoped was a comforting manoeuvre. He sagged against her, and let out a light, but
pained, sob.

“This was her favourite spot,” he said. “No one here knows that. She used to — to sit out
here and read to me, when I was little. I’d get her to read Babbity Rabbity over and over
again.” Aurora nodded, humming as if she knew Babbity Rabbity at all. Theo paused for a
moment, silent, and then curled in on himself a bit. Rather, he curled closer to Aurora, and
she held onto him tighter. She was sure someone must have noticed them by now, but didn’t
care what Albert Nott or any other lord thought right now. None of them had come to comfort
Theo, none of them cared. If Lord Nott wasn’t going to show a speck of decency to his
grandson, Aurora would make sure he had the best support she could give.

“It was a lovely service, you know,” she told Theo, and he laughed.

“I’ve heard that fifty times.”

“I know,” she said, “but still. You, um… You did really well, giving the eulogy. I couldn’t.”

“I messed it up. I missed out lines I just…”

“No one noticed. And I’m sure she knows it all, anyway.”

Theo gave that little light hum again, gaze roaming over the crowded garden. There was
silence, for a moment, punctuated by a laugh from his grandfather which pierced the chatter
and made Theo flinch.

He asked, rather suddenly, “Are you afraid of death?”

It was such an odd question and yet made perfect sense to be asked. “I don’t know,” was her
honest answer. “I think I’m afraid more of the people I love dying than of death itself. Maybe
I’d be more afraid if I didn’t know there was something beyond this life, but…”



Theo took a long moment to respond. Aurora let him work through his thoughts in their quiet
bubble. “She was scared, I think. She pretended not to be, but I knew.” Aurora nodded. “I
miss her,” he said, and as another sob wrenched its way out of him, Aurora tugged him
closer, held him in a tight hug. It may have made him cry more, but he clung to her in a way
that suggested he needed it, and she was determined to keep him like this, holding onto
whatever he needed to hold onto, until he was ready. “It all hit me, when we were in France.
That I just don’t know how to live without my mum. That I’m going to have so much I want
to tell her and never be able to; I won’t get to see her smile or laugh at whatever I’ve said, or
hear her advice. I’ll never know what she thinks of my future.”

“I know,” Aurora whispered, for all it was all she could manage to say. “And it’s going to
hurt, Theo, I won’t lie. It’s going to hurt so much until you, somehow, impossibly, get used to
it; and then that fact is going to hurt, too.”

He shook his head, bumping her chin as he did so. He was shaking again, crying, and so
Aurora held him tighter, as though by force of will she could hold him together and shield
him from everything that was to come.

“I don’t think I can keep talking,” Theo admitted in the quiet, whispered against her shoulder.

“That’s alright,” Aurora assured him. “Would you like me to talk? Or have some quiet?”

“Quiet’ll make me cry again.”

“You’re allowed to cry, Theodore.”

“I know. But — I don’t know. I’m not really sure what to do,” he admitted. “With my
siblings. Wilfred refuses to acknowledge it and the other two can’t do anything but think
about it and neither can I.”

“Everyone has their ways of coping.”

“I know. I know, I just…”

She merely nodded as he trailed off, feeling that endless reign of uncertainty inside herself
too. Coping with grief was not something that one merely did; it was a constant balancing
act, between life and death and memory, the past and present and future all at war in the
mind. He turned back to her, with a light frown. “How did you do it? Manage it, when the
whole world is just, wrong?”

“I didn’t. Not as well as I thought, anyway. When Arcturus died, I didn’t really have anyone
except Lucretia and Ignatius anyway, but I still lashed out, at the Malfoys — that didn’t go
well. Then I had to force myself to get on with it, but I wasn’t alright, not really. I think I was
angry for a very long time, and didn’t want to acknowledge it as such. And when Lucretia
and Ignatius died, I pulled away from everyone. Lashed out again. Forced myself to fixate on
other things so I could ignore the fact that I didn’t know how to exist on my own. I was a
little monster for a while, to be honest.”

Theo let out a watery laugh. “You scared me a bit, back then.”



“Did I? Well, I suppose I was a bit… Out of my own control, for a while, I think. It got easier
when Andromeda and Ted took me in. I knew I had somewhere to belong, but even then, not
really for a while.

“But grief, Theo, it’s not something you can think your way out of feeling, no matter how
much you want to. And whatever you’re feeling, Theo, you are more than allowed to feel
that. Anger and all.”

“Yeah.” His laugh was hollow. “Definitely anger. My grandfather just — he let it happen.
And I think, maybe I should have stayed home from school, maybe I should have done more,
said fuck it when he refused to bring in the Healers and done it anyway. I should have been
better. She would have done anything for me and I couldn’t save her.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“I know that! But I still could have done something. I just keep thinking of all the what ifs. If
I’d only convinced my grandfather, or snuck her out to St. Mungo’s, or come home from
Hogwarts and looked after her when he wouldn’t. But I — I know he… He didn’t care. He
hated her.”

He looked up, and for the first time seemed to truly look at his grandfather, eyes blazing. “I
hate him for what he’s done.”

“You don’t—”

“I do,” he said, hands curling into fists. “He’s a monster.” She didn’t know what to say to
that.

“I sometimes think my mum’s the only reason I have any good in me at all. I certainly don’t
get it from my father’s side of the family. I don’t know who I’m going to be now. And I don’t
know how I’m going to do all this, today, talking to everyone there, people I don’t know of
only barely know, how I’m going to find anything to say to anyone."

“You’re going to be Theodore,” Aurora said. She couldn’t help but wonder what was easier;
dealing with hundreds of people at a funeral, or dealing with hardly any as she had for her
family. Perhaps they were both equally as difficult in their own ways. "As for this, today...
You say thank you,” she said softly, “and you listen and you — you try to force yourself
through it. And I know that’s not what you want to hear, but there’s no way to say the right
things. Funerals are pleasantries and they’re meant to be soothing, but I’ve never really felt
that they are. I’m probably the wrong person to give advice, to be honest.” She wished he had
asked Daphne, or Draco or Blaise or anyone, wished he could be with someone who said the
right things, who was capable of pleasantries and soft words. Her stomach turned as Theo
regarded her, confused. “I’m sorry. That sounded harsh, didn’t it? I didn’t mean—”

“I don’t know how to just run on instinct,” Theo told her, “my instinct’s always to say the
wrong thing.”

“I don’t think that’s true.”



“And this isn’t about me. There are people grieving and people who have expectations for my
grief. But you’re right — there are no proper words. What’s right for me is wrong for
everyone else. No one wants to know how I’m really feeling.”

“I do,” she said, swiftly. “And Robin and Draco and Blaise and Pansy and Daphne, we all do.
Your brothers and sister do. Just, sometimes, it’s easier to go through the motions until you
find the people you can let them go with. I mean, it isn’t easy, none of it’s easy… I’m sorry,”
she said again, “I’m no good at this.”

“Thank you,” Theo said, before she could apologise again for the twisting of her gut and the
heat of guilty embarrassment flaring through her. She should be able to do more, but she
didn’t know how. “No one else is ever honest about it. They’re too nice.”

Too nice. Aurora’s stomach twisted. Was she not nice? She had never cared much for being
nice, and supposed she wasn’t always, but she wanted to be now. She wanted to be whatever
Theo needed her to be. “I’m—”

“Kinder,” Theo cut her off. “By being honest. A lot more helpful.” Yet, she felt, nothing
could really help. “So.” He shook his head, swallowing. “Thank you.”

They sat in silence a moment longer, the heat of the day stifling even in the shade. “I’m
sorry,” was all Aurora could manage to say. “About all of this. I know you’ll have heard so a
million times but… I am. I understand.”

“I know,” Theo said, straightening up. “I should check in on my siblings, then make the
rounds. Mrs Malfoy wants to speak to me, Draco was quite anxious about it.”

“Okay,” she said quietly, getting to her feet. “Would you like me to join you, will you be
alright?"

"No, I — I think I'd better go round alone. But thank you, Aurora. For everything."

"Of course," she said. "Are you sure you'll be alright?

All Theo could do was shrug. “I’ll have to try to be, won’t I?”

It was all anyone could ever do, until they were. As she watched him go, Aurora was
reminded of that day four years ago at Arcturus’ funeral, when she had lost control of her
own emotions and yelled at Lucius Malfoy to leave her alone. Her cheeks blazed with
embarrassment to remember it now. To go through that sort of heartbreak again, she wasn’t
sure she could bear it. And yet she knew, it might soon be an inevitability. For all of them.



Prefects and Photographs

The end of the summer holidays came in quickly. Endless hours spent in the library suddenly
slipped away; time lost its meaning, reduced to rushed and cramped annotations in the
margins of old books, hasty notes scrolled on parchment and nearly spilling off the page onto
the desk. But Aurora understood a few things.

The first, that the curse on her did not act alone, and could not be entirely of Bellatrix’s
doing. The Transmogrifian had not worked in the way that it was supposed to. It had not
killed her, had not broken down her body or spirit or soul. Something inside of her had fought
back.

The second, that whatever curse was on her family, stretched back to Hydrus Black and still
affected all of them. Short lifespans, rumours of madness. Perhaps it had affected her Uncle
Regulus, too. It had likely affected her grandfather Orion, too; for what else was this ‘deathly
pact’ her grandmother noted?

Third, she knew that Regulus had sought to protect her, even in his final days, and perhaps he
was doing so now, against Death’s own wishes. If her uncle could defy Death, then perhaps
he had helped her to do so, too. And he had done all this with an understanding beyond that
of ordinary wizards; with foresight, and the knowledge of how Death truly functioned. He
had known about Hydrus’ curse, she was sure of it.

As an early birthday present, she had asked her father if he might help her procure an Endless
Trunk. They were rare, and their legality questionable, but there it sat outside her bedroom at
Arbrus Hill on the evening of August thirtieth, a new Slytherin scarf laid gently over the top.
Her father stood behind it, looking very pleased with himself.

“Figured I should give it to you before we head to Grimmauld Place,” he explained. “Save
Molly Weasley asking questions.” He winked, and Aurora grinned, taking the scarf. It was
soft in her hands, not just wool but cashmere. “Consider that one a treat to get you through
your O.W.L.s. Winter always feels colder in fifth and seventh year.”

“Thank you,” Aurora said, beaming as she hugged him tightly. “I love it.”

“You’re welcome,” her dad said, squeezing her shoulder. “Now, I know I said I wouldn’t ask
questions about why—"

“Books.”

He sighed. “Frowned upon books?”

“Borderline banned books, actually."

“That’s alright then,” he said, and she could hear the smirk in his voice. “At least you're using
it to break the rules somehow. Go on and get packed then. We’re expected in an hour.”



She and Harry were staying over at Grimmauld Place for the next two days, so that the Order
could make sure Potter was safe on his way to the station. As if her father was incapable of
looking after them himself. Still, Potter seemed cheerful enough about it, and Aurora didn’t
mind so much. She got to do a last-minute scour of the library, and she had plans to listen in
on the Holyhead Harpies match with Ginny tonight.

The trunk gave her plenty of space to stow away her books, hidden in secret compartments.
In theory, she should also be able to jump into the trunk and wander about, but knew that if
she did that now she would get distracted trying to build a library and they didn’t have the
time for that right now. Once the books were in, she pulled a shelf over to hide them, in
which she placed her regular robes and school supplies, and the assortment of books and
trinkets which it would have been suspicious for her not to have.

They made it to Grimmauld Place just in time for dinner, which was delicious as always.
Afterwards, Aurora and Ginny managed to convince Hermione to tune in to the Harpies
match on the radio with them. The three girls were sprawled out in Aurora’s bedroom on the
top floor, the radio giving them commentary. There were a lot of lulls; they were playing
Caerphilly Caterpults, who were rubbish, and listening to the Harpies score over and over
again was satisfying, but got dull an hour and a bit later.

Eventually, Hermione huffed and picked up the book she had brought with her. Ginny glared
at her.

“D’you think the Harpies are headed for a win this season, then?” Ginny asked Aurora over
the monotonous commentary.

“They could win,” Aurora said hesitantly, “but I feel like I say that every year, and then we
don’t. I mean, we lost out to the Tutshill Tornadoes, for Merlin’s sake! Anything could
happen. But we should win.”

Ginny hummed her agreement. “I don’t think that Orville penalty should have been given in
that match in May.”

“Right?” Aurora sat up straight, feeling vindicated. “From what I read, Howl barely touched
him, he just went down! The ref’s cousin played for the Tornadoes' junior team, too.”

“No! I didn’t know that!”

“Mhmm. It’s corrupt, I’m telling you! They want anyone to win but the Harpies, so obviously
the board wouldn’t look into it.” Ginny let out an annoyed snort.

“Bastards.”

“Ginny!” Hermione scolded, looking up, scandalised.

Ginny waved a hand as if to bat her away. “It’s a disgrace. I mean, the Tornadoes are fine, but
we’re way better than them! And everyone bloody supports them now cause they think
they’re the next big thing.”



“Don’t even get me started. My cousin’s obsessed and he wouldn’t have given them a second
glance this time last year!”

Ginny shook her head, as the roar came over the radio, “And Candace Tarwen has spotted the
Snitch! She’s headed down for it, steep dive that — Jones’ Bludger whacks Orin Campbell,
knocking the Caterpult Seeker well out of the race — and she’s done it! Tarwen has the
Snitch! That’s Caerphilly forty, Holyhead four hundred and eighty!”

“Yes!” Aurora and Ginny high-fived, caught in the thrill. It had been a done thing, but still —
this strong win pushed the Harpies up to the top of the league, where they rightfully
belonged.

“Well done,” Hermione said drily; it seemed she only took an interest in Quidditch when her
friends were playing.

“It was always ours,” Ginny said with a smirk, “and we’ll definitely beat the Cannons next
week.”

“You’d better bully your brother relentlessly when we do.”

“Oh, I will,” Ginny promised, grinning. “It’s my favourite activity.”

Then she flopped over the side of the bed and pulled out Aurora's box of nail polish, which
had been sticking out from beneath the bed all day. “Can I use yellow and purple for the
Harpies?”

Aurora raised an eyebrow. “You can do that if you really want to. I think it’ll look hideous on
nails." Ginny didn't seem to care about this; Aurora got the feeling she probably wasn't doing
her nails for beauty purposes. "No, I’m thinking a nice deep blue, maybe with a couple of
silver.”

“I’m going with the Harpies. Alisa Fair, in my dorm, she’s a big Caerphilly fan, and also a
major stuck up pest.”

“Oh, well in that case you have to.”

Ginny grinned and they started to dig out the appropriate colours from the box. Hermione
pretended not to be interested, rolling her eyes over the top of her book, but grudgingly
allowed Aurora to put a dusty rose shade on her nails, and admitted she didn’t hate it.

They weren’t so different, Aurora thought, feeling that nail painting was a sacred rite of
friendship. It had been a successful day, she decided. A good omen for the year ahead.

Of course, her good mood had to be spoiled in the morning, when she was awoken by the
sound of a Hogwarts owl pecking on her window and then Hermione letting out an unholy
shriek on the floor below her.

“For Merlin’s sake,” she muttered, letting the owl in with a scowl. It pecked her finger and
Stella hissed at it, lurching forward. “Back, Stels. It’ll eat you easier than you can eat it.”



The owl hooted in agreement, cast a disdainful yellow eye around the room, and flew off in a
fury.

Her letter was fairly light. The book list was as expected, with the Defense Against the Dark
Arts textbook listed as Defensive Magical Theory by Wilbert Slinkhard. Aurora had come
across it before. It was rather dense, but well-written. Unfortunately it gave little indication as
to who the teacher would be, though she wondered if perhaps they would have a theoretical
focus this year. Theory was useful, especially in the run up to exams. The rest of the letter
was as usual, though the timing of it was annoying. And yet, she remembered as she set it
down, prefects should have been announced today.

The thought came to her slowly, coldly, seeping through her. Somehow she had taken it for
granted; of course, who else could be made prefect, if not her? She was the natural candidate
from Slytherin; the top of the year, a born leader, popular, on the Quidditch team…

Dumbledore hadn’t made her a prefect. She’d never told him to, or asked him to. She just
assumed he would, because why wouldn’t she be the perfect candidate?

The sound of footsteps coming up the stairs made her turn sharply, and tie her dressing robe
tightly before a knock came on her door. “Who is it?” Her voice came out frail.

“Hermione! Can I come in? I’ve been made a Prefect!” She was already in the room by the
time she said, “Have you got one, too?”

Aurora gave her a cold, blank stare in response. It took a moment before Hermione got the
idea, and her face fell. “Oh. Oh, Aurora, I’m so sorry.”

“It is quite alright,” she said stiffly. “Congratulations to you — Prefect! It’s a great honour.
Do you know which boy was chosen?”

Hermione frowned at her but said, “It’s Ron, which is — well, I think it’s brilliant.”

“No, you don’t.”

Hermione flushed. “I did think it might be Harry, but of course, Ron makes perfect sense.
He’s very good with people, you know, he just needs a bit of a push to be a better leader. We
could work well together.”

“If you don’t murder each other first,” Aurora said, catching the reticence in her voice. At
least Potter couldn’t hold this over her, she thought, then scolded herself. Thinking only in
antagonistic terms would not make her feel better. She shook out her hair and folded her
arms. “I suppose this is why you started screaming earlier?”

Going an even deeper shade of red, Hermione said, “I was just excited, that’s all. My parents,
well, they’ll be really pleased. This is one of the few things about school that they can
understand.”

“Of course,” Aurora said, though the mention of Hermione’s parents made something twist
inside of her. It had always been expected from every member of her family that she would



excel in Hogwarts, she would be the best and recognised as such. Arcturus, Lucretia,
Walburga, Orion, Regulus, Andromeda. All had been prefects of Slytherin house. Aurora had
imagined she would join them, because how could she not? “That’s wonderful.”

Hermione kept talking, until Aurora found herself being led downstairs to eat breakfast. As
her father and Remus congratulated Ron and Hermione on becoming prefects, Aurora found
it difficult to avoid the knot of bitterness growing inside of her. At least she could see Potter
felt the same; he was arguably doing an even worse job of hiding it than she was.

She said little at breakfast, and was glad to get out of the house for a bit to go to Diagon
Alley with her father, even though Molly Weasley accompanied them. When they got home,
though, her mood soured further by the fact the Order was holding a party for Ron and
Hermione, to celebrate.

She went to the library instead, picking through the shelves, and feeling like a
disappointment. She couldn’t make prefect on her own merit, she couldn’t figure out the
curse on her and her family even with a whole summer, and she was losing any grip on power
or her self that she had once had. Sometimes it swept over her in such a wave of guilt, that
feeling like she had failed her family, that she was tearing apart their legacy, bringing it into
ruin by simply not being good enough.

Not clever enough, strong enough, pretty enough, elegant enough. Not knowing quite when
to bow her head and when to stand her ground. She picked out a couple of spare personal
tomes — Castor II’s personal diaries, the biography of Dionysus I — and fooled herself into
thinking she knew what she was doing. Then she sank into a warm chair at a bay window,
pulled her knees to her chest, and sat in silence, staring at the Muggle park across the road. It
was nearing dusk, but children were still playing, laughing and cheering and swinging each
other round, making up worlds of fun in their own heads. They were carefree in a way that
she could never remember being. Maybe long ago, before this house, before the weight of
expectation put upon her. Before she knew what it meant to be Heir Black or Lady Black,
back when she was Rory or Aurora and she was simply allowed to be.

She supposed it shouldn’t be such a big deal as it was. Now that Quidditch was starting again,
and she had her O.W.L.s, and considering the general state of the world, perhaps it was for
the best that she wasn’t a Prefect, especially if she intended to juggle ballet club too. But she
still wasn’t happy about it. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, considering how her own head
of house loathed her.

Yet, she felt that Arcturus — and the rest of her family — would have wanted her to be
prefect. It was another accolade, a way to show some superiority. Maybe that thinking was
precisely why she hadn’t been made prefect, though she would have to reserve judgment until
she found out who the Slytherin prefects actually were.

Hearing footsteps, Aurora straightened up and wiped her eyes before looking around, just in
case. It was only her father, come to find her from the party.

“If you want me to celebrate Gryffindors…”

“You’re upset about not being made prefect, aren’t you?”



She scowled at him. “Am I that transparent?”

He shrugged. “Dunno. I’m your dad, I think it gives me an emotional-sensory superpower.
Listen, you know it doesn’t matter to me if you’re prefect, Rory. I’m not disappointed in you
or anything. Your mum and I weren’t prefects either.”

She stared at him. She knew it was meant to be comforting, but all it did was cause her to run
through with sharp, lurching anger.

“This isn’t about you and mum,” she told him, hearing the angry tremor in her voice as she
whirled around and planted her feet firmly on the floor.

Her father winced. “I’m sorry — what I meant is… You don’t have to be perfect to be
brilliant, yeah? Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

“Why not? I should have been good enough!”

“I know this is important to you,” he told her, “and you have every right to be disappointed.
But it’s alright. Everyone knows how brilliant you are, and prefect isn’t the be all and end all.
You don’t have anything to prove, Aurora. And that’s probably why. You’re good enough
already."

She shook her head. “I know, but — I wanted that to be recognised, you know? I don’t know
why I wouldn’t be made prefect, and... Everyone wanted me to be the best. And I’m not, but I
feel like I should be. And I don’t know why they haven’t made me prefect. I have the best
marks of all the Slytherin girls, I earn far more house points than the likes of Perks or Davis.
I know I’ve gotten into trouble for some things over years, and I know Snape hates me, but
doesn’t Dumbledore make the prefect decision?”

“I don’t know why they made their decision,” her father told her, placing a hand on her
shoulder. “Though it was a bloody stupid decision if you ask me. It’s alright to be
disappointed, but hey, it isn’t going to stop you being you, is it? You’ve got your O.W.L.s this
year, and I just know you’re going to ace them, Aurora. And hey — just because you’re not
prefect doesn’t mean you won’t ever have a chance at being Head Girl, or Quidditch
Captain.”

She nodded, throat tight. “I know, it’s just... Maybe it was presumptuous of me. But I really
wanted it.”

“You wanted to be the best,” he said, nodding, with a faint smile.

“That doesn’t sound awful of me, does it? Merlin, it probably does. Maybe that’s why.” She
sniffled. “Because Dumbledore knows I’m an arrogant bitch.”

“You are not,” he said sharply. “Don’t say things like that, Aurora. It doesn’t make you
arrogant to have ambition and believe in yourself!” He ruffled her hair, brought her in closer
for a hug. “I’m sure they’d all be proud of you, you know, Arcturus and the rest. Of
everything you’ve already done.”



Again, Aurora nodded. The words didn’t mean as much as she thought her father wanted
them to, coming from him. Now, as on many occasions, she wished that Arcturus or Lucretia
or Ignatius had been here to reassure her. But they could not, and her father was trying his
best. This particular thing, this wasn’t the sort of issue that he could comfort her on, in the
same way, because she knew it had never mattered to him as much as it did her or the rest of
their family, and even though he was trying, his validation wasn’t the validation she craved
right now.

“Thanks,” she said quietly, leaning into him for a moment before turning away. “I should
probably go and congratulate Hermione and Ron then. I know Hermione’s really pleased.”

He smiled, clapping her on the shoulder. “Seems it. Your godbrother’s being moody about
this, too, I think.”

“He’s been moody about everything,” Aurora corrected, sighing. She picked up her books,
holding them right to her chest. Her father glanced at the titles and gave her a sympathetic
look. “I’m not surprised. He’s used to being the golden boy. Every teacher loves him except
Snape, and Snape has no hand in choosing Gryffindor prefects, does he?”

Maybe it was all Snape’s fault, she thought. That would be convenient for her to believe.

"Harry's got a lot going on right now. You both have," he said quickly, when Aurora opened
her mouth to protest. "Come on, if you're alright. I've something I want to show you and
Harry, too. Moody found it earlier, he mentioned it, but I wanted to be the one to show you
it."

Curious, Aurora followed him through to the kitchen, which had been done up in Gryffindor
red and gold to celebrate. It was disgusting; she wrinkled her nose, and her father caught her
eye, shaking his head. "Play nice, little Slytherin."

"I'm always nice," she muttered, putting on a fake smile for everybody else's benefit. "Who
says I'm not nice?"

"Just a warning," he said flippantly. "See, there's Harry."

He was near Remus and Dora, both of whom were bent in an intense and concerningly close
conversation. Harry was, for his part, clearly trying very hard not to glare at anybody. Her
father waved him over and Aurora scoured the room for something to eat or drink and at least
look busy so she didn't have to deal with him too much.

"Hey, Sirius," Harry greeted, with a bracing and glaringly fake smile. "Enjoying the party?"

He shrugged, looking around. "Not really my scene. Music isn't loud enough. Now, come sit
and look at this, Moody found it for me." He pulled out a photograph from his pocket,
unfolded it, and turned so that they could both see, one leaning over each shoulder.

It was an old photograph, brown and moving clunkily. "The original Order of the Phoenix,"
her dad said wistfully. "We joined up straight out of school, as you know."



"That's my dad," Potter said, pointing to a young man who very well could have been his
double in a couple of years' time. The similarity now was haunting. "And that's my mum,
next to him?"

Her father hummed, nodding. "That's Frank and Alice next to them, the Longbottoms...
Remus on James' other side, see, he's trying to hide — thinks he's not very photogenic. And
beside him, me and Marlene."

Her mother looked just like she remembered from the few photographs she had already seen;
wicked grin, wide, dark eyes, flowing curls. She was curled into Aurora's father's side, their
fingers intertwining. He had a smile Aurora had never seen on him before, entirely carefree, a
wild and sharp edge to it. A pang went through her chest when she saw the date in the corner;
August, 1981. Just a couple of weeks before her mother died.

"She was beautiful," Aurora said softly, taking in her mother's smile. She didn't know how
they managed it, to be so happy in the midst of a war. She wasn't sure that she could smile
like that anymore; perhaps she had to learn how.

"Yeah," her father said with a shaky sigh, "yeah, she was."

They fell into quiet contemplation then. Harry's gaze kept darting between the picture and the
floor, his face pale, as though he didn't know what he was supposed to be looking at. In truth,
Aurora wasn't sure how she felt about the photograph either, but she didn't understand why
Potter was being so strange about it. "Who else is there?" Aurora asked softly. "You said
some of my mum's other friends joined, didn't they?"

"Dorcas and Mary. They were roommates with Marlene, Lily, and Hestia. Hestia wasn't in the
Order last time — too busy training to be a Healer—" she detected just the barest traces of
bitterness in his voice "—That's the two of them there, just in front of Marlene and I."

They had their arms round each other; one short with light brown hair and rich curls, the
other taller with darker skin and braided black hair. She knew Dorcas had been killed by
Death Eaters, that she had fought, and knew little of Mary's fate. She didn't particularly want
to ask either; if she wasn't here now, Aurora couldn't see her having had a decent end.

"Anyway," her father said, clearing her throat, sensing Potter's unusual discomfort, "I just
thought you two might like to see it, that's all."

"Thanks," Potter said, though he didn't sound like he meant it. Aurora frowned sideways at
him.

"It's been fourteen years," her father said heavily, and Aurora got the sense he was showing
them the photo more for his own sake than theirs, "and not a day goes by that I don't miss
them."

A beat of silence, and then Potter asked, "Do you really think there's going to be another war,
just the same as it was?"

"It feels like it may," her father said slowly, "I suppose."



Aurora bit her lip. She couldn't help but look at Peter Pettigrew, standing with the rest of
them, fitting in perfectly. No one knew he was a traitor; she could see in everybody's eyes,
they loved each other, trusted each other, didn't think they could ever hurt each other. He was
standing next to her mother, and despite how Aurora remembered her father claiming in the
Shack that night that her mother had never liked Pettigrew, she certainly didn't show it here.
They all looked perfect together and it broke her heart.

She swallowed tightly, looking away, turning to Dora in the hopes she might retrieve her
from the conversation, but her cousin was obliviously laughing about something with Remus
Lupin, and did not seem to notice her plight.

"Thank you, Dad," she told him, clasping her hands together. "I, er, think I ought to go say
congratulations to Ron, I haven't spoken to him yet."

"Oh." Her father's face fell slightly. "Are you alright?"

"Of course," she said, standing up, "yes, I'm fine. I just have to be polite. I'll be back in a
moment."

She hurried away, looking over her shoulder to see her father saying something quietly to
Potter, who still looked uncertain. She said only a quick congratulations to Ron, who looked
surprised and muttered a suspicious thank you, before she swept in on Dora and Remus, who
had been seemingly oblivious to the fact that there was a party going on around them. She
didn't want to think about the implications of the way they were looking at each other and
caught up in their conversation. It was disconcerting and weirdly soft and she did not like it at
all.

She spent the rest of the party trying not to be moody as her father said. Potter seemed to be
doing the same and failing miserably, which meant every conversation involving the two of
them died a slow and bitter death, until everybody stopped trying and started heading home
or to bed. She held on longer than Potter mainly out of spite, but was glad when she could
finally be alone. Her father walked her up to bed, lingering in the doorway.

"You are going to be alright when you go back to Hogwarts, aren't you?"

"Of course I am. Are you?"

"What do you mean?"

She raised her eyebrows. "You don't like it here, even when you're not staying over. I'm not
oblivious and neither is Harry. I just worry about you."

"I'll be fine. I'll keep busy."

"That doesn't sound fine."

"Aurora. This is what I want to do, this is where I want to be. It's where I need to be, too.
Don't worry about me, yeah?"



She sighed, shaking her head at him. "You'll come and see me on the first Hogsmeade
weekend, right?"

"You don't have to check in on me."

"But you will see me, right?"

"Of course I will. Whatever you want, sweetheart." He drew her in for a tight hug, resting his
chin on the top of her head. "You're so young. I just wish I could shield you from this."

"Then why'd you show us that photo?"

He took a long moment before he said, "I needed you to see it, to know. I needed you to see
your mother — and Harry, his parents."

"Do you really think it's going to be the same as last time?"

"Maybe. I hope not. I hope to God that — that you never have to go through what I did.
Which is why I'm fighting. In the hopes that by the time you and Harry are old enough to join
the Order, it won't be needed any longer. But I need you to be prepared too, to know what
you're looking at. Whether you join the Order or not, you need to know what war does."

"I do," she said, "we both do."

"And I hate that you've learned the way you have," he told her, drawing back slightly. He ran
a hand over her hair, rubbed her shoulder gently, but he didn't break the hug until she did. He
never broke the hug first, always clung on for as long as he could. "You keep me updated on
everything at Hogwarts this year, won't you?"

"Of course."

"Everything?"

"Well I can't tell you the details of the Slytherin House initiation ceremony, but I'll do what I
can."

"Initiation ceremony."

"Yeah. You don't know about that?"

"What do they make you do?"

"Well, that's obviously a secret if I can't tell you."

He frowned at her, then sighed. "Well, you can tell me everything except that. You be good?"

"I'm always good. I'm perfectly behaved."

He sighed, squeezing her shoulder. "I'm going to miss you, sweetheart."

"I know. But I promise I'll be back for Christmas this year."



"I can't wait," he told her, beaming, and kissed her forehead before stepping back.
"Goodnight then, Aurora. I love you."

"I love you too," she said with a small smile. "Goodnight, Dad."

He closed the door behind him with a soft click, and Aurora set about finalising the packing
of her trunk before she got ready for bed. Downstairs, people were still coming and going and
chatting away to each other, and she struggled to get to sleep amid the noise. When she did
fall asleep, it was an uneasy slumber. Her mother's face was everywhere, and Peter Pettigrew
everywhere else. He morphed slowly into Draco, then Pansy, then Theodore, each one cold
behind the eyes, whispering and hiding things. She woke with a start at three o'clock, heart
pounding and head blaring, wishing hopelessly that such a thing could never be true of her
friends.



Changing Days

Aurora woke blearily the morning of September the first and, for perhaps the first time,
dearly wished that she did not have to return to school for the year. No, it would be quite
perfect to remain in this warm bed in this familiar house and not have to suffer anybody
else’s company. But that was not an option, particularly as she was so quickly and rudely
reminded of Harry’s presence across the hall when he dropped what sounded like it might
very well be his trunk, onto the floor.

“Idiot,” she muttered into her pillow, and rolled over. In the mirror on her bedside table, she
could see clearly the pallor of her face and dark exhaustion smudged beneath her eyes. Her
heart sank to see it, and she snatched her book of the table as she forced herself up, to get
ready for the day and the year ahead and try to pretend that all was well.

Half an hour later, face suitably made up and hair tamed, she was the first child to meander
into the kitchen dining room, where her father was busy dusting crepes with sugar and honey,
and Molly Weasley fixing teas. She wrinkled her nose. “Is that healthy?”

“Nope,” her father said cheerfully. “Take two.”

Aurora sighed. “At least put some strawberries on it.”

Molly Weasley gave an approving nod.

Her father’s face fell into a frown as he did so, sliding the plate across to her. “Are you still
upset about the prefectship?”

“No,” she lied. “It’s fine.” He gave a questioning look and she elaborated, “I just had a bit of
an interrupted sleep last night, Dad. I’m fine.”

“Alright,” he said slowly, not seeming to believe her. “Are you excited to get back to school,
at least?”

She gave him a flat look and replied, “Over the moon.”

His lips twitched in a small smile. “You’ll be more optimistic after pancakes, guaranteed.”

“Sure,” she grumbled, but he had a point. As she finished her breakfast, she was a tad more
cheerful, and would have been perfectly calm were it not for the fact that, of the other
children, only Hermione had made it downstairs, and it was approaching half past nine.

“I told Marius we’d meet the family at half past ten, by the way,” Aurora reminded her father,
though she looked over at Molly Weasley, who checked the time on the clock and went into a
frenzy, rushing out of the kitchen and upstairs. Of course, nobody would be ready. Merlin,
how she hated them. “We want to leave plenty of time so that I can either find Elise a good
seat with alright people, or get a decent compartment of our own, and I’m sure everyone will
have lots of questions for me.”



“We’ve got ages yet,” her father assured her calmly, “don’t worry about it.”

“I’m not worried,” she said defensively. “But some of us like to be organised.”

It was a good thing that she had reminded him of the time, though, or at least Molly Weasley,
who started to chivvy her children along and force them out of their beds. If she had worried
about her father and Harry’s lack of punctuality, it was made even worse by the chaos of the
Weasley family, who seemed determined to make Aurora lose her mind.

“What do you mean you haven’t packed yet?” she demanded of Fred Weasley at five minutes
past ten. “We need to be at the station in twenty minutes! Twenty! Are you insane?”

“It’s fine,” George said with a dismissive wave, tossing a pair of socks over her shoulder into
the room he and his brother shared. “Train doesn’t leave ‘til eleven.”

“But I’m meeting my cousin at half past ten, so I need to be at the station at twenty-five past,
at the very latest, and do you know how long it takes to get there? We should have left ten
minutes ago! Get a move on!”

“We would if you weren’t standing in the doorway.”

She sighed loudly, nettled by Fred’s amused grin, and stomped over to the next room, where
Potter was lying on his bed throwing a snitch in the air, and Ron Weasley crowing about his
new Cleansweep Seven. Aurora stood in their doorway, arms folded, glaring at her
godbrother until he sat up with a sheepish look, and said, “We’re almost ready, you don’t
need to burn holes in the curtains.”

“Well, if it makes you shift your lazy arse, it can’t be so bad. Hurry up!”

“Keep your hair on, Black,” Weasley told her. “You sound like my mother.”

“I pity your mother for having to try to get you anywhere on time. Now go, or I’m leaving,
and don’t think I don’t know how to make this house eat you!”

With that, she stormed out, cast an eye into Hermione and Ginny’s room to see Hermione
hurriedly getting Ginny to pack her trunk, and ran back up to her own room, grabbing her
trunk and broom, pulling on Dora’s light grey cardigan over the jeans and t-shirt she’d
borrowed, and carried back downstairs. She had to be the first one visibly ready, after all, to
prove a point.

She watched on as the Weasleys descended into all-out chaos; Ginny was nearly knocked
down the stairs by Fred trying to levitate his trunk, and Mrs Weasley shouted at him so loudly
it woke Aurora’s grandmother from her portrait, and had to get her to stop yelling, which
only prolonged the process. It was a miracle they even made it out of the house at all, let
alone at quarter past ten.

“We’re going to be late,” Aurora said to her father, walking briskly ahead of everybody else
and pretending to have no association whatsoever to the bedraggled mob of children behind
her. “We’re going to be late and Elise’s family are going to think they’re lost or in the wrong



place, and anything could happen to them if they’re just hanging out on a seemingly random
train platform!”

“It’s going to be fine,” her father said, though he too was walking quicker than normal,
carrying her broom for her. “Callidora said they’re always late, anyway.”

“But I’m not!” Aurora protested, casting a glare back over her shoulder. They were all far too
laid back. “I hate them all.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do. They’re stupid, lazy children, and they need to either learn how to wake up on
time or walk three times faster."

Her father looked like he was trying not to laugh.

“It really is ridiculous,” she informed him, warm from rushing so much in the sunlight. “How
any people can be so wretched at keeping time when they are given a perfectly reasonable
deadline and reminded time and again, I do not know! Are all Gryffindors like this? How do
they ever get anything done?”

“Quite easily,” her father said with a grin. “We’re very talented, you know.”

She let out a disparaging noise of protest. “Well, use that talent to keep up with me, please, I
couldn’t stand to be late for this.”

At any rate, she had them at the barrier to Nine and Three-Quarters at thirty-two minutes past
ten, and there were no long-lost family members in sight, much to her annoyance.

“Told you,” Potter sang, folding his arms and looking around. “We’re probably the first ones
here.”

“You’re welcome to leave,” she told him, but he did not.

“Hey, Marius is my great-aunt’s brother! Elise is basically my cousin, I want to see her.”

“She’s not your cousin,” Aurora said, annoyed. “There's no blood relation. You have a mutual
great-aunt, that's all."

"So we're great-cousins."

"There's no such thing as being great-cousins, Potter. You don't share any blood."

“Not that close, anyway,” her father put in cheerfully, “but almost certainly somewhere else
in the line.”

“The thought of having any genetic relation to Potter turns my stomach,” Aurora informed
her father, tossing her hair.

“Same,” Harry said, and both grinned.



“Bloody hell,” Ronald Weasley said, as the others caught up to them, looking harried. “You
don’t half walk fast, Black.”

“You don’t half laze about, Weasley.”

He and Harry exchanged derisive glances. “She had a point,” Hermione said primly, looking
around. “What do your cousins look like?”

“Muggles,” Aurora said. “Dark haired, most of them. Elise is quite small, but very
enthusiastic. She’s sooner heard than seen. And she’ll probably be skipping.”

“I take it she gets that from you, eh, Black?” Fred Weasley grinned, waggling his eyebrows.

Aurora glared at him. “No.”

Her father and Potter laughed in unison.

“Right, then,” Molly Weasley said. Dora was with her, having come disguised as an old
woman to help keep an eye. “You can all go on through, we don’t all need to wait on
Aurora’s cousins. Though perhaps Tonks should wait with Harry, if you’re staying?”

“Sure thing, Molly,” Dora said. “Now shift it, you menaces.”

“You wound us, Tonks,” George said, hand over his heart, as he and Fred jostled each other
to the barrier.

Once they were all through and it was just the four of them left, Aurora’s father turned to
Aurora and Harry, sighed, and ran a hand through his hair. “Promise you two won’t tear each
other apart at school this year?”

“Who, us?” Harry asked, eyes wide. “Oh, but Sirius, haven’t you realised — we’re the best of
friends!”

“Yes,” Aurora said innocently, playing along, “we’re even going to be nice to each other
when we play Quidditch!”

“Not a single hex between us.”

“Not even a small one,” Aurora promised, and her father sighed.

“Yeah,” Harry agreed, “I’ll just hex the Quaffle instead.”

Aurora elbowed him in the side, and sighed in relief when she noticed Elise bounding
towards them, her father dragging a trunk behind him. “Keep the threats down for a moment,
would you?” she asked Harry sweetly. “We’ve company.”

His eyes lit up with interest as he whirled around to follow her gaze. Elise had her dark hair
up in two ponytails today, which swung at her shoulders as she skipped over the station
concourses. “She’s cheerful.”



“She’s eleven,” Aurora said. “Weren’t we cheerful?”

Harry eyed her with suspicion. “You blackmailed me when we were eleven.”

“I was twelve by that point, actually. And you smuggled a dragon out of school.”

“No thanks to you, that is.”

She shrugged. “Draco would have done a better job of stopping you.” At the mention of her
cousin’s name, Harry’s face clouded in annoyance and Aurora silently cursed herself. Her
father, noticing this, stepped forward and waved his hand to call the group of four over to
them. “Anyway, you succeeded, and what does this have to do with my sweet little cousin’s
ludicrous cheer levels?”

“Nothing,” Harry muttered, reclining back into his state of moodiness, “you brought it up.”

She supposed he was correct, much to her displeasure. Rather than acknowledge this fact —
for really, there could be little worse than conceding a point to Harry Potter — she pursed her
lips and turned to wait for Elise and her family. Elise caught up to them much quicker,
breathless and smiley and rosey-cheeked. “Hi!” she said, staring up at Aurora. “How are
you?”

“Quite alright, thank you,” Aurora said, and only noticed how mechanical the words sounded
once they were out of her mouth. “And you?”

Elise grinned. “I’m so excited! I couldn’t sleep last night, like, at all!”

“Are you not exhausted?”

Elise shook her head, wide-eyed. “Oh no, I’ve been buzzing all morning. I could hardly eat
either — do they have food on the train?”

“They have sweets,” Aurora offered, and Elise’s eyes lit up.

“Perfect.”

Aurora and Harry exchanged glances which indicated a mutual belief in the inevitability of
Elise gathering a sugar high and then a grand crash before they arrived at Hogwarts.
“Morning,” Marius said, as the three adults — all appearing rather weary — joined them. He
sized up the wall behind them, eyes lit in recognition, then coughed. “Through here then, is
it?”

“Best to lean against it and sort of meld in,” Aurora’s father said, “though the three of you
may have to go through with one of us — part of the wards see, to keep Muggles out?”

Charles and Eleanor seemed rather displeased by this, but did not get a chance to voice it
before Elise latched onto Aurora’s arm as declared, “Can I go through with Aurora?”

She wondered if Elise realised what the term Muggle meant yet, and looked helplessly to her
father, who shrugged. “How about Aurora, Marius, and Elise? I’ll go through with Eleanor,



Harry with Charles?”

“Whatever suits,” Charles said flippantly, and grinned at Harry. “Want a hand with that owl,
mate?”

Hedwig had been unusually placid, but at the mention of her, sprang to life and hissed at
Aurora, who glared right back. “Very well,” she said, turning a smile on Elise. “I suggest you
bring your trunk through with you, if you wish to be sentimental about the occasion.”

She had meant it as something of a joke, but Elise immediately turned around to tell her
father to hand her her trunk, and Aurora was not quite sure what to do with the influence she
had suddenly felt she acquired over this child. Still, Elise grinned when she clutched her
trunk and set her gaze on the wall before them and said, “I think I’m ready to be a witch,
now.”

“Let’s hope so,” Aurora remarked drily, and she meant it far more than any of them realised.
There was a lot that Elise would have to be ready for, a lot that Aurora still daren’t truly ask
of her, not yet. But the two of them exchanged conspiratorial glances as Marius came to their
other side and then, the three of them slipped between worlds.

Platform Nine and Three-Quarters, at least, had not changed. Aurora tried to see it through
Elise’s eyes, the culmination of a summer’s worth of dreams and a lifetime of fantasies, the
train’s engine steam curling with an optimistic haze. She took in the girl’s wide-eyed state
and sudden, blissful silence, and allowed a faint smile.

Elise’s parents came through behind them with Harry and Aurora’s father, both with similar
— though slightly less giddy — reactions. Aurora gave them a moment of awe, before giving
in to the pressure of the crowd and the curious looks they were receiving and saying, “Best to
pop your trunk and such on the train as soon as possible, then come and say goodbye. You do
have a separate bag for the journey, yes?” Elise held up a sparkly pink backpack and Aurora
tried to look approving. “Spectacular. Harry, come with with us.”

“Oi,” he said, surprised, “don’t call me Harry.”

“I’ll call you what I want, Potter, quickly, now.”

Elise stifled a laugh, skipping towards the train. Why she was skipping, Aurora did not know,
but it was entertaining. They managed to find a compartment for Elise quite quickly, along
with a couple of other girls whom Aurora and Harry had marked out as Muggleborns by their
clothes and wide-eyed awe. Finding their own friends seemed rather more difficult, though
Aurora had to admit to herself that she wasn’t sure if she was entirely ready to face her own.
Ron and Hermione had already gone to the Prefects’ carriage, so Aurora and Harry shoved
their trunks in a compartment with Ginny, which was thankfully not too far from Elise, and
returned to the platform before the adults could get too agitated.

There, Aurora lingered with a deep awareness of the eyes on them, as Elise said her tearful
goodbyes. The words don’t cry were on the tip of her tongue, as she remembered her own
send-off, four years ago; half-shed tears, but tight hugs, the words Lucretia had spoken to her.



You are a Black. You are part of one of the noblest and most ancient families in our world.
People may think what they want of you for it, but they will never forget that.

They were words that she had interpreted in many different ways and through many different
emotions, yet, she felt they were of relevance to Elise, too. Elise, who would be judged by a
legacy she barely yet understood. Elise, who was going to have to adjust to a world where
she knew no one and was expected to be someone.

So when Elise’s mother finally let go of her, it was Aurora who clasped her hand and said, “I
can’t promise this is all going to be easy, Elise. You’re a member of the Black family, and
that means a lot here. But just remember, you’ve always got me to turn to. We look after our
own. So anything you need at Hogwarts, whether it’s advice or a friendly face or a spare roll
of parchment, come to me, yes?”

Elise frowned at her. “Sure,” she said, “but why are you getting so emotional about it?”

Aurora bit her lip, trying not to roll her eyes. “This is a big moment,” she said primly. “And I
just wanted to make sure you knew.”

“You can come chat to me, too,” Harry offered, and Aurora resisted the urge to glare at him,
“but I probably won’t have any spare parchment. My friend Hermione will, though.”

“He won’t have any good advice, either,” Aurora put in, and he shrugged.

“Yeah, probably that, too. But I do have a nicer face.”

With a laugh, Elise turned back to her mother, who said, “Promise us you’ll write every
week? And you’ll tell someone if you have any problems.”

“I’m going to be fine,” Elise insisted, but everyone else knew that a parent’s worry for their
child could not be so easily dismissed.

Aurora turned to her father, then, who had been watching them quietly, musing. “Don’t tell
me you’re getting all emotional?” she asked. “We have done this before.”

“I know,” he said. “Just — well, I’m proud of you both. And I love you very much.” She and
Harry exchanged uneasy glances, and he stepped forward to come to her side. “Listen, I
might not be as easily reachable this year. Dumbledore wants me to take up some field work
again, and, well, I’ll accept when the time comes for it to be useful. We’ll have to be careful
what we put in letters and I might not be able to make it for Hogsmeade weekends…”

“But where are you going?” Harry asked, a tone of fright in his voice. Like he was scared of
being left.

“I don’t know yet. Maybe nowhere, depends on You-Know-Who’s movements. And anyway,
I’m not sure I’ll be at liberty to disclose it.” Aurora’s stomach turned. “We knew this was
coming,” he said and while it was true, it didn’t make it easier. “But I will be home for
Christmas. And I doubt I’ll be called away before the end of September unless things really



take a turn, so I’ll be around for your birthday, Aurora, and hopefully for the first Hogsmeade
trip — Dumbledore already told me it's the start of October."

“Right.”

He winced. “Please, just look after each other.”

“Sure,” Harry said, a coolness to his voice which Aurora disliked but could not bring herself
to truly criticise.

Her father’s mouth wobbled, turning to a frown. “I love you both,” he said, opening his arms,
and Aurora swallowed her pride as she let him embrace them both together. “Be careful,
alright?”

“I love you too,” she said, at the same time as Harry, and her father at least got a chuckle out
of that.

“I’ll be alright if you are,” he promised them, squeezing tightly. “So try not to get in too
much trouble.”

“So says you,” Aurora muttered, but squeezed him back, feeling like she could never let go
again, because letting go meant turning around and getting on that train to an uncertain year
ahead, and she wanted to cling to summer for as long as possible.

Eventually, though, they had to let go, and Aurora forced herself to turn to a rather tearful
Elise and her parents. “Alright, then,” she said as calmly as she could, “if we’re all ready?”

“You sound like a schoolteacher,” Harry muttered, and she resisted the urge to swat him.

“Well, one of us has to be responsible.”

“Okay,” Elise said, breaking their conversation. Now that the time was drawing closer to
eleven, Aurora could tell she was becoming nervous. It was natural, she supposed, though
strange to see on that particular face. She turned to hug her parents and grandfather quickly
again, and then bounded behind Aurora and Harry onto the train, oblivious to the stares and
the whispers that Aurora was doing her damnedest to ignore. Then again, she thought as they
meandered down the corridor, and Elise glanced into and out of every window, perhaps she
had noticed, and was ignoring it too; she had always been observant, after all.

When they reached the compartment Elise had chosen, with three other nervously babbling
girls, the younger girl paused, biting her lip. “You can stay with us," Potter offered, to
Aurora’s annoyance, “if you’re nervous.”

“No,” Elise said stubbornly, glancing back “Mum says I need to start making friends and not
follow you about.”

Aurora laughed. “I really don’t mind, you know.”

Elise shrugged. “Yeah, well, you’ll probably start talking to each other about that Arithmancy
thing you were on about last time.”



“Oh, I can assure you, Potter has no interest in that or anything vaguely academic. Besides
duelling,” she added, at his annoyed look.

With a small laugh, Elise looked over her shoulder again and settled to say, “You’ll just be in
the compartment you showed me earlier, right?”

“Yep. Well, Harry will be — I’ve got a few other people to pop in on, but I’ll let you know,
alright?

“Aurora has a tendency to wander.”

“I have friends, is what he means. Popularity is something he doesn't quite understand.
You’re sure you’ll be alright?”

Elise nodded, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Alright then,” Aurora said, wondering if she
were not the more uncertain party here. “You know where we are, I suppose — try and locate
your parents on the platform, they’ll want to wave you off. And I’ll find you when the train
stops at Hogsmeade, make sure you get into the boat across the lake alright — upper years
ride separately, in carriages, but I’ll look out for you. We both will.”

“Sure,” Elise said, and Aurora started to back away, for she looked ready to tear into the
compartment the moment she was left without supervision. Sure enough, she and Harry
managed to get only a few paces away before the door opened then closed, and a babble of
chatter rang out in the compartment again.

Smiling to herself, Aurora continued to the little compartment she and Harry had chosen, and
went to sit by the window, with Ginny picking out her father in amidst the crowd. She leaned
up, to the open window, and waved until he caught sight of them and beamed back. She had
yet to spy any of her friends, though she did catch sight of Narcissa’s blonde hair glinting in
the crowd.

“I take it the other two are in the prefects compartment?” Aurora asked Ginny, who nodded,
rolling her eyes.

“Fred called Ron a ponce and then he stormed off in that general direction, so I guess that's
what happened."

Harry gave an uncharasterically harsh laugh. Aurora turned to look at him, confused by the
reaction, but there was a nasty look on his face historically reserved for her, and she didn’t
have the heart to say anything.

“Will you be alright if I go find my friends?” she asked instead.

“What.” Potter glared at her. “You think I’m going to be attacked on the train?”

“I think you’re going to be a miserable bastard all day, actually.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine on both counts, as long as you keep Malfoy out my way. And no
offense, you're not improving my mood."



"I was more concerned for everyone around you, but, no offense taken, I suppose. Thanks,
Potter.” She rolled her eyes, staring out the window.

The words about Draco made her stomach turn for reasons she did not understand; was it fear
of discomfort having to see Draco’s face again, was it the strangeness of having him held
against her, was it the knowledge that she had hit a nerve she didn’t want to, and that was
what caused Potter’s reaction? He went for the safe comment, the not-quite insult, the
suggestion of animosity they could not quite bear anymore. She didn’t have the time for this.

There was a knock on their glass door. All three turned sharply, but it was only Neville
Longbottom, looking sheepish and carrying a cactus-like plant that was oozing yellowish sap.
Aurora wrinkled her nose, but Harry waved the boy in. “Um, hi,” he said, “d’you mind if
I…” His gaze wandered to Aurora, who looked blankly back at him. “Sit?”

“I don’t bite,” Aurora told him flatly, and he smiled a little, ducking inside. “Remember?”

“Right, yeah.”

“What is that?” she asked, leaning over to inspect the strange plant. It seemed to cower away
from her, and Neville took a protective hold on it. Wonderful.

“Mimbulus mimbletonia. It’s quite amazing, its sap—”

He was cut off by yet another appearance in their doorway; a girl with a pale face and long,
dirty blonde hair, wearing a fuzzy pink jacket and an expression of amused bewilderment.
Luna Lovegood, Aurora thought, recalling the rather peculiar Ravenclaw in the year below
her own. She had a magazine tucked under her arm and no other luggage in sight.

“Hello,” Aurora said politely. “Are you lost?”

Luna Lovegood looked at her, as though this were an absurd question. “I’m Luna.”

“…Yes?"

“I saw your plant,” she told Neville, inviting herself into the compartment and sitting down
next to the boy, who now looked rather unsettled. “It’s very interesting, but you might want to
stop it smelling so badly.”

“Oh.” Neville looked mournfully down at the potted mimbulus mimbletonia. “Well…”

“Sorry,” Harry said, an edge of annoyance in his voice, “who are you?”

“Luna,” she said, in a voice so dreamy it took a moment to register that she had actually said
a name and not merely formed a stream of flowing sounds. “Lovegood. You’re Harry Potter.”

He blinked. “I — I am.”

“Yes. And you’re Aurora. Stubby Boardman’s daughter.”

“I — what?”



“And I don’t know you,” she said to Neville. “But I know your face.”

“I’m nobody,” Neville told her hurriedly.

“No, he’s not,” Ginny said, on a somewhat scolding manner. “Neville Longbottom, Luna
Lovegood. Luna’s in my year, Ravenclaw.”

“Wit beyond measure is man’s greatest treasure,” Luna informed them cheerfully. Then she
took her magazine out and started to read it upside down. Harry looked to Aurora, mouthing,
Stubby Boardman? She could manage only a helpless shrug in reply, trying to see if Luna
Lovegood was in the mood for explanation, which it appeared she was not.

“Sorry,” Aurora said placidly, “you mentioned… Stubby Boardman?”

“Oh, yes,” Lovegood said, not looking up from her newspaper. “I know he’s your father.”

“I — no, no, I’m Aurora Black.”

“Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you? It’s alright. Stubby is a fantastic artist, or at least he
was.”

“He — my father is Sirius Black.”

“Who is Stubby Boardman, yes.”

“He’s… Not Stubby Boardman.”

Luna Lovegood fixed her with a disbelieving, almost pitying stare. “If you say so,” she
conceded after a moment, and returned to her magazine.

Harry let out a hastily stifled snort of laughter. Neville stared between them and his mimbulus
mimbletonia, apparently too intimidated to ask what had just happened — though intimidated
more by whom, Aurora did not want to ask.

“Anyways,” she said, “as lovely as this company is…”

“Don’t go on my account,” Luna said.

“Oh, I’m not.” She cast Potter a scathing look for good measure. Ginny smirked, but Neville
determinedly avoided looking at either them. “I told my friends I’d go find them. I’ll see you
all later. Luna… It was a pleasure to meet you.”

She couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

There was a part of her that did not want to enter the carriage with her friends, still, though.
She did not want to see whoever had become Slytherin prefect instead of her, did not want to
listen to the predictions and suggestions and answer why it hadn’t been her. And she was
scared of seeing Draco; a selfish part of her wanted nothing more than to keep him to herself,
as if by hiding from the rest of the world and the friends who knew them too deeply, they
could fix what was broken between the two of them.



Perhaps it was jealousy, that they all had seen so much more of him than she had, that they
were allowed that proximity, whereas she was surrounded on both sides by people who could
not be reconciled. She did not want Lucille’s judgment or Daphne’s casual coolness or Greg’s
indifference or even, for a moment that made her feel wretched inside, Pansy’s excitement,
because it would only make her feel worse. She knew it was terrible of her but she could not
escape those feelings, the bitterness she had thought would lift when she returned to school
but which seemed to have sunk too far into her heart, already.

Spying Daphne’s long blonde hair by a compartment window, Aurora forced herself to set her
face in a neutral expression and keep walking, to join her friends. Chatter drifted from the
open window; when she came to the doorway, it stopped.

“Oh,” Daphne said, surprise written on her face for a split second before it lifted. “Hello,
Aurora. We thought you’d gotten lost.”

“And yet no one thought to send a search party?”

She did a quick scan of the compartment: Theodore, Daphne, Lucille, Millie, and Blaise. No
sign of Draco or Pansy, or Vincent and Greg. Presumably they were all together; a horrible
bitterness twisted inside her at the thought that Draco and Pansy had been made prefects
together.

“Blaise thought you had it covered, didn’t you, Zabini?”

Blaise roused himself in the corner, and glanced up. “I believe what I said was that Lady
Black would sooner curse us than let a search party find her.”

“Considering I had no need of being found,” she said tiredly, “yes, I imagine so. I couldn’t
find you all when I arrived first. Anyway, someone budge up, will you? Where are Draco and
Pansy?”

Millie nudged Daphne and Lucille along so that Aurora could get a spot next to her. “Prefect
duties. They’ve a meeting. The boys are loitering somewhere waiting for them — well,
Draco, really.”

“They got bored of us,” Lucille said.

“Understandable.”

“I haven’t seen you in forever,” Millie whispered to Aurora. “You disappeared, just like
Daphne.”

Aurora gave a light shrug. “It was summer. I suppose I got busy.”

“Busy doing what?” Lucille asked with a light scoff, leaning over.

“Reading,” Aurora said lightly.

Millie laughed. “Sure. Everyone knows you’ve been running about in the Assembly.”



“That actually requires a lot of reading,” Aurora said, feeling the tension as soon as the word
assembly was mentioned. Gazes slid to her and away again. “Anyway, Millie,” Aurora
continued pointedly, “you’re right — we haven’t spoken in so long. How’s your sister?”

“Engaged to be engaged,” Millie told her miserably. “Fallon Avery.”

Aurora recognised the name; he was at least eight years older than them. She wrinkled her
nose. “Is she happy?”

Lucille snorted.

“Not in the slightest,” Millie said. “But she says she will be, eventually.”

“I think it’s a terrible shame,” Blaise drawled from the corner. “Drina’s got the right attitude
to boss people about, but the Avery matriarch is famously worse, isn’t she?”

“The Avery matriarch is my great-aunt,” Lucille reminded him in a clipped tone, and he
shrugged.

“Everyone’s someone’s great-aunt,” Theo said quietly, and no one could argue with that.
Aurora smiled at him, and he returned it tentatively.

Blaise yawned, leaning back against his seat. “What’s the betting Vince and Greg get turned
into slugs before they find Draco and Pansy?”

Laughter rippled around the compartment. Aurora carefully avoided looking at anybody.

“Who turned them into slugs?” Daphne asked from by the window.

“Weasleys, apparently,” Blaise drawled.

Aurora raised her eyebrows in what she hoped was an appropriately shocked expression.
“Savages.”

“I thought you were friends with the Weasleys now?” Lucille said to Aurora, and she
laughed.

“And what basis do you have for that, Lucille?”

“You’re friendly with Potter.”

“I tolerate Potter’s existence mainly by pretending he doesn’t exist. I have even less interest
in the Weasleys. Really, Lucille, I thought you were more intelligent than to think so little of
me.”

“You did attend Merlin’s Day with the MacMillans,” Daphne pointed out. “My
grandmother’s been talking about it all summer.”

“The MacMillans aren’t blood traitors.”



“Yes, but… Well, there’s a reason Leah MacMillan isn’t here, isn’t there?”

“To be fair,” Theo said, “I don’t think Leah really ever wanted to be.”

Lucille glared at him. “There’s reason for that, too—”

“Can we start a game of something,” Millie said with a loud sigh. “We’ve been having the
same three conversations all summer and I’m sick to death of it.”

Blaise was eager to appease her in this, himself evidently bored of it all. He declared himself
‘master of the cards’ and unveiled an intricately detailed deck from his robes and proceeding
to explain the rules of some bizarre new game Aurora was fairly certain he had just made up
for the sake of their group and drawing the attention onto himself. By the time any of them
had managed to actually understand the rules — which included various assignments of
points corresponding to, but not equalling, the numbers on the cards they were to blindly
trade — Pansy had blown into the carriage with the look of someone feeling rather put upon,
and she all but collapsed into the spot Aurora had saved for her.

“I hate your cousin,” she told her, folding her arms. “We’re supposed to be doing prefect
duties right now and I went to the bathroom to fix my lipstick and then he disappears with
Vincent and Greg! Honestly!”

“Git,” Aurora agreed, only a little nervous about what Draco might be getting up to.
“Congratulations on getting prefect, though.”

Best to get it out of the way, no matter how forced it sounded. Pansy stared at her. “I hate it.”

“Wonderful. Well, chin up — Draco’s a git but he’s about to miss out on what Blaise assures
us all is an absolute spectacle of a card game.”

And with a self-suffering sigh, Blaise had to explain it all over again.

They had gotten through a first ‘practice’ round — also known as Blaise inventing rules as he
went along, until Lucille declared it was all void anyway and they should start over again —
when Draco entered the compartment, looking far too pleased with himself, Vincent and
Gregory trailing behind him.

“What kept you?” Aurora asked her cousin as he sat down between her and Pansy and Blaise
began to deal the cards out with flourish.

He shrugged. “Went to try and find the trolley witch, but we couldn’t. I swear she must just
appear from the roof or something”.

“Mhm.” Something about his tone, meant that she could not believe his words.

“Don’t worry about me so much,” he teased, “I’m fine. I was with Crabbe and Goyle.”

That wasn’t quite what she was worried about, but Aurora daren’t elaborate or to contradict
him. “Hey,” he started with a grin, “have you heard about Potter?”



She tried to keep her expression neautral as she asked, “The madman in the Daily Prophet?
Yes, I believe it rings a bell. I may even have had a conversation with him at some point in
my life."

Draco snorted, seeming pleased by her suitable level of disdain for Potter’s press coverage.
“Apparently he isn’t too impressed about Weasley being prefect.”

Aurora raised her eyebrows, already fearful of what that comment meant. “And where did
you hear this from?”

“That Colin Creevey was gossiping about it,” he said quickly; too quickly. The words were
quick to compensate for the hesitancy before them.

“Colin Creevey talks about nothing but Potter.”

“He said it was a great injustice.”

“He thinks Potter being anything less than a God is an injustice. Really, though, I’m sure
Potter’s got more to worry about.”

Lucille’s gaze flickered to them and then back to the game. “Like what?”

“I don’t know. Passing his Potions O.W.L.? Really, I don’t actually care — I’d rather talk
about anything else considering I’ve hardly spoken to you all summer:”

“Hey,” Blaise said, interrupting them by waving a hand of six cards under her nose, “Lady
Black?”

She glared at him and took the cards, not missing how Daphne and Lucille exchanged a look
at Blaise’s use of her title, and how Pansy watched her and Draco’s exchange. Her cousin
kept his mouth shut as he took the cards, but when Blaise moved onto Greg, he said with a
tone of great importance, “My father has been keeping me busy. Training in the family
business, you know — he’s been working very closely with Fudge at the moment, and I’ve
been helping.”

“Really?” That piqued Aurora’s interest; she sat up and leaned closer. “Helping with what?”

“Oh, investments, the accounts, that sort of thing. Father expects he may be due a
Wizengamot appointment soon, and if that’s the case then once I leave school, I’ll be
expected to take on more of the business side of things, so he wants me to know what I’m
doing. He’s advising Fudge on some legislation at the moment, to do with education reforms.
Have you heard about it?”

“Not yet,” Aurora said, struggling to keep tension from her voice. “I’m sure it takes a while
for these things to reach the Assembly floor.”

Draco shrugged. “I dunno, I think they’re trying to get it through soon as possible, from the
sounds of things. Father hasn’t given me a timeline though, just said he’ll keep me updated.”

“Right.” Aurora smiled carefully. “What is it that they’re aiming for, do you know?”



“Well…” Now, Draco shifting uncomfortably, looking upon her as though he was just now
remembering her opposition to his grandfather. “I don’t know exactly, but they want to make
sure Hogwarts runs more efficiently, basically. Dumbledore’s made a right mess of it the last
few years.”

And Fudge wanted him out, Aurora thought. Sooner rather than later, if she was making the
right inferences. Interesting. “You don’t happen to know who the new Defense Against the
Dark Arts teacher is then?” she asked, loudly, drawing Pansy’s attention. It was always a
favoured topic of speculation; the inability of anyone to hold down the position for more than
a year had become Slytherin house’s favourite and longest running joke.

“Dolores Umbridge,” Draco supplied with a grin, noticing the attention on him. “Senior
Undersecretary to the Minister. Father speaks very highly of her.”

Aurora’s stomach dropped. It was Umbridge who had pushed through the anti-werewolf bill
last year, Umbridge who had been campaigning for regulation of half-bloods and
Muggleborns’ employment, Umbridge who was trying to force centaurs from their lands.
Umbridge who had looked at her with disdain and who grasped for power wherever she
could find it.

“She’ll be terrifically dull, I imagine,” Blaise said after a moment of silence, “coming from
the Ministry.”

“Moody came from the Ministry,” Millie pointed out.

“Yes, but he was an Auror,” Lucille said, “and I’d take dull over brutish any day.”

“What does Fudge’s Senior Undersecretary know about the Dark Arts?” Theo asked,
eyebrows raised. “Surely Moody was at least qualified.”

“She’s on the Wizengamot,” Pansy said with a shrug, “isn’t she?” Aurora nodded. “Well, she
must know something, then, or Dumbledore wouldn’t have chosen her.”

“From what I heard,” Lucille said, “Dumbledore probably had very little say in the matter.
And a good thing, too. I couldn’t bear a — a vampire or centaur or, Merlin, another half-giant
brute.”

Aurora kept her face neutral, trying not to flinch at the disparaging words.

“Still,” Blaise said with a sigh, “I can’t stand dullness. Or have we forgotten my game?”

“It isn’t your game,” Daphne said with a look of condescension, though Aurora exchanged a
look with Theo indicating they both believed it to have been almost entirely Blaise’s.

“My apologies — our jolly, friendly, communally-owned-and-played game. Now — Nott,
trade with Malfoy on pain of explosion?”

Theo frowned, staring down at the hand he held. “You didn’t tell us these cards could
explode?”



“Who says I’m talking about the cards?” Blaise countered, and Theo hastily held out a card
for Draco, who flung a two of spades back at him. “Remember — a full set earns quadruple
points!”

“I’ve completely forgotten what the points mean,” Theo said flatly, the only indication of his
sarcasm being the low tilt of his lips. Blaise groaned.

“Well, I hope you enjoy losing. Parkinson, a trade with me, if you would, and if anyone tries
to make me explain again, a hundred points in the negative!”

-*

The card game did, somehow, wind up being fun, though they all eventually got a little too
vigorous with trading, instead flinging the cards at one another; this ended with Greg hitting
Vincent in the eye, and Aurora and Pansy having to broker a peace between the two of them;
Blaise and Daphne had started an argument of their own and Millie and Theo had seceded
from the game entirely, creating a bizarre new set of rules designed purely to annoy
everybody else.

As they drew into Hogsmeade Station, hours later and drowsy from the journey, Aurora was
the first out of the compartment, carrying Stella in her arms as she went in search of Elise.
Theo, to her surprise, came with her, while Draco and Pansy went off to ‘help’ the first years,
assisted by Vincent and Gregory.

“Blaise is definitely going to challenge me to a duel if I stay there any longer,” Theo said
when Aurora gave him a questioning look, closing the door behind them. The two boys had
come to something of a quarrel — mainly on Blaise’s end — over the fairness of deducting
all of one’s points because they found the only joker left in the deck, which Blaise himself
had forgotten to fish out.

“I don’t know what you worry about,” Aurora said lightly, “he’d certainly lose.”

Theo wrinkled his nose. “It’s more the fact that I’m too tired to bother with it right now,” he
said, and Aurora laughed. “Anyway — where are we off to?”

She almost panicked, floundering over her words; but Theo would know soon anyway,
everyone would, and aside from the fact that there was no point in concealing Elise, she
found that she trusted him, to be told by her, and not to give her the negative reaction she
feared from others.

“My cousin,” she told him slowly, “Elise, Elise Black. She’s starting her first year, and I
promised I’d meet her to make sure she got on the boats alright.”

“You have another cousin?” Theo asked, blinking in surprise. “Neither of you ever mentioned
—”

“Draco doesn’t really know,” she said in a rush. “Well, he does now, I had to forewarn him,
but he didn’t until recently. Neither did I, actually, not until last winter. She’s… Her
grandfather is a squib.”



There was a moment of quiet, punctuated by an eruption of argument from some nearby
second-years over a tie. “Oh. And the magic’s resurfaced?”

“Obviously, Nott.” Her heart quickened. “So, anyway, I have a duty to make sure she gets to
the school alright. Her position might be a little precarious and, as the head of her family…”

“You think she might be endangered?”

“I certainly think that the eyes of every pureblood child here will be on her. Wondering. Not
only do I have to make sure she’s safe, but I need to make sure everyone knows she is
protected — embraced — by me, and my name.”

Theo chewed over that for a moment, before saying, “I wish it wasn’t that way.”

“Yes, well, unfortunately it is and there’s very little we can do at the moment, so.”

The words came out with more bite than she had intended them to, but Theo didn’t look to
have taken that tone too much to heart. They turned to the train doors as it rattled to a stop,
and the doors slid open. Holding Stella tightly in her arms, Aurora hopped down onto the
platform, with Theo behind her. She scanned the platform quickly, looking for Elise or any
other stray first years as students began to fill the darkening night.

“We might be better going to the gates,” Theo suggested, “that way you’ll definitely catch her
on her way out?”

Grudgingly, Aurora accepted he had a point, so they started down the platform. As they
passed one of the doors further along, Harry disembarked, and Aurora met his eyes for a
fleeting moment. He raised his eyebrows in gentle question, then inclined his head to Theo,
asking if she was alright. Withholding an eye-roll, Aurora nodded, and then grinned at Ginny,
who was just behind Harry and looking rather harried by Neville and Lovegood.

Elise was, to Aurora’s relief, waiting by the gate, and looking quite cheerful. She had a small
blonde girl with her, who was clutching a tiny grey kitten. “Aurora!” she called, and Aurora
tried not to cringe at the attention it drew. Beside her, Theo tensed slightly, moving closer to
her side as they joined the first years.

“Everything go alright on the train?” she asked, and Elise nodded.

“This is Clara,” she said, gesturing to the blonde girl. “She got lost on the train, but her
parents aren’t magical, either. I said we should wait here for you.” Aurora nodded
approvingly, and Elise eyed Theo with interest, gaze sharp. “Who’s this?”

“Theodore Nott,” Theo said. “A friend of Aurora’s. You must be the famous little cousin.”

Elise grinned, and tossed her hair. “Yup, I’m Elise! Aurora, do you know where we’re to go?”

“Professor Hagrid should be around somewhere,” she said, though she could neither hear nor
see any sign of him. “He’s half-giant, so usually rather difficult to miss.”

“Half-giant?” Clara echoed, eyes round. “How?”



“Best not to think about the dirty details of it,” Theo said with a grimace; Aurora elbowed
him lightly, and Stella hissed.

“They’re eleven,” she reminded him in a tight whisper, then raised her voice to say, “Come
on with us, then, we at least know our way about here.”

The two girls were giddy, bounding alongside Aurora and Theo. Despite the fact that they
had no idea where they were going, they seemed to have no reservations about skipping on in
front of their guides, then turning back with a look of confusion every so often as though
wondering why they had made this silly decision which they were sure to make again within
five seconds. It was, however, ever so slightly endearing, and Aurora and Theo shared
amused glances as Clara, in her haste to look over at the thestral-drawn carriages nearby,
tripped over a rock and almost brought Elise down with her.

“They’re like foals,” Theo said, “learning how to walk for the first time.”

“They’re excited.”

“We weren’t that clumsy were we?”

“Or as short.”

“Oh, no, you were definitely shorter.”

“Hey!”

Theo grinned, putting his hands in his pockets, and Aurora shook her head at him. It was nice
to see him smile, though. He had been vascillating between subdued and frenetic all day. At
last, she could hear someone faintly calling for the first years, but it was not Hagrid.
Frowning, she looked to Theo, who wore a similar picture of bemusement. “Is that Professor
Grubbly-Plank again?” he asked, squinting through the shadows to the reasonably
proportioned witch holding a lantern.

“I think it may be,” Aurora said, prompting Elise to look back with concern. She forced a
smile. “Nothing! Different professor than usual, that’s all — this way!”

Elise still clearly wanted to question the look on her face, as she questioned everything, but
mercifully opted not to. The girls hastened, towards Grubbly-Plank, and were almost swept
up in the crowd of first years.

“I’ll see you at the Sorting, alright?” Aurora asked Elise, before clarifying, “That’s when you
get put in your house before the feast.”

Elise brightened and nodded eagerly, offering a jaunty wave before dragging Clara into the
mob of chattering children. Theo chuckled to himself as Aurora sighed and turned back
round. “I think she’ll be alright.”

“She’s loud. And clumsy. And certain to get noticed.”

“Well, like you said, she’s got you looking out for her. What could there be to worry about?”



Aurora rolled her eyes, nudging him. “Everything, Nott, but thank you for that attempt at
comfort.”

“Anytime, Lady Black.”

He grinned as they headed for the carriages, while the steady train of students trickled away
into the torchlit path to the castle. There weren’t many left now, mainly prefects and those
who had young siblings to check in on, and that gave Aurora a perfect view of the thestrals,
one of whom let out a soft snort and turned to her, shaking its mane.

Theo was no longer beside her. Aurora turned sharply as she realised the absence, and saw
him standing by a lamppost, cheeks white and eyes wide. “What… What are those?”

Her stomach twisted. Of course, how could she have forgotten to warn him, to let him know?
“Oh, Theo.” She took a step towards him. “I’m so sorry, I forgot — these are the school
thestrals.”

He blinked, but took a few steps forward. “Thestrals? Have we studied those?”

“Not yet,” she said softly, sparing a glance over her shoulder. “I didn’t realise — not many
people our age can see them. They, well… They can only be seen by someone who’s
witnessed death.”

There were certainly softer, kinder ways to deliver that news, but none that Aurora could
fathom in the moment. Theo’s eyes glimmered with newly sprung tears, and she held out her
hands instinctively, to pull him to the carriages with her. “They’re very gentle,” she promised,
“and tame. They’re just rather, off-putting.”

“Yeah.” It was barely even a word, slipping from his lips half-formed. “I can see how they
might be.”

Aurora debated just going to the carriage, because she had no idea what to say now, when so
much had already been said and nothing now could make his pain any easier to bear. But she
squeezed his hand instead, turned to him and said, “We’ve been avoiding the subject, but, if
you’re not alright—”

“Of course I’m not alright.” His voice was short and breathless and broke on the last word.
“But these… Things… What’s the purpose of them?”

Aurora blinked. “I don’t know. They’re Death’s horses.”

Theo strained against her hold on his hand, grimacing. “It’s horrible.”

“It isn’t their fault.”

“Why — why one earth would someone put those in a school? Have they been drawing the
carriages all this time? Have — how long’ve you been able to see them?”

“I always have.” Her voice came out curt and detached.



He shook his head, wrenching his hand from hers and turning sharply, to the empty space
where the first years had left from. “Do we have to take the carriages?”

“Of course we do,” Aurora said, blinking in surprise. “There’s no other way.”

“But I can’t… Can’t be near those things.”

She struggled to understand this, but forced a nod. “Because, of what they represent? Are you
scared?”

“No. I don’t know. I just don’t… They feel strange.” He looked at the thestrals with an air of
disgust, and shuddered.

“They’ve always been there,” Aurora reminded him as gently as she could. “You just haven’t
been able to see them. It’s no different to any other time.”

“Yes, it is,” Theo said, staring at her. “Of course it is. Surely you understand that? Now that I
know, now I can see them and feel them?”

She grimaced, looking back at the horses with death twinkling in their eyes. “I know,” she
whispered, “I know it’s hard to confront, but unfortunately it’s something we have to do.
There’s no getting around it. I know that’s harsh — I’m sorry.”

Theo shook his head, but took another tentative step forward. “You said they’re tame, right?”

“Of course they’re tame. They pull carriages of children.”

“This is Hogwarts,” he reminded her, which was a fair point.

“I promise they’re alright.”

Theo didn’t look entirely convinced, but as she had said, there was no getting around the
necessity of them. She offered him her hand and a weak smile, as they went towards the
nearest empty carriage. Theo eyes the thestrals apprehensively, and so Aurora approached
one, going to stroke its mane. A tingle went down her spine as she did so, and she felt a cold
sort of shadow wrap around her, and as she closed her eyes she knew that Death was
watching this moment. She laid her cheek on the thestral’s neck, feeling it breath gently
beneath her, and heard a whisper, “It will come.”

The words were foreboding, but she refused to fear them now.

“See?” Aurora said, turning back to look at Theo, who was staring at her, a strange, lost look
on his face, lips parted by words unspoken. “They’re strange, and take some getting used to,
but they’re alright.”

Theo stood motionless for a moment, then swallowed tightly. His voice came out slightly
hoarse. “Right.”

Aurora gave a small smile, patting the thestral in goodbye. “I promise we’ll be fine,” she told
Theo as she returned to his side, and pulled herself up into the carriage. He stared up at her,



eyes shining. “Well?”

He shook his head, but took the hand she offered him, and joined her in the carriage, as it
began to rumble on towards the castle.

Theo was quiet throughout the journey, and when they sat down with their friends at the
Slytherin table. Daphne gave him a funny look which Aurora couldn’t quite understand, and
whispered something in his ear which she could not hear. At the top table, as Draco had said
she would, Dolores Umbridge sat watching the students file in, with a sickening, smug smile.
Even as Cassius and Graham came in and offered cheerful waves and clapped her merrily on
the shoulder, Aurora felt Umbridge’s gaze upon her with a great sense of unease.

“I’m Quidditch Captain, by the way,” Graham said as he passed, ruffling her hair, “in case
you were reserving your congratulations. Warrington’s in a mood about it though, so let’s you
and I save the celebrations for later.”

“Shove off, Montague,” was her only reply, though she did manage a subtle grin at them
both.

Soon, though, her attentions were taken over by the arrival of the new cohort of first years in
the hall, led by Professor Grubbly-Plank. Elise was somewhere near the middle of them, but
managed to escape the flow of the crowd to get into Aurora’s eyeline and grin at her, before
skipping on her. Ridiculous, cheerful child, Aurora thought with a stroke of fondness.

Yet, most of the children appeared nervous, some even trembling. It seemed impossible that
Aurora had ever been so young and so scared, but at the same time, she could still feel their
anxiety, the uncertainty over where she belonged, whether or not she would live up to
expectation and pass the impassable test of the self. The whole hall waited, with bated breath,
listening to the Sorting Hat’s long song — the longest yet — about the importance of unity
between the houses, as it told the story of how the founders had broken apart. Slytherin was
to blame; it was always Slytherin, of course, and therein lay the issue, the paradox by which
Aurora was constantly set against the perceived ideals of her house, and distanced both from
her peers and by the members of all the other three.

And no one in the hall even seemed to listen to the song. At least, none of them seemed
inspired to action; there were scathing looks thrown all about the place, and Aurora only kept
looking up because Elise was there.

Her little cousin was up soon; only two students passed between the first, Euan Abercrombie
(Gryffindor), and Elise Black. Muttering broke out around the hall; more than a few Slytherin
faces swivelled round to stare at Aurora, questioning and speculating, glancing between the
two as if to draw invisible threads between their features, searching for similarities. Aurora
kept watching, impassive, giving only a nod of encouragement as Elise stepped up to place
the old hat on her head.

She held her breath, listening, not even truly knowing what she wanted the verdict to be. It
was an unexpected relief when, less than twenty seconds later, the hat’s brim opened and
cried out, “Ravenclaw!” and Elise, beaming — for Aurora had told her each house’s



attributes already, and they had agreed Ravenclaw was a very respectable house to belong to
— skipped over to the table cheering on the other side of the hall.

“Black?” Lucille asked, leaning over the table as the Sorting moved on. "She’s not related to
you two, is she?”

“Distant cousin,” Aurora said smoothly before Draco could say anything else, “my
grandmother’s side of the family. She’s a very bright young thing.”

“A cousin.” Lucille looked over her shoulder and wrinkled her nose. “Hm.”

“I didn’t know you had any cousins left,” Daphne said, voice already hungry for gossip. “My
grandmother will be furious she missed out on knowing that.”

“Elise’s parents are rather private. They like to keep to themselves, and I respect that.
Socialising can get so complicated.” Especially now. Those unspoken words hung in the air,
and after a moment, Daphne nodded with understanding in her eyes, and sank back down.
Aurora clasped her hands tightly in her lap. The rest of the Sorting was a blur; at least Elise
would be safe in Ravenclaw. And she would take to it well, she thought; her little friend Clara
had made it there too, and that was an important foundation for any new student, especially
any Muggleborns. She looked cheerful, unafraid and undeterred by the Sorting Hat’s out-of-
character speech. When she caught Aurora’s eye across the hall, she waved, beaming, and
Aurora tried to combat the cold nausea inside of her as well waved back, arms stiff and
leaden.

Once the Sorting ceremony ended, Dumbledore gave his usual ridiculous speech before they
all tucked into dinner, a terrible affair in which Aurora had to field a slew of questions about
her mysterious cousin, and stop Draco from putting his foot in it about her blood status. It
didn’t matter, Aurora determined to herself. She was a member of the House of Black, that
should be good enough to shut anybody else. But it hadn’t worked for her.

“You lot are multiplying then?” Graeme’s voice asked as he appeared between Aurora and
Draco partway through pudding, seemingly bored with the chatter down his end of the table.
“God help us.”

“I’ll make sure she doesn’t join the Ravenclaw Quidditch team,” Aurora promised him with a
grin. “Any other trouble, well, that’s her prerogative. I’m sure she’s going to be very fun.”

Draco made a derisive sound and stabbed his spoon — rather impressively, Aurora had to
admit — into his sticky toffee pudding. Aurora rolled her eyes. “Ignore him.”

“If it works for you. Gotta go see Urquhart — James, year above you, he found me and
Cassius on the train to pester us about Keeper tryouts.”

“While we’re still mourning the loss of our beloved Captain Flint? How rude.”

Graeme grinned and skimmed his hand over the top of her head, to which she replied by
shoving him in the side. “I’m going to talk to Snape tomorrow about tryouts, but I’m thinking



Saturday afternoon, so keep it clear. Oh, and I’ll take this.” He reached over and grabbed a
spare plate, placing a slice of chocolate cake on it. “Cheers.”

As he left, Aurora shook her head and turned back to Draco. “James Urquhart — he’s alright,
isn’t he?”

He was a fairly bulky boy, with strong shoulders and jaw, and generally regarded as one of
the better looking boys in the year above them, though none of her friends would consider
him seriously. “Suppose,” Draco said moodily. When Aurora raised her eyebrows, he added,
“Guess you’d better get ready for tryouts then.”

“We had better, you mean.”

He shrugged. “Not like they’ll need me much, I’m only Seeker. Anyway, Montague didn’t
say you have a spot.”

“I have a spot,” Aurora told him, laughing. “They both basically told me already last year, no
matter who became captain, they’d keep me on.”

Draco made an annoyed sort of grunt, but couldn’t say anything more; in a flourish, the food
and plates cleared themselves away and Dumbledore stood at the front of the hall, beaming
out at all of them. Aurora turned, placing her hands together in her lap, watching expectantly.
At least he usually kept his speeches short; there was nothing she wanted more than to get
back to the dorm room she shared with Gwen and finally get to talk to her alone after so long
apart.

“If I could beg a few moments of your attention for the usual notices,” Dumbledore said, his
tone questioning and the response utterly silent, as if anyone would ever dare to interrupt
him. It was still impressive to Aurora how he managed to keep command of a room; even her
fellow Slytherins, who generally disliked Dumbledore, were silent. He said the usual things;
everyone was banned from the Forbidden Forest, which had to be said because clearly the
name was not obvious enough, Filch’s hundreds-long list of banned items had been updated
and would be available upon request (at the Hufflepuff table, their new Prefwct Ernie
MacMillan puffed his chest out importantly in such a way that made Aurora certain he would
be the first to ask Filch for the list), and there were two changes in staffing, with Dolores
Umbridge becoming ‘permanent’ Defense teacher, and Grubbly-Plank once again taking on a
substitute position while Professor Hagrid was on leave. Aurora did not know for certain, but
she was sure it was something with the Order. There had been something a while back about
talks with the giants, which she supposed Hagrid was perfectly placed to get involved in.

Then, just as Dumbledore was getting around to Quidditch tryouts, he was interrupted by a
light, high-pitched cough. Aurora turned, surprised, to see Professor Umbridge had stood and
brought her height up by almost an entire inch. Any surprise or insult did not show on
Dumbledore; he sat down politely, and watched her with a keen, interested air.

“Thank you, Headmaster,” said Professor Umbridge, in a sweet, honeyed voice, “for those
warm words of welcome.”



Aurora, along with near enough everybody else, could only stare at her. If she had been at all
welcome before, she had certainly blown it with the staff, almost all of whom now appeared
as if they had lemons in their mouths, appalled by this subversion of order. In some ways it
was rather amusing to Aurora, seeing McGonagall with her lips pursed and Snape with a face
like he’d just witnessed a flood of mimbulus mimbletonia sap. It was rather chaotic; no one
knew what to do with themselves as she started speaking, fully taking over Dumbledore’s
position at the front of the hall. At Gryffindor, Harry looked like he was considering murder,
Ron Weasley stared at the table as though contemplating a nap, and Hermione stared at
Umbridge just as Aurora did, calculating and considering.

“The Ministry of Magic has always considered the education of young witnesses to be of the
utmost importance,” she told them, something which Aurora had to stifle a laugh at. Of
course, they did now, now that they didn’t like the Headmaster and Fudge was gunning for
more control. But properly vetting teachers, allowing board members to dictate everything by
buying support, and ensuring no actual murders took place on school grounds, those were
clearly only secondary concerns. “The rare gifts with which you were born may well come to
nothing if not nurtured and honed by careful instruction. The ancient skills of the Wizarding
community must be passed down the generations else we shall lose them forever. The
treasure trove of magical knowledge amassed by our ancestors must be guarded, replenished,
and polished by those who have been called to the noble profession of teaching.”

There was a pause, and Aurora digested this; the emphasis on ancestry, and the responsibility
of education, made her uneasy. What she said had an appeal — of course education was
important, of course knowledge should be shared — but that point of ancestry stuck, when
one knew the opinions Umbridge was said to hold on the issue of blood status and magical
ancestry. Beneath her words, there was a claim made to authority, and it did not rest well with
her.

“Progress for progress sake,” she was saying now, “must be discouraged … A balance then,
between old and new, between tradition and change…” She went on like that for quite some
time, seemingly oblivious to the inattentive crowd before her. It was all preservation, with a
promise of keeping progress that rang rather hollow when half the legislation she had
introduced to the Ministry or Assembly repealed laws and brought politics back to the 1920s.
Besides, Dumbledore had long stood as a symbol for progress in education and law; there
was no way she was going to follow anything he advocated for. When Umbridge started
talking about ushering in a “new era of openness,” Aurora had to turn to stare at the table in
an attempt to disguise her disbelief. The Ministry, she claimed as she concluded, was “intent
on preserving what ought to be preserved, perfecting what needs to be perfected, and pruning
wherever we find practices that need to be prohibited.”

If Aurora had handed an essay in to Snape in Umbridge’s vague speech style, she was sure
she would have received a Dreadful mark, and a red-ink comment of utter drivel. From the
expression on the Potions professor’s face, that was indeed the mental marking he was given
to his new colleague.

Aurora didn’t dare say anything about it in the hall, but once Draco and Pansy had headed off
to shepherd the first years, and she had seen to it that Elise was happy with her house and



knew where the Owlery was located so she could let her parents know, she caught up with
Gwen, Robin, and Leah by the staircase in the entrance hall.

“That was an interesting speech from Umbridge,” Leah said, nudging Aurora, “don’t you
think?”

“As Dumbledore said: illuminating.” She glanced over her shoulder and in a lower voice,
with them all huddled near, she said, “The Ministry clearly wants to re-assert its authority
over Hogwarts. I mean, we worked that much out already, but I’m sure it’s only a matter of
time before Umbridge starts trying to implement changes around here, starting no doubt, with
the curriculum. All that stuff about innovation and preservation—”

“I think I zoned out by that time.”

“I thought as much, Oliphant — Umbridge is here to act on Fudge’s behalf.”

“Pruning practices that need to be prohibited,” Leah quoted, “that could mean anything she
wants it to.”

“Exactly,” Aurora agreed grimly.

“I didn’t like what she said about ancestry,” Gwen said with a scowl. “Magical knowledge —
she’s the one who hates werewolves and Muggleborns and all sorts, isn’t she?” Aurora
nodded. “Bugger it.”

“That’s an understatement. But I think we’d all better stay on her good side,” Aurora
cautioned as they traipsed down towards the dungeons. “There’s no telling what might
happen if we don’t. Not if Fudge gives her license to do whatever she wants.”

“And from what I hear,” Leah put in with an expression as grim as Aurora felt, “that’s exactly
what the Council’s going to do. The Ministry's taking back Hogwarts. And I don't think they
care how they do it."



Professor Umbridge

Their schedule for the next day was an abomination, Aurora realised as soon as Snape handed
it to her. Double Herbology to start off with wasn’t too bad, and maybe she thought she could
pick up some intel from the Ravenclaw prefects — Padma Patil and Anthony Goldstein — on
how Elise was doing, but it was followed by Double Potions, then Arithmancy, and finally
another double, this time of Defense Against the Dark Arts.

“Double Gryffindors,” groaned Sally-Anne Perks from across the table where she was sat
with Leah. “I’m far too tired for this.”

“Me too,” Leah agreed. “I’m sure they all hate Umbridge on sight, too; that’ll make for a
delightful environment in Defense.”

“At least it’ll make it interesting,” Gwen said with a shrug, “and there are less flobberworms
involved in that class, so Aurora won’t get one stuck in her hair again.”

“Thank you for reminding everybody of that particular incident, Gwendolyn.”

“Anytime." Gwen grinned, and continued, “Now, Divination is at least going to give me a
decent opportunity to nap after lunch, which you know is important to me. And as long as we
don’t have to use any manure in Herbology again, it could be a successful day.”

“Stop being an optimist,” Aurora told her with a sigh, taking a sip of her tea. “It’s far too
early.”

“You woke up two hours ago.”

“I actually woke up five hours ago because you were snoring.”

“Take that back!” Gwen hissed, blushing; Robin had conveniently just dropped into the seat
next to her, Theo on his other side.

“It’s true,” Aurora said, snickering.

“You’d better watch your back for flobberworms.”

Herbology, as usual, went fine. Aurora and Pansy were paired up with Padma Patil and Lisa
Turpin, the latter a rather serious girl whom Aurora always worked well with, and the work
for the first day back was not too strenuous, despite Professor Sprout trying to impress upon
them the significance of the workload in their O.W.L. year. Potions was a different story;
after a dramatic speech about how he was sure the majority of the class would fail their
Potions exam — he gave Aurora a rather nasty look at this part — Snape set them one of the
trickiest potion recipes they had ever attempted. It was fiddly, and involved a lot of complex
and precise preparation, which suited Aurora well, but resulted in Potter’s humiliation when
he realised he had entirely skipped a line of instructions and ruined the potion.



“That’s my day made,” Draco said with glee, after Snape made a spectacle out of vanishing
Potter’s potion in front of the whole class. His own Potion was an intense violet, and
Aurora’s had taken on an unwelcome tinge of pale pink; no one but Hermione Granger had
managed to properly fulfil the precise instructions, which Aurora was greatly irked by. Snape
gave her only a passing glance, and she was forced to take his silence as approval.

By the time they arrived outside the Defense Against the Dark Arts classroom that afternoon,
Aurora already had more homework than she could bear thinking about, since Professor
Vector had just given them all four hours’ worth of equations to work through before their
next class on Wednesday. At least there was something of a buzz around the class as they
gathered outside, everyone wondering what their new teacher’s style would be and, perhaps
more importantly, how long they would last in the post and how they would be forced out of
it.

“My bet’s on some sort of animal attack,” Theo told Aurora. “We’ve gotten close to it before,
but never quite reached it.”

“I think McGonagall and Snape will fulfil the Sorting Hat’s call for inter-house unity and
murder her together,” Aurora said, and he tilted his head, considering.

“That could be more entertaining. Robin?”

Robin shrugged. “I reckon Dumbledore’ll sack her the second he gets back in with Fudge.”

“I don’t really see that happening, unfortunately, but it’s nice to have dreams.”

Just then, the door opened, but Umbridge did not appear in the doorway. Hermione took a
tentative step forward, and then led the way in to the classroom, where Umbridge already sat
behind her desk, smiling round at them all. Aurora took her usual seat next to Theodore at the
front of the classroom, Gwen and Robin behind them and Draco and Pansy just across the
aisle. Their Professor watched with keen eyes, sizing them all up as the students filtered in.
She remained silent, just watching in that disconcerting manner, until everybody was seated,
and the door swung shut behind them.

“Well, good afternoon!” she said in her sweet, merry voice. She was met with lacklustre
mumbles of greeting in return, and frowned. “That won’t do, now, will it? When I speak, I
should like you to please reply, good afternoon, Professor Umbridge! One more time, please:
good afternoon, class!”

Aurora tried not to grimace as they all chanted back, in sing song voices, “Good afternoon,
Professor Umbridge!”

“There now, that wasn’t so difficult, was it? Wands away and quills out please.”

Aurora and Theo exchanged disappointed glances as they brought out their writing supplies
and textbooks; they usually worked very well together in practical Defense, and they were
challenging Duellists for one another, but theory-based Defense classes were almost always
wretched and dull. Up at the front, Umbridge had written on the blackboard, and was



speaking once more, still in that painful sugar-sweet tone. Aurora wondered how anyone ever
believed a word she said with such an insincere manner of speech.

“We will be following a carefully structured, theory-centred, Ministry-approved course of
defensive magic this year. Copy down the following, please.” On the blackboard, three
course aims now appeared. They were hardly revolutionary; Aurora copied them down,
annoyed that they were wasting time. And yet, once she finished she glanced over then again
and realised there was no real place for the implementation of practical defensive magic. The
final aim was stated as ‘placing the use of defensive magic in a context for practical use’ but
that did not imply they would actually be using the magic itself.

Once everybody had finished copying down, Umbridge instructed them — in the same
manner she had greeted them — to take out their textbooks and read chapter one, and then
left them to it. It was dull, but if reading and memorising it would benefit her exams, Aurora
was willing to try it; it wasn’t like she didn’t know how to do independent study and practice
out of class.

Determined though she was to keep up her concentration on the book, Aurora soon began to
note the restlessness of her classmates. Even Theodore wasn’t reading when she glanced over
at him, and that was when Aurora looked up, realised the whole of her class were near
enough staring at Hermione Granger, who had her textbook shut on the desk and her hand
waving in the air. In fact, soon the only person not looking at Hermione was Umbridge, who
appeared determined to ignore her. This was odd behaviour for Hermione, but as Umbridge
clearly did not want to engage, Aurora turned back to her reading, scratching down notes on
the few relevant points.

Several minutes later, Umbridge finally addressed Hermione, who asked, in what Aurora
recognised to be her voice of the most forced politeness, “There’s nothing written up there
about using defensive spells?”

Aurora had thought that would be without need of explanation, but it seemed some of her
peers had yet to even notice it.

“Using spells?” Umbridge repeated, with an incredulous little laugh. “Why, I can’t imagine
any situation arising in which you would need to use defensive spells, Miss Granger. Surely
you aren’t expecting to be attacked during class?”

“We’re not going to use magic?” Weasley cried.

Theodore raised his eyebrows at Aurora, to which she shook her head. It wasn’t worth getting
involved, not yet, but surely she thought, Umbridge would have to concede that there was a
practical component to their exam. “Students raise their hand when they wish to speak in my
class, Mr—?”

“Weasley—”

“Yes, Miss Granger?” Hermione had found her hand up again. Everyone was watching now,
eager, even Draco and Pansy. “You wanted to ask somethig else?”



“Surely the whole point of Defense Against the Dark Arts is to practice defensive spells?”

“Are you a Ministry-trained education expert, Miss Granger?”

“No, but—”

“Well, then, I’m afraid you are not qualified to discuss the ‘whole point’ of my class.” As if
Umbridge’s training had been any more rigorous than a last minute, rushed session to pretend
she had any qualifications other than being Fudge’s favourite. Though that probably did still
make her more qualified than Gilderoy Lockhart. “Wizards much older and cleverer than you
have devised our new program of study. You will be learning about defensive spells in a
secure, risk-free way—”

“What use is that?” Potter blurted out loudly, and Aurora cringed. This was the last thing they
needed, for him to start running his mouth. “If we’re going to be attacked, it won’t be in a
classroom—”

“Hand, Mr. Potter!”

He thrust his hand in the air, as did about half of Gryffindor house. The Slytherins were
keeping quiet, exchanging derisive glances. Gwen watched them all with keen eyes, her lip
trembling with excitement. “And your name?” Umbridge asked Dean Thomas.

“Dean Thomas — It’s like Harry said, isn’t it? If we’re going to be attacked, it won’t be risk-
free.”

This was a ridiculous line of argument to hold with Umbridge, Aurora felt. Not because it
was wrong, but because she would never admit it was right. “Do you expect to be attacked
during my class?”

“No, but—”

“I do not wish to criticise the way things have been run in this school,” Umbridge lied with a
snide look at Potter, “but but you have been exposed to some very irresponsible wizards in
this class, very irresponsible indeed, not to mention extremely dangerous half breeds.”

Blood boiling, Aurora clasped the edge of her desk to keep herself from snapping.

“If you mean Professor Lupin,” snapped Dean Thomas, “he was the best we ever—”

“Hand, Mr Thomas! As I was saying, you have been exposed to spells that have been
complex, inappropriate to your age and potentially lethal. You have been frightened into
believing you are likely to meet Dark attacks every other day—”

“No we haven’t, we just—”

“Your hand is not up, Miss Granger! It is my understanding that my predecessor performed
illegal curses in front of you, something which the Ministry had its reserves about being on
the curriculum even for seventh year students.”



“We learned loads with Moody, though!”

“Your hand is not up, Mr Thomas!” Aurora had to commend her for her commitment to the
bit; she still sounded like she was singing. “Now, it is the view of the Ministry that a
theoretical basis will be more than sufficient to get you through your examinations, which,
after all, is what school is all about. And your name is?”

Patil had just raised her hand, a cool expression on her face. “Parvati Patil, Professor, and
isn’t there a practical element to our exam? Aren’t we supposed to show that we can actually
do the counter-curses and things?”

Finally, Aurora thought. She watched as Umbridge tried to wriggle out of it, stating, “As long
as you have studied the theory beforehand, there is no reason why you should not be able to
perform the spells under fully controlled examination conditions.”

Even Aurora’s friends were incredulous at that. “Without ever performing them beforehand?”
Parvati asked, eyes wide. “Are you telling us that the first time we’ll get to use spells is in our
exam?”

“I repeat, as long as you have studied the theory hard enough—”

“And what goods theory going to be in the real world?” Aurora sighed. At least Potter put his
hand up this time.

“This is school, Mr. Potter, not the real world.”

“So we’re not supposed to be prepared for what’s out there?”

“There is nothing out there, Mr. Potter.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Who do you imagine wants to attack children like yourselves?” Umbridge asked.

Aurora knew what Potter was going to say before he even opened his mouth.

“I dunno, maybe Lord Voldemort?”

The name sent shudders sthrough the classroom. Aurora braced herself, trying not to snap
and scold him, or Umbridge, or do anything to cause more upset. This was a train wreck.

“Ten points from Gryffindor, Mr. Potter.”

Umbridge’s voice had lost some of its saccharine quality now. Her beady eyes gaze narrowed
in on Harry, face paled from fury.

“Let me make a few things quite plain. You have been told that a certain Dark wizard has
returned from the dead—”

“He wasn’t dead!”



“This is a lie.”

“It’s not a lie!” Potter yelled. “I saw him, I fought him!”

“Detention!” Umbridge said sharply. “Tomorrow. Five o’clock. My office. I repeat, this is a
lie. The Ministry of Magic guarantees that you are not in any danger from any Dark wizards.
If you are still worried, by all means, come to discuss your concerns with me outside of class
time. If someone is alarming you with fibs about reborn Dark wizards, I would like to hear
about it.” Of course she would, Aurora thought, annoyed. Mainly to silence them. “I am here
to help. I am your friend.” She wondered to what extent she really expected them to believe
it, or how she could believe it herself. “And now, you will kindly continue your reading.”

But they did not. Potter stood up. Aurora shook her head at him, willing him to see that this
was fruitless, but he looked her in the eye with a fiery determination, and said loudly, “So
you think Igor Karkaroff just dropped dead of his own accord, then?”

Aurora’s stomach lurched.

“Professor Karkaroff’s death was a tragedy, which the Ministry is still investigating.”

“Well, I haven’t been consulted about it.”

“We are certain there was nothing nefarious—”

“I was there!”

“You found him in the grounds, Mr. Potter, that does not mean you know what happened, or
why.”

“I didn’t just find him, I was with him, and it was murder! Voldemort killed him and you
know it!”

The room was filled with a screeching silence. Aurora’s head clouded as she stared at Potter,
partly impressed by his guts and partly horrified by his indelicacy. For a moment, Umbridge
looked like she was going to scream. Then, her face cleared and she said, back with her
girlish voice, “Come here, Mr. Potter, dear.”

Aurora could hardly breathe. It made her ill, watching as he marched to the front of the class,
defiant. Umbridge scribbled something on a piece of pink parchment, and said, “Take this to
Professor McGonagall, dear.”

He snatched it from her hand, wordless, and stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

For a long moment, the class was silent. Then, Professor Umbridge shook herself slightly and
said, “Right. Now we have dealt with that nasty conversation, if you could all please return to
your textbooks. You will have a twenty-inch essay on this chapter due as homework; any
more disruptions like that, and it will be double. Thank you.”

Hermione Granger looked like she was biting her tongue from saying anything, but Potter
had already dropped the biggest bombshell possible. Aurora kept her head down anyway, and



at the end of class, Umbridge addressed them all again.

“It worries me to know,” she began, “how many of you have been impacted already by the
lies of your classmates, and teachers. But I am here to assure you, you will come to no harm
here. School is a place of learning, where you should be safe and nurtured, not thrust into
adult politics and fearmongering.” Perhaps, Aurora thought, that was true in an ideal world;
but the reality was Hogwarts had never really been safe, and they were old enough now that
they could call that out. “I do hope that we all can be good friends this year, which is so vital
to all of your futures. I am sure once everybody has settled back into the swing of things, we
will get along just fine. Now, remember your homework, and I shall see you all next class. In
the meantime, if anybody has any private concerns regarding what we discussed, do feel free
to speak to me any time. Thank you!”

She timed it impeccably. The bell rang just then, and while most of the class rushed putting
everything in their bags and running out the door, Aurora took her time, keeping an eye on
the front of the room. “I’d like to speak to Professor Umbridge,” she whispered to Theo, who
was stood awkwardly beside her. “You just go on.”

“Will you be alright?”

“We’ve already established nobody’s going to be attacked in the classroom, I’m sure I’ll be
absolutely fine. Save me a spot in the common room, will you?”

“Sure,” Theo said, though Gwen gave her a worried look.

“What happened to keeping your head down?”

“I didn’t say that, I said keeping on her good side. And to do that, I think we need to have a
talk. I’ll be fine,” she repeated, for all three were giving her skeptical looks. “I’m a big girl I
can look after myself. Go, or some first year’ll nab our spots on the sofas!”

Begrudgingly, her friends went, and as the last few people trickled out of the classroom,
Aurora made her way over to Umbridge, fiddling with the strap of her bag and trying not to
let her trepidation show. Her professor turned her wide gaze upon her, eager and intrigued.

“Aurora Black, is it?”

“Yes, Professor Umbridge.” She held out her hand with a warm smile. “I wondered if we
might have a chat, particularly after what just happened in class. Of course, if you have
somewhere to be right now, I’m happy to arrange an appointment for some other time, but I
felt I ought to… Well, I know that in the political sphere we have not always agreed, but I
want to give you my assurances that I do not let my personal beliefs affect my relationships,
nor will I bring them into the classroom; I rarely discuss politics with my school friends
anyway. I certainly do not approve of Potter’s outburst today.”

Umbridge’s gaze was suspicious, and no wonder. Aurora had been more and more aligned
with Potter, while not openly making any statements about the Dark Lord’s return, but she
had, after all, voted to keep Dumbledore Chief of the Wizengamot, and despite not declaring
a side, would certainly be considered more progressive than Umbridge would like.



“I’m sure I can find time to speak with you now, Miss Black. If you would come with me to
my office?”

“Of course,” Aurora replied sweetly, with a light nod. “Lead the way, Professor.”

Professor Umbridge’s office was greatly different from Remus or Moody’s. She had
remodelled it rather quickly; the walls were now a sweet, light pink, and the carpet a deeper
rose shade. Dotted around the walls were various plates and saucers with images of cats on
them, and as Aurora closed the door behind them, a bell above it tinkled gently.

It was rather gaudy for Aurora’s tastes, but she forced a pleasant smile as she said, “I love
what you’ve done with the place.”

Umbridge’s smile was razor-sharp. “Do sit down, dear.”

Aurora did so, sweeping her robes as she did so. “Thank you, Professor.”

“What can I do for you, Miss Black?”

“Well, as I said, I want to clarify my respect for you and your position as my professor. I
know that there are some political strains between the Minister and the Headmaster at the
moment and I do not intend to get involved in that.”

“You do not support Professor Dumbledore?”

“I do not oppose him, necessarily,” she said carefully, weighing the line of pandering and
realism. “I think he has been a decent Headmaster, but he is also the only Headmaster any of
us have known; none of us can fairly say that change in leadership would not be for the best.
I’m open to being convinced. I’m not quite so… Stubborn, as some of my peers.”

“Indeed.” Umbridge smiled, eyes glimmering. “I wonder, Miss Black, how is your
relationship with Mr Potter?”

“Fairly neutral. He is my father’s godson, so I have to show amicability, and I don’t like
discord in my life anyway. But I wouldn’t exactly call us friends — he is still a Gryffindor,
and myself a Slytherin.” This was dangerous territory, though. Not only did she feel guilty
lying, but she knew Umbridge was waiting for her to slip up, so she could catch her out.
“And I think we have rather different outlooks, on life, to say the least.”

Umbridge nodded slowly. “I see. And would you say he is… Prone to violence?”

“Violence?” She forced a little laugh. “No, I wouldn’t say so. He’s annoying, to me, but
generally rather peaceable.”

She couldn’t tell if it was the wrong thing to say or not, but she did not want to give
Umbridge another reason to target Potter just because she was trying to get on her good side.
“And this summer? These stories he has been telling about Professor Igor Karkaroff, has he
been sharing them with you?”



“Potter shares very little with me. That’s the way we like it.” Besides, she didn’t need stories.
She had seen the man dying, she had seen the look on Potter’s face.

Umbridge stayed silent a moment more, looking at Aurora as though trying to figure out a
complex puzzle. Then, she nodded, her smile returning. “Very well, Miss Black. I am glad
you came to speak with me; it is so important that we can all work together, after all. That is
what will help you with your studies.”

“Precisely my thinking, too. Applicable to all aspects of life.”

Umbridge’s smile widened. “And in the mean time, dear… Well, you seem sensible.” It was a
lie; Aurora was sure Umbridge didn’t believe that. She was testing her. They were testing
each other. “Would you keep an eye on Mr Potter? I’d hate to have a repeat of today.”

“I shall try,” Aurora said, “though Potter and I rarely listen to one another. But of course, it is
conducive to everybody’s education that we have a peaceful, amicable working
environment.”

As if Umbridge could ever foster that sort of environment after today. But Aurora smiled,
feeling that though Umbridge did not trust her, she did not think of her as an immediate
threat, and that could only be a good thing. This way, Aurora might have a better chance of
working out her agenda, and by extension, that of the Ministry. And pass her O.W.L.s; she
could not be entirely altruistic about the situation.

“Right you are, dear. Now, run along, I must prepare for Mr. Potter’s detention.”

“Of course, Professor.” Aurora stood, still ill at ease with the situation, and inclined her head.
“Thank you for seeing me.”

She could not return to the common room quickly enough. She had to reassure herself that
offering peace to Umbridge did not mean compromising her own agenda. It was sensible, it
was necessary, and had Harry not had that argument, it both would not have felt as
underhanded nor would it have been as necessary. But hopefully little would come of it. She
would not actually spy on Potter, partly because he would realise immediately, though she did
think it sensible to have a talk with him about that outburst. Not now though, while he was
obviously still furious; Aurora opened the Marauder’s Map on her way to the dungeons and
saw he was already in the Great Hall, alone and probably stewing in his own frustrations.

“How’d it go with the pink panther?” Gwen asked as Aurora sat down with her and the boys.

“Panther?”

“It’s — never mind.”

“All is fine. She knows I’m not going to start trouble in class and I know she’s a conniving
bitch.” Robin snorted. “Beautiful sound effect, Oliphant, thank you. Anyway, she wanted to
know about Potter more than she wanted to know about me. I didn’t tell her anything, just
slipped around the issue mainly, but it confirmed what I thought. Fudge wants her to keep an
eye on him as well as Dumbledore, put a lid on the rumours about the Dark Lord.”



At this, Robin and Gwen exchanged severe looks. Tentatively, Robin asked, “Do you…
Think it’s all true? About You-Know-Who?”

Aurora gave him a blank look. “Obviously. You know that. We discussed this last term.”

“I know, but — well, the Ministry’s investigation hasn’t turned anything up.”

“Because they’re ignoring the evidence. They don’t want to see the truth, and so, they won’t.
I saw Potter that night, so did Theodore, and Crouch possessed his father who attacked me.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s You-Know-Who.”

“Potter wouldn’t lie. Gwen, you believe me, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Gwen said quickly. “Well, yes, you. I don’t know about Potter so much, but I’m not
ruling it out, not if it’s going to be dangerous to me. And I don’t think you’d say something
was so if you didn’t believe it.”

“My mum doesn’t think it’s true.”

“Of course not. Your mum doesn’t want to believe it’s true, and the Ministry is admittedly
doing a pretty good job of covering things up. We have to prepare for the eventuality of the
Dark Lord coming out of the woodwork, which the Ministry is refusing to do.”

Robin shifted uncomfortably, and glanced to Theodore, who merely raised a brow. “I’m not
sure you want to hear what I have to say on this, Robin.”

In turn, Gwen turned away to stare at the floor, shoulders tensing. “I believe what Potter says
happened to him and Karkaroff,” Aurora told Robin firmly. “I’ve heard his nightmares about
it and I don’t think you can fake that sort of thing.”

Robin chewed his lip, opened his mouth to say something, then stopped, looking over
Aurora’s shoulder. A moment later, as she twisted round, Draco and Pansy were upon her,
each leaning over one shoulder, movements as easy as they had ever been.

“Fun class, wasn’t it?” Pansy asked with a spark of humour in her eye.

“Potter’s cracked already,” Draco said gleefully. “Aurora, Theodore, we’re all sat over there.
Come on and join us before the first years try and move on — they’re an infestation this year,
I swear.” He made to leave, then stopped himself, casting an eye over their friends. "Tearston.
Oliphant. Good day."

Then he left and Pansy followed in his wake. Aurora sighed. "I'd better put my bag back in
my dorm first," she said, standing up. "I suppose I'll relax before dinner and get into
homework later, if any of you want to join me in the library?"

"Happily, if you don't mind dungbombs."

"No, Oliphant."



"I can't stand to look at homework already," Gwen said.

"Theo?"

He shrugged. "I suppose a head start wouldn't hurt."

"It's the first day!"

"Exactly why we need to go to the library, it'll get far too loud in here with all these children
jabbering."

Gwen rolled her eyes. "You are still fifteen, you know."

"It is the natural way of fifteen year olds to despise everything eleven year olds do," Aurora
said with a sniff. "Though I do need to check in on Elise — I'll do it at tea, don't let me
forget." She glanced over to where the rest of her friends were sat, Millie and Lucille and
Daphne crowded round a magazine, Vincent and Greg flicking gobstones across the floor.
"With any luck, she'll have had the sense to keep out of Umbridge's bad books, too."

-*

"I love Transfiguration!" Elise told Aurora when she met her after dinner, beaming. "We
already got to try it, and I wasn't great, but my goblet was almost drinkable!"

"Oh, good."

"And Potions seems really cool, but Professor Snape seems a bit strict. Is he always like that
or is it just a show for the first years, 'cause the class is dangerous?"

Aurora chuckled, walking with her cousin in the direction of the Ravenclaw Tower — she
was too worried Elise would get lost on her own, and it was vaguely on the way to the library.
"He's always like that, but try not to let it get to you. He didn't single you out or anything, did
he?"

"Well, he did make a bit of a comment but it was more about you. Basically he wondered if
I'd live up to your penchant for trouble — what did you do?"

"Breathe," Aurora replied wearily, and Elise frowned. "He went to school with my dad —
and Harry's dad, too — and didn't like them that much. He hold a grudge, for whatever
reason." She didn't want to get into the whole possible-death-by-werewolf ordeal right now.
That might scare Elise off. "Anyway, don't listen to him. You just do you, and do great as I
know you can, and you'll be fine. You've got good seat partners?"

"I'm with Clara in every class," she said, which made sense. "But we were paired up with
these two Slytherin girls — Thea Snowdon and Margaret Montague — in Herbology and
they both seemed nice."

"Oh, I think I might know Margaret's brother," Aurora said surprised. "Did she mention him
— Graeme, seventh year? Slytherin?"



"The Quidditch Captain, she said!" Aurora nodded, grinning. "What is Quidditch? We didn't
want to ask in case it was a stupid question."

"It's a sport," Aurora told her with a small laugh. "Seven players fly around on a team, and
the aim is to get the most points. Three players try to score goals through hoops, one tries to
catch a snitch which is worth the most points. I'm on the Slytherin team, remember?"

"Oh, yeah — so, we get to fly?"

"You'll get lessons soon enough, though once Madam Hooch has taught you the basics I can
take you out for practice some time."

"Could we do it now?"

"Not now — I'm sure I'd get in trouble, and I've no teaching experience. Plus, I have to meet
my friend in the library to do homework. But sometime, yes. Harry's on the Gryffindor team,
too, and our match is always the first of the year, so you'll get to come down and watch it."

"Who do I cheer for, if you're both in it?"

"Is that even a question?" Aurora asked, feigning offense as Elise gave a teasing laugh.
"You're a Black, Elise; you'll support Slytherin."

"What about when you play Ravenclaw?"

"I will avert my eyes," Aurora said with a dry smile. "But in all seriousness if you ever
support Gryffindor in any of their endeavours, I will not speak to you for at least a week. I
take Quidditch very seriously."

"Got it," Elise said with a grin, "my dad's the same with Tottenham and Chelsea. I think I'd be
disowned if I cheered for Chelsea."

Aurora laughed, and was pleased that she at least vaguely got the reference, as she knew
where Chelsea was located. "I'll pretend to be a Tottenham fan around him then. You haven't
had Defense yet, have you?"

Elise shook her head. "No, but one of the seventh years said Umbridge is a bit... Funny."

"That's one way to put it. Just be wary with her, alright? She's very political and so am I, and
even though I don't bring it into the classroom, I don't know what she thinks of yet. Oh, and it
might help if you avoid mentioning any connection to Harry. They had a bit of an argument
in class today, I'm sure you'll hear all about it soon enough — nothing like that stays secret in
Hogwarts for very long."

"An argument? With a teacher?"

"With a teacher," Aurora nodded seriously. "It's not as uncommon as you nigh think, I once
screamed in Snape's face — though that was exceptional circumstances. Anyway—"

"That's why he doesn't like you?"



"He's always hated me."

"Do you get into trouble a lot?"

"I am surrounded by trouble, I never get myself into it. Most of the time. Anyway, this is
you." She stopped outside the tower door with the grand eagle doorknocker, and Elise
beamed.

"Good, it's so confusing getting anywhere here. D'you want to come in?"

"I'm not allowed. Houses don't mix."

"Oh, but we don't have a password or anything you just have to say a riddle. Apparently
people's friends come in all the time to borrow books and things. The prefects said sharing
knowledge is the point of Ravenclaw Tower, and anyone who wants to do that is allowed."

"Even so, I've got to go see Theo, and then I've a meeting with Dumbledore." He had sent her
a short note during dinner with nothing other than a time - half past eight - and the words
sugar mice, which was presumably his new password. "Some other time, yeah?"

"Alright," Elise said, hoisting her bag on her shoulder. "I'll see you tomorrow? I'm super
excited for my History of Magic class!"

Oh, dear.

"I'm sure you'll love it."

"Me too! Have fun in the library!"

As the eagle on the door began to ask Elise a riddle, Aurora made her way back the way she
had come, up the stairs onto the next floor and along to the library, just in time to catch
Theodore entering its double doors, which was unexpected considering he had left dinner
long before she had.

"Nott!" she called out, and he turned. Aurora sped up, making an effort to smile as she
noticed the slight redness around his eyes, like he had been crying. "Hey." She almost put a
hand on his arm, then stopped herself; what if he wanted to pretend he didn't look like he'd
been crying, or what if he didn't want her to try and comfort him? "You okay?"

He nodded determinedly but didn't meet her eyes. "Fine. Well. Fine enough. I thought we
could start with that monstrosity for Umbridge?"

After a moment's contemplation, Aurora decided not to push it. She was no good with
emotions, and it wasn't her place to try and make him talk, if that was all he wanted to say.
"Whatever you want," she said lightly as they entered the library, hoping he understood. "I've
got to head around half eight though, unfortunately. Meeting."

"Quidditch?"



"No, no, it's a — a potential Arithmancy study club." She scrambled for something he had no
interest in.

"Oh, dear."

"Yes, today's class was wretched, so Granger and I and a couple of Ravenclaws are looking
into extra revision, as a precaution."

She didn't like to lie to him, but until she knew what Dumbledore wanted she could not come
up with any better excuse or good reason why she might meet with him. And Theodore didn't
push her, like she didn't push him, though she could see the lingering curiosity in his eyes.

At twenty-five past eight, with an outline and first few paragraphs of her summary written for
Umbridge, Aurora packed up her things and made her way to Dumbledore's office. Being
back there caused a shiver to go down her spine; her memory flooded back with a stinging
pain in her cheek and a choking feeling tightening around her neck.

"Good evening, Professor," she greeted, voice faraway as she stared around.

"Good evening to you, too, Miss Black. Please, sit down. Lemon drop?"

She eyed them warily as she sat down. "You were trying to get rid of them last term."

"They're fresh, I promise." His eyes twinkled and she begrudgingly accepted. Pleased,
Dumbledore clasped his hands together and smiled at her. "How has your first day been?"

"Not too bad," she said placidly. "Quite a heavy day, scheduling wise, but it's always good to
be back at Hogwarts."

"I understand you had class with Professor Umbridge this afternoon. How was that, if you
don't mind my asking?"

"Illuminating," she replied, mimicking his words last night. "We did little other than read
through our textbook, though the Gryffindors made things a bit more exciting."

"Yes, I heard Harry has been dealt a detention already."

She nodded, understanding his curious look to be an indication to explain. "Hermione
Granger questioned Professor Umbridge's course aims, to begin with. There was a
conspicuous lack of practical spellwork mentioned and when Umbridge said she did not
intend for us to use practical defensive magic until the exam, things went downhill and long
story short, Harry wound up yelling at her that You-Know-Who had returned and calling the
Ministry liars. Which is true, and Umbridge knew it was true, but of course she did not want
everybody else to know it was true. She wasn't impressed."

"And you?"

"Me? No, I wasn't impressed, though I understand why he was angry. It was all very
indelicately done, and not the way to handle her."



"And how did you handle her?" he asked and Aurora got the distinct impression that he
already knew, somehow.

Well, there was little point lying, and getting ahead of suspicion would only be a good thing,
with him just as it was with Umbridge. "I spoke to Professor Umbridge after class," she
admitted. Of course, Dumbledore did not look surprised. "I wanted to ensure we had an
amicable relationship, at least from her perspective. Both for my education and because, I
don't think that further alienating her or the Ministry is a useful thing to do. She tried to get
me to denounce Potter, which I didn't, but I think that at least having an idea of what she
wants may help us all."

"And what do you think she wants?"

"Control. She wants to achieve this through affection first I think, she kept reiterating the
necessity of us all being friends and getting along, though I doubt that'll last long once she
realises where most students' loyalties lie. But she also was quite forceful with Potter,
towards the end, once he got under her skin. She wants him to say he was lying and confirm
the Ministry's narrative so they have control of the situation — in their own mind, of course.
And she wants everybody else to believe it, too. And of course she wants to undermine you,
but that was obvious."

"As I thought," Dumbledore said, with a sigh. "Never mind."

She stared at him. She should have been surprised by his relaxed attitude, and yet she also
knew it was an act. He just didn't want to share his thoughts with her. Not yet, anyway. "She
won't stop, you know. I've been hearing rumours already that Fudge might try giving her even
more powers."

"I have no doubt that he will. None of this surprises me now, but I am glad you see the
pragmatic approach towards Professor Umbridge." That surprised her. He did not usually
make such validating comments to her on these sorts of matters. "I would not recommend
starting a fight with her."

"I'm not Harry Potter," Aurora said. But that of course, was what he meant to imply. And
why? Why sow division between them, now?

Dumbledore merely inclined his head. "Quite. Now, the main reason I asked you to come
here, Aurora. When we spoke about the conditions of your support for our little group, you
requested information, and teaching. Well, I have come to make you an offer, based on my
scheduling and yours. Beginning next week, might we meet every Monday evening at eight
o'clock? I can talk you through Alchemy, Occlumency, the topics you raised already. And we
can start working on this curse you believe to have upon yourself. If you would still like that,
of course."

"I — yes." She hasn't expected that to be so easy. "Mondays at eight is perfect." She would
just have to convince Graeme not to hold training on those nights. "Thank you, Professor. I
think Alchemy is one of the main areas of curiosity for me, but, it's becoming more and more
apparent to me that a better understanding of the magical aspects of life and death may also
be of benefit, if I am to study this curse."



Dumbledore paled ever so slightly at those words, his lips turning down and his eyes
dimming. Only for a moment, but Aurora perceived it, and hid a frown. "Life and death are
tricky matters to discuss," he said slowly. "They require delicacy. And... It is complicated.
Studying that sort of thing can be the beginning of a slippery slope. If I may, why would you
want to study this?"

"Because I believe my ancestor made some sort of a pact with Death which still affects me,
and my family, and that the curse put upon me by Bellatrix Lestrange has interacted with it."

That seemed to throw Dumbledore even more. The smile he drew across his face was shaky
at best. "I see."

"It may sound far-fetched, but I have it on good authority—"

"I am sure you do, Aurora. The questions around life and death are complex and unless you
have something very specific in mind it may be difficult to study with me. However, I am
sure we will find something eventually. In the meantime, we can start Alchemy next week.
And that of course, has its own ties to life and death."

She agreed, if only because she didn't really know what it was she needed to learn yet, either.
But it was a start, and putting all her cards on the table was the right thing to do. "If that's all,
I shall see you next Monday then, Professor," Aurora said as she stood. "Forgive me, I've had
a long day and still have a lot of homework."

"Noting to forgive," Dumbledore assured her with his usual smile. The door swung open,
revealing the darkness. Beyond she could easily envision the limp body of Barty Crouch Sr.,
lying on the stones. "Goodnight, Miss Black. I look forward to our meeting again."



Secrets’ Sessions

Saturday morning was too bright and too crisp, and Aurora had been awake for far too long
by the time half past nine rolled round and she decided it would be proper to head down to
the Quidditch pitch. Her insides were a jumble of nerves, which was unexpected. She had
nothing to be nervous about, knowing her position was secure, but still, there was something
in the anticipation of change and the excitement of enacting it, and still not being certain of
what this new team they were forming would end up like.

Cassius and Graham were already down on the pitch setting up when she arrived, and was
greeted unceremoniously with a bundle of old uniforms and Beaters’ bats.

“This is a bit excessive,” she said to Graham, struggling to hold everything in her arms. “Do
you mind telling me what this is for? Or saying hello — if it isn’t below my captain’s
station.”

“Morning, Aurora,” Cassius said with an indulgent smile. “Our beloved captain has decided
that a full clear out of the Slytherin changing rooms is in order.” Taking a breath, Aurora
could understand why.

“How long have these uniforms been there?”

“Longer than I’ve been on the team, I reckon.”

“Brilliant. Why are we doing this now?”

“Because, we have to get the whole ship in order before we invite passengers aboard.”

“And you’re collecting materials to make a lifeboat? I don’t think these uniforms are
watertight.”

“Just dump them over by the store cupboard. Wait!” He grabbed the bats from the top and
knocked them together. “Nah, they’re no good. Chuck them out. Pile by the Referee’s Box.”

“Grand, thanks, that’s perfect, I absolutely have full use of my hands in order to do that.”

“I’ll do it,” Cassius laughed, shaking his head. “Graeme’s stress-cleaning.”

“I’m not stressed!”

“You look a bit stressed.”

“D’you want to be on this team or not?”

Aurora tried to keep a straight face as she said, “Yes, Captain.”

Graeme looked her dead in the eye. “Thin ice, Black. Very thin ice.”



“I’ll take my chances. Oh, look — we’ve got some early birds on the hill.”

Graeme straightened so quickly it was comical, whipping around to look where Aurora was
pointing, as a couple of small students in green robes hurried over the grass, clutching
brooms. “Brilliant. Good showing already. Alright. Perfect.” He rolled back his shoulders,
bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Remember, we’ve got to intimidate them. See how tough
they are.”

“Are we going to throw uniforms at them?”

“Just put them away, Black!”

Snickering, Aurora hurried over to the store cupboard at the bottom of the stands, watching
the students coming over the hill. Shortly behind them was Draco, at last, blond hair glinting
in the sunlight, and with him, a stout figure in lurid pink.

Aurora glanced over her shoulder to see if Cassius had noticed yet, but he seemed
preoccupied with a box of old photo frames. He was going to hate it if Umbridge stuck
around; Graham, on the other hand, was going to have a field day. She folded the uniforms
away in the half-full box that was already outside, before returning to the boys, who stood
with Draco and Umbridge. When her cousin saw her coming, he waved and called out,
“Thought I’d bring a bit of official support for the team today! Did you know Professor
Umbridge was a Slytherin?”

“I had a feeling,” Aurora said cheerfully, nodding to Umbridge. “Thank you for coming out,
Professor. I’m sure it’ll really help to have a bit of backup, especially since we’re all so out of
practice with this sort of thing.”

“You’re absolutely right, Black,” Graham said, while Cassius made gagging motions behind
their backs. “I do wish Professor Snape would show his face to Quidditch more often, but it’s
wonderful to have you, too. Perhaps you could sit up in the stands and give a spectator’s
opinion — once we get going of course, I’d also really appreciate your input on the
characters of our potential new recruits.”

Judging by the look on Cassius’s face, a character recommendation from Umbridge was not
something he would consider credible. “Of course, Mr. Montague.” She gave a little giggle
which grated on Aurora’s ears. “I’m always happy to lend a helping hand wherever I can.”

“Thank you, Professor,” Graeme said smugly. “If you’ll excuse us, we’ve got a bit of a crowd
now.”

He turned to greet the group of a dozen or so students forming at the edge of the pitch.
Aurora followed with Cassius, while Draco hung back and chatted to Umbridge. Among the
recruits were a few familiar faces. Vincent and Greg had been convinced to come out and try
out for Beater, which had been Draco’s idea. They definitely had the power, Aurora thought,
but she wasn’t sure how good they would be at keeping up with the game and strategising
their hits. Felix Vaisey was there too, clutching his broom with a firm set to his eyes; beside
him, Urquhart looked assured and relaxed, almost verging on cocky. There were a couple of
second years, too, and a first year who Graeme had to tell to leave — he didn’t even have a



broom, and was so small Aurora thought he could fit through a Quidditch hoop easier than a
Quaffle.

“Right,” Graeme said, once they had a sizeable number and Umbridge had left to watch from
the sidelines, freeing Draco up to join Aurora. “Good turnout this year, but I’ll warn you.
We’ve only three spots open. Two Beaters, one Keeper. There’s not going to be any changes
to that so if you’re thinking of chancing your luck or showing off for something else, you
may as well leave, or take your lot and put up with it. Got that?”

Nobody moved. Aurora sighed and stepped forward to whisper in Graeme’s ear. “I thought
you said you were considering a reserve team.”

“Don’t want them knowing that,” he muttered in response. “It encourages complacency, or
they’ll get off track. Don’t contradict me, Black.”

She stepped away, keeping up a smile despite his dismissive tone.

“We’ll run a couple laps of the pitch and then do a flight to get everyone warmed up. If
you’re too slow on the flight, you’re cut. Black and Malfoy’ll lead you, Warrington’ll watch
with me. If you don’t know who they are, leave; you should be familiar with the team
already. After warm-up, those of you who made it will try out for your specific spots. For
Keeper, it’ll be straight penalties. Whoever performs best, wins. Beaters, we’ll do a test flight
and you work in teams and I’ll judge. Got it?” Everyone nodded. “Good. Put your brooms to
the side and get in line to run.”

There was a chorus of disgruntled muttering, as Aurora and Draco went to take a position
beside each other near the goals. “Did you hear?” he asked, while Aurora watched the crowd
forming behind them. “Weasley’s been made Gryffindor Keeper.”

“Ron Weasley?” She wrinkled her nose. “Well, he’ll be easy to wind up if nothing else.”

“He’s the only addition, though.” Draco glanced over his shoulder. “Dunno how this lot’ll
fare.”

“Vaisey and Urquhart look decent,” Aurora said. “And Vincent and Greg, I think, would
make decent Beaters.”

Draco snorted. “They’re desperate. Good at taking instructions, though.”

Aurora rolled her eyes. Graham whistled for them to start, and she and Draco led the group
on a couple laps of the pitch, before heading to grab brooms. The boys watched on warily,
but everything else was forgotten to Aurora as she whirled through the open sky, wind
stinging against her cheeks. She had missed this, the lightness and the feeling of freedom, so
high up there. For a moment, the world and the crowd behind her faded away, and she could
have been alone amongst the clouds.

At the end of the final lap, in a rush of adrenaline, Aurora plummeted into a steep dive. The
ground rushed up towards her, the pitch thundering green and white and brown. Behind her,
she could feel Draco dipping down too, and when she glanced briefly over her shoulder, it



was to see the crowd of candidates wobbling into their own dives, trying to keep up. Looking
back down, Aurora urged her broom onwards, until the very last second when she thought
she might crash; then, she pulled up to cruise a few feet above the ground, before settling
down and turning around to watch the stragglers copying her. Across the pitch, Graham gave
her a thumbs up.

Aurora folded her arms, resting her broom against her hip, and exchanged a look with her
cousin. “Not too shabby. Well…” At the very back, the slowest fliers came down; a stringy
second year tried to replicate Aurora’s dive and fell off from four feet, landing with his face
in the mud. “Charming.”

“Right,” Graham said, marching over with Cassius behind him, holding a clipboard which
had presumably been procured from the cleaning effort of the store cupboard. “You lot, —
McKinley, Aaron, Carlton, Avery, Etton, Rhys, Stebbins, sorry, but if you can’t keep up with
our players, I can’t expect you to keep up with a game. Try again next year when I don’t have
to deal with you.”

The seven sorry Slytherins trooped off, heads hung, the mud-caked second year muttering
about how unfair it was. “Right, those of you who’re left, divide yourselves up, Beaters on
my right, Keepers on my left. Beaters will try out in pairs, so see you it you’ve got someone
to work with. You’ll be using light bludgers on Draco. Keepers, you’ll be blocking penalties
against Black and Warrington.”

They splintered into their two groups, around a half dozen Keepers, and four Beaters. Vincent
and Greg’s opponents were a younger boy and girl, both a little on the smaller side. Aurora
hoped their aim was good, else the boys would easily pull a win over them.

She watched the Beaters first, since there were fewer of them, and it was quickly apparent
that Vincent and Gregory were the obvious choice, miles better than their opponents, though
she did privately question the fairness of allowing them to tryout by aiming at their own
friend. While Graham said the results wouldn’t be announced until the next day, it was clear
to everybody who the winning pair would be.

And then it was her turn. Flying and practicing with Cassius came back naturally, their
rhythm propelling them through the air as they passed and took shots, daring each would-be
Keepers to anticipate their moves and directions. Only Miles Bletchley managed to block
them all seven times, though James Urquhart just narrowly missed his seventh. He would
make a good reserve, Aurora thought; quick, agile, and still strong enough that he might
make a decent Beater if need be.

She told this to Graham once they dismissed everybody else, and it was just the four of them
left in a huddle on the benches. “I do think reserves are useful,” she said. “Plus, if we go with
Crabbe and Goyle and Bletchley, all our players are in their last three years. We need to have
people trained up to continue, plus, you two will be leaving next year. Whoever fills the
Chaser spots will be much better if they’ve already integrated into a team dynamic.”

“I think so too,” Draco said, and Aurora shot him a grateful smile. “Vaisey and Urquhart
were decent, and so was that other fourth year lad.”



“Lewis Aerie,” Aurora supplied, thinking of the sturdy boy who had been only a hair behind
Urquhart in the laps. “Yeah, I think he could be good too.”

Graham sighed. “You know, we never had reserves before you.”

“And if you hadn’t had a reserve, we would have lost our opening match to Gryffindor three
years running two years ago.” She shrugged. “Your choice, Captain.”

Cassius and Draco both nodded their agreement, and Graham glared at them all. “The
Quidditch team isn’t meant to be a democracy.”

“We’re just giving recommendations,” Cassius said casually, leaning back. “I think it’s a
good idea, though. You don’t have to be Flint to be good.”

“I’m not trying to be Flint,” Graham snapped. Aurora and Draco raised their eyebrows at
each other. “I’m not! You’ll see my decision tomorrow in the common room.”

“Cheers, Captain.”

“Stop taking the mick!”

Cassius snorted; Aurora pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. “I’ll tell Snape
you’re disrespecting the team structure.”

“We’d never disrespect you, Captain.”

“Wouldn’t even dream of it, Captain.”

“Oh, piss off,” Graham muttered, standing up, though there was a faint smile playing on his
lips. “You can finish sorting out those old uniforms, I’m off to finalise the team list. Count
yourself lucky I’ve already told everyone I’m not replacing any of you.”

“Mhmm.” Aurora tried not to catch Cassius’ eye and laugh again. “Have fun, Montague!”

-*

For all he said, Graham did choose Vincent and Greg as Beaters, Miles Bletchley as Keeper,
and put Felix Vaisey and James Urquhart down as their General Reserves. Vaisey was very
pleased with himself and took it upon himself to tell Aurora this himself while she was sitting
with Leah, who was entirely unamused by his presence.

“My father still wants me to entertain,” she said once Vaisey left them, buoyant. “He
infuriates me.”

“He seems nice.”

“He is,” Leah huffed, folding her arms. “I hate it.”

Aurora spent most of the rest of Sunday finishing off homework and putting together a plan
of what she wanted to discuss with Dumbledore the following night. But everything was



derailed on Monday morning when her copy of the Daily Prophet arrived, watched over by a
smug Professor Umbridge, with the headline splayed across it: Dolores Umbridge Made
Hogwarts High Inquisitor.

Aurora withheld a groan, turning to do Theodore could read over her shoulder. “Surely not.”

“You’re surprised? No, this was coming, but so soon… They can’t have gone to the
Assembly with this, it must have been the Minister’s Council. Nobody said anything to me!"

“Can they do that?”

“I’m not sure.” She glanced down the table towards Leah MacMillan, who so far seemed
oblivious. But over at the Gryffindor Table, Harry Potter’s face told a very different story. “If
they can’t, then I’m sure Fudge will take it upon himself to make sure they can. The
constitution seems increasingly flimsy.” Reading on, Aurora took in Umbridge’s new role;
inspecting her fellow teachers, analysing their curriculum and, if necessary, removing
teachers from their roles. It was a massive overstep from the Ministry’s usual policy of not
interfering with Hogwarts, though not unexpected.

Lucius Malfoy had commented, too, to her chagrin, but of course he would take any
opportunity to make a dig at Dumbledore. Yet there was some hope; Griselda Marchbanks
and Tiberius Ogden had both resigned from the Wizengamot in protest at the decision. They
had sensible people out there still. All hope was not lost.

“I’d like to see Umbridge try and inspect Snape,” Theodore muttered once they had finished
reading.

“I don’t know who I’d want to see get their head bitten off more.”

But Umbridge did not appear to inspect their Potions class, nor was she in History of Magic
or Arithmancy. The next time Aurora saw her was in Defense Against the Dark Arts. Outside
the class, she could see Harry Potyer was already spoiling for a fight. She hadn’t spoken to
him yet, but Hermione had told her he was in a terrible mood and still hiding something from
her and Ronald, which they were yet to work out.

He came up to Aurora while they were waiting on the door opening, for she was already
stood with Hermione. “Have you seen this about her being High Inquisitor?”

“Obviously, Potter.”

“It’s bollocks, isn’t it? She was interrogating Trelawney like mad earlier.”

“I’m not surprised.” Aurora cast a wary glance over to Draco and Pansy, who were watching
her with the rest of their friends. “Try not to yell at her again this class, would you?”

“You heard what she said.”

“I did. She was wrong, yes, but you’re not going to get anywhere with the likes of Umbridge
just by shouting. Just… Keep your temper.”



“She just riles me up.”

“I know. Believe me. But still, you need to be careful. Listen,” she added as he went to pull
away, “have you told my dad about any of this?”

He tensed slightly at the question. “I said I didn’t like her much. That’s all.” She raised her
eyebrows. He was a terrible liar; he spoke too fast, his eyes widened, his voice stuttered
slightly and went just a tinge deeper. “I told him about detention, too, but…”

“I see.” He hadn’t mentioned anything to her in his last letter, but then, she wouldn’t expect
that he would. “Well, be careful, like I said. I want Slytherin to beat you fair and square in the
Quidditch Cup and that can’t happen if you keep missing practices because of detention.”

“Don’t remind me,” he groaned, “Angelina’ll kill me if I miss training.”

Good on Angelina, Aurora thought. Just then, the classroom door opened, and Aurora hurried
to Theodore’s side so they could walk in together.

It was only a matter of time before Potter completely went back on what they had discussed,
of course. And this time it was again Hermione Granger who started it. She had rather gone
off the rails, Aurora felt. It was exhilarating to witness.

“I’ve already read Chapter Two,” Hermione told Umbridge when she had had her hand in the
air long enough that their Professor could no longer ignore her.

“Then read Chapter Three.”

“I’ve already read Chapter Three. In fact, I’ve already read the whole book.”

“Swot,” Aurora heard Pansy mutter from across the aisle.

“Well, then,” Umbridge said, blinking slowly in surprise, “you should be able to tell me what
Slinkhard says about counter-jinxes in Chapter Fifteen.”

“He says that counter-jinxes are improperly named. He says counter-jinx is just a name
people give to jinxes when they want to make them sound more acceptable.” Umbridge
raised her eyebrows, trying hard not to look impressed. “But I disagree.”

Brilliant, Aurora thought, intrigued.

“You disagree?”

“Yes, I do. Mr Slinkhard doesn’t like jinxes, does he? But I think they can be very useful if
they’re used defensively.”

Fantastic statement. Umbridge’s eyebrows nearly disappeared into her hairline. “You do, do
you? Well, I am afraid it is Mr Slinkhard’s opinion, and not yours, which counts in this
classroom.”

“But—”



“That is enough,” Umbridge said, now moving to the front of the room where she could
preach to her whole unwanted audience. “Miss Granger, I am going to take five points from
Gryffindor House.”

Disgruntled muttering went around the room, as if anyone could be surprised by that. Really,
she could do far worse. “What for?” Potter demanded, and Aurora snapped around, willing
him with her stare to back down.

“For disrupting my class with pointless interruptions, Mr. Potter.” Again, very obvious. There
was no use fighting this, not right now, not like this. But they would never see it that way. “I
am here to teach you using a Ministry-approved method that does not include allowing
students to give their opinion on matters about which they know very little.” Of course,
Aurora thought, everybody knew that healthy debate was ruinous to decent education. “Your
previous teachers in this subject may have allowed you more license but none of them —
with the possible exception of Professor Quirrel, who did at least seem to have restricted
himself to age-appropriate material—” Such as theft and murder, Aurora thought,
withholding a derisive laugh “—would have passed a Ministry inspection.”

“Yeah, Quirrel was a great teacher,” Potter said, ignoring Aurora’s stare entirely, “there was
just the minor drawback of him having Voldemort sticking out the back of his head.”

Aurora had to clap a hand to her mouth to stop the shocked laughter that threatened to bubble
out of her.

Umbridge did not notice, merely kept her gaze lazer-focused on Potter, as silence fell again.
“I think another week’s worth of detention would do you good, Mr Potter.”

Aurora tried not to bang her head against the table.

-*

“You have to stop doing this,” Aurora told Potter after class, having dragged him to one of
the secret, soundproof alcoves listed on the Marauder’s Map. “Or we have to stop her, one
way or the other. This isn’t helping your case.”

“I don’t care! No one’s going to listen anyway!”

“They might if you stopped yelling.”

“Umbridge is lying through her teeth, Aurora!”

“I know she is, I’m not stupid. But most of the school does not have that same certainty, and
this is only making you sound bad, and — and more and more unhinged.”

“You think I’m unhinged!”

“No, obviously I don't, I just think you sound unhinged in the rumours people are spreading
about you.”



“God, and I thought Ron…” He snapped out of it, shaking his head, before Aurora could
press him. “She just gets on my nerves.”

“I know she does. She gets on mine too. But we need to be more pragmatic.”

Harry gave a derisive snort, turning away from her and making to shove past the heavy
curtain that concealed them. As he did so, Aurora noticed a mark on the back of his hand; she
tugged him back, and when she looked at it, a mess of scarring, her stomach dropped.

“What’s this?”

There were words scrawled there, in Potter’s own writing. I must not tell lies.

He wrenched his hand out of her grip. “Piss off, Black.”

“Why is that written on your hand? Is this… Don’t tell me you did that? Is — that’s not her
detention, is it?” Blood quills were banned but not uncommon. She had found one in
Grimmauld Place that summer, in her grandfather’s study. “It is? What the hell—”

“Leave it, Black.”

“Have you told someone about this? McGonagall? This is… A whole other level!”

“No,” he said, backing away. “It’s fine, I don’t need to tell her or Dumbledore or anyone else,
alright?”

Aurora narrowed her eyes. “Have you told my dad?” He stayed silent. “You haven’t, have
you?”

“He’s got enough on his plate. Besides, Hermione thinks she’s intercepting the post anyway.”

“Inter… Potter, you have to tell Dumbledore. We can use this, don’t you see, this is illegal,
and the Ministry would be going too far to try and approve such a thing! We can turn it
around, use it against her!”

“It’s fine!” Potter shouted at her, and Aurora flinched. “Just leave it, Black!”

“Why don’t you want to tell anyone?”

“Because…” He seemed to search for words, face screwed up in frustration, and then shook
himself. “It’s my problem. Like you said I’m doing this to myself, mouthing off—”

“I never said it gives someone the right to torture you! Do Granger and Weasley know?”

He nodded. "Hermione gave me murtlap essence, and they both said I should tell
Dumbledore, but he isn't talking to me."

"Harry, he'll want to know about this." Even though, she wasn't sure there was anything that
he could — or even, would — do about it. "If you can build a case against Umbridge—"



"For what? What's it going to achieve? The Ministry runs everything anyway, they're never
going to fix things! You think Fudge would hear me out?"

"I don't know, but—"

"Of course he wouldn't! You just don't understand."

"Stop interrupting me, Potter. I think I understand perfectly. You're angry at Dumbledore and
the Ministry, angry at this whole situation. No one's helping you. But you're not helping
yourself either, and none of this should be happening to you, but that doesn't mean that
mouthing off impulsively is going to fix anything, nor is then refusing to speak up when
you're being hurt!"

"You think we can just trust adults to sort it out?"

"No, but I do think that gathering evidence against someone is a better way to defeat them
than simply shouting at the world and expecting it to change—"

"Well I'm sorry I don't think like you, Aurora! I can't just lie down and listen to her lie and
pretend to like her and be all chummy!"

"What — what do you mean?"

"I know you spoke to her after class the other day! Didn't you?"

"How did you—"

"She told me in detention I ought to take a leaf out of your book."

"Maybe you should."

"No, thanks."

"You'd rather be tortured?"

He huffed, glaring at her. "Just leave it, Black. I'm fine."

"You don't just get to say that—"

"I'm fine!"

"Fine!" she shouted back, snapping in her annoyance. "If you say you're fine, the fine, I won't
waste my time trying to help you!"

"You've done absolutely nothing helpful, but alright."

Aurora scoffed, and glared. "If you want to suffer, then suffer. I know as well as anyone
there's no talking you out of something once you're set on it. But you're better off doing
something about it."



“Everyone has their own problems. Ron and Hermione are too busy fighting with each other.
They’re winding me up, too.”

“Tell my dad,” Aurora said. “He’ll want to know. At least tell him something isn’t right. He
wanted to come for the first Hogsmeade weekend, that’s in a month. If you can hold out that
long.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Sure you will,” Aurora said, shaking her head. “Well, on your head be it.”

He stormed out without replying, leaving a draught from the curtains in his wake.

Aurora was still stewing by the time she arrived at Dumbledore’s office after dinner. She
didn’t want to go above Potter and tell Dumbledore, especially when he was so stubborn.
And he was right; with the way things were going, there way likely not much that
Dumbledore could do anyway. He would be angry, would contribute to that righteous anger,
but he couldn’t fix it. No one would listen to him. No, the only people who would be able to
do anything with the information were the press.

“You seem preoccupied,” Dumbledore told her as she sat down in his office. “Difficult day?”

“There’s just a lot on my mind right now,” she said. “I suppose you’re the same. Umbridge
and everything — but I’m here to learn.”

Dumbledore smiled indulgently. “That you are. In which case, I think we should begin by
going over the key elements of Alchemy. I’m sure you know already, from research, but
nevertheless, it is conducive that we understand the basics on the same terms, to proceed.
Alchemy is so precise, and yet, so variable. Some claim that there are only three base metals,
but I prefer to understand alchemy with four. What do you think those might be?”

“Lead, iron, zinc, and nickel,” Aurora said automatically. “They can all be transmutated into
noble metals: silver, gold, and platinum.”

Dumbledore nodded. “Now, the seven planetary aspects, three primes, and four Aristotelian
aspects?”

“The seven planetary aspects are the sun, Mars, Venus, Jupiter, Mercury, Saturn, and the
Moon. The three primes are salt, mercury, and sulphur, linked to the body, the spirit, and the
soul, and the four Aristotelian aspects are fire, earth, air, and water.”

“Good. I knew you would understand the basics already, but I have something rather exciting
to show you. Here.” He reached into the drawer beneath his desk and pulled out a small box
made of what looked like graphite. He slid the lid off the top, revealing another layer of clear
glass, then titled the box vertically, showing her a silver pendulum swinging between
diagrams of the planetary aspects. The sun was in the centre, at the bottom; on its left was
Mars, then Jupiter and Saturn; on the right, Venus, then Mercury and the Moon.



“This represents the transition between the seven aspects, which is at the core of Alchemical
understanding. Many people underestimate the extent to which Alchemy is influenced by its
twin art of Astrology. Of course in this sense it is not the planets themselves that are
important, but the elements and properties that they represent, and the fluidity of those
properties. Just as the stars and planets, in Astrology, are believed to influence peoples and
bodies and events on earth, through the four elements which they are connected to, so can
they, through Alchemy, affect physical materials.

“The key element to any transmutation is, as you should know from Transfiguration,
movement, motion. You have to will the object into fluidity, propelling change through it.
Each of the base and noble metals have a link to the planetary aspects; by envisioning their
characteristics, we might first imbue a metal with the characteristics of a planetary aspect and
begin the transmutation internally. This will allow them to change the way in which they
influence those who use them, in talismans and such like. Now, the pendulum here swings at
a continuous pace. But if I tap it like so with my wand… I can slow it, or quicken it. By
doing so I change the gravitational pull, through magical force. Thus, I change the
transformative speed.”

He tapped the pendulum, and its paced increased, swinging back and forth with ferocity.
Then, he twisted his wand slightly in his hand, and slowed it. For a moment, it hung,
suspended in the centre, and then moved again, trembling slightly this time.

"And if I will the metal to change, and increase the speed..."

Slowly, the silver took on a duller shine, appeared heavier in the light. The pendulum slowed;
Dumbledore twisted his wand to make it speed up again. "Thus," he said, "iron. And again."
He replicated the progress in reverse, until the metal was a cool silver again, shimmering
with a magical light around it. "This of course is not the usual alchemical process; the metal
was originally iron, and I kept its transmutation state in flux, for demonstration purposes.
Funny little instrument, isn't it?"

"I suppose," Aurora said slowly, frowning. "So, if it's in flux, how do you balance the
characteristics of the metal? Inner transformation takes longer, doesn't it, it's a celestial
process? Sort of — I mean, it's not actually reliant on the stars, but, it calls to that same
power."

"The original force," Dumbledore said, "or the original spirit, if you prefer. Celestial spirit,
chemical spirit... It has many names. And it can take varying lengths of time, depending on
the power of the transformation and the precision required. Now." He caught the pendulum in
his hand, collapsed it and whisked it away back into its box. "A higher transformative speed
will increase the intensity of the properties which you are imbuing it with, calling more
intensely on the celestial spirit. But slower, will make these powers more concentrated in the
material."

"Got it," Aurora said, scribbling it down in her notes. "So, how do you control the
transformative speed?"

"Precisely that — control. It takes a lot of will, and precision of magical power. Only the
greatest care will allow you to transform your base into the most refined product, and for the



distillation of spirit, which you may then draw out from the metal."

He glanced up, his gaze trailing towards the clock above the door, and then looked back
down.

"Drawing out spirit," Aurora asked tentatively, "is that something that can only be done with
metal, or can it work with people, too, animals? Or their remains?" Dumbledore's eyebrows
shot up. "That sounds like a strange question, I know, sorry. It was phrased weirdly."

"Are you interested in Necromancy, Aurora? Because I do have to inform you, that is illegal."

It was only partly illegal, but Aurora didn't try to correct him. So long as she didn't use it to
hurt anyone, it was fine. "And I frown on any of that sort of magic."

"But, it is possible. And I mean this in the sense of speaking to the dead, not doing anything
to them." This did not console Dumbledore much, even though communion with the dead
was entirely legal. "I just wondered."

"It is not entirely within the scope of Alchemy. Nor do I think any such thing is appropriate to
attempt. But, in theory, yes. No one has been successful, as far as I am aware."

"Right." Aurora nodded solemnly, feeling slightly embarrassed by her lack of tact. "Of
course. But, Death as a concept, as a being, is accessible, and is in his own way a spirit,
soulless and disincorporated, but still there. And magical, which therefore is spirit, in
essence?"

"His? You speak as if Death is human."

Perhaps he had been, once. Aurora hesitated in her reply too long; Dumbledore's brow
furrowed. "Perhaps Death isn't merely a concept."

Dumbledore's frown deepened. His hand drifted over to the drawer of his desk. "There are
legends," he said slowly, "stories... That Death holds his own tangible power, and that Death
itself is tangible. But no one can know, and the veil of Death ought not to be breached."

"But in theory—"

"Whether you hurt anybody or not," Dumbledore said, not unkindly, in a tone as though he
thought he were helping her, offering her some sympathy, understanding, "those who die can
never come back the same way. And Alchemy is far safer. Metal never lived.

"I think that may be our time done for the evening," Dumbledore said, firmly, but not
impolitely. "It is almost curfew for fifth years."

Aurora smiled. "Of course, Professor. Thank you."

As she made to put her belongings back in her bag, Dumbledore said, "I would advise you to
put thoughts of raising spirits from your mind, Miss Black — if ever they were there. The
dead ought not to be touched, and death can never be mastered. No matter how much we
wish it to be so."





Conspiracies and Gifts

Potter annoyed Aurora for days following his second round of detentions. Apparently
Weasley and Hermione were getting on his nerves more and more. He kept using the word
understand, as if Aurora wanted to be the one to understand him. From what she could
determine, his friends kept trying to tell him what to do, and what to tell people, and he could
tell that they did not feel the same fear, the same need to act, as he did. Aurora was a quiet
ear, listening just enough that he felt he was heard, but not enough that she had to reply and
say something he didn’t want to hear. She couldn’t tell him that she had always thought
Weasley was annoying and Granger an interfering busybody, though she had grown more
tolerable over the past few years.

“They can’t do anything but argue,” Potter muttered, while sat next to Aurora in the library,
as he fiddled with a quill and she tried to unravel a complex Norse saga written entirely in
Runes. “Or complain, especially Ron.”

“That’s awful,” she said blandly, trying to decide between a translation of fort or hall.

“And they want me to… Well, they’re nuts. They don’t know what it’s like, they think it’s
just learning, somethig that can be taught… Everything I’ve escaped has been luck.”

“Mhmm.”

He sighed loudly. “Do you think I’m being stupid about Umbridge?”

“Yes. I thought that was obvious. But I understand what you’re trying to do. You’re just
going about it wrong, like I said.”

He glared at her, and Aurora held her hands up. “You asked, Potter. I don’t like her teaching
methods either, and I don’t think only learning theory is going to best equip me for my exam,
but you’re not going to convince her by causing a stir. Listen,” she lowered her voice, aware
of the relative quiet around them, “I know it’s frustrating. She is awful. But she doesn’t need
to know if you’re practicing hexes and jinxes on your own in your dorm, and she can’t
control what books you check out of the library. Yet, anyway, I wouldn’t put it past her to try.
Your voice still has power, too, again, but you’re not using it right. You won't even tell
Dumbledore what she's doing."

“And when was the last time you used your voice?”

She looked away and did not answer. “My voice isn’t the important one here.”

Potter scoffed, then went quiet. A moment later, he said, “Hermione thinks we should be
teaching ourselves Defense. Or, well… She and Ron want me to teach them.”

“That makes sense,” she agreed, shrugging. When Potter stared at her, she expanded, “You’re
good at it. You were top of the class last year and third year, and top in Duelling Club. Why
don’t you want to help?”



“They don’t just want me to teach them. They want to start a club…”

Ah. That was a bit trickier, Aurora felt, not least because if — or rather when — Umbridge
found it, she would certainly take it as an attack. “Are you going to?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it. It’d really show her, but, I don’t want loads of
people bothering me.”

“That’s a very fair concern. People are very bothersome.”

“Be serious, Black.” She tried not to laugh; as soon as he cottoned on, Potter scowled to
disguise his own smile. “You know what I mean.”

“Yes, alright. Well, I think in theory it’s a good and necessary idea, but it’s inevitable that it’ll
get you into trouble. There’s a reason the Ministy doesn’t want people learning to defend
themselves. Making it a bigger thing is dangerous.”

“Would you join?”

“Am I invited?”

Potter shrugged. “Dunno. Hermione’s been telling people about it but I’ve not really had
anything to do with it.”

As Hermione had not mentioned anything of the sort to Aurora, she assumed that she was not
invited. “Well, if I thought it would be allowed, perhaps. But I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

“You’re just scared to get into trouble.”

“Yes,” Aurora said honestly. “But, you do what you think is best. It’s your choice, Potter. And
I’ll decide how I feel when things are clearer.”

Potter chewed on his lip and turned to the blank piece of parchment he had been staring at all
afternoon. Pleased to have some quiet, but somewhat troubled by the conversation, Aurora
went back to her runes.

There was nothing more said of secret Defense Against the Dark Arts clubs, and Aurora was
glad of it. It seemed designed to get them all into trouble and that was the last thing she could
be doing with now.

Her birthday came in quickly at the end of September, just over a week before the first
Hogsmeade trip, when her father had arranged to meet up with her.

In truth, Aurora had half-forgotten about her birthday until it was upon her, and Draco and
Pansy were handing her a new pair of Quidditch gloves over the table at breakfast.

“You’re getting old, Black,” Robin called down the table, with an exaggerated shudder.
“Sixteen!”



“And I still look better than you, Oliphant. Thank you, you two,” she said, and grinned as she
tried them on. They were soft leather, warm against her skin, but moulded you her so well
that she was still as agile as if using her own hands.

“Here,” Gwen told her, handing over a wicker basket filled with chocolates and books and a
new violet quill. “From me, Theo, and Robin, who says he’ll pretend he had nothing to do
with it.”

It did unnerve her to think that her friends were now giving her gifts as couples, but Aurora
tried to put that thought out of her mind. “Thank you,” Aurora said again, skimming over the
mix of magical and Muggle titles. “Especially you, Oliphant.” He gave a mocking salute and
grinned.

Aurora had just laid the presents precariously together in her lap when her father and the
Tonkses’ owls swooped down, along with another, less familiar one, all of them bearing
presents. Most were in plain brown paper, but her father of course had found the most
ostentatious sparkly green wrapping paper on earth. She shook her head fondly as she took it
from the owl; she had told him the trunk was plenty for a present, but he had always said he
intended to spoil her enough for thirteen years and it seemed he was determined to keep to
that.

Inside the box from her father was a new, deep green, soft velvet cloak, fur-lined with silver
embroidery, shimmering under the light of the Great Hall’s ceiling. With it was a book
entitled, Dark Spirits: A Guide to the Dark Arts and the Monsters of Death, with a note that
said, From Remus. Aurora wasn’t sure how he knew that was exactly what she wanted to dig
into reading, but she was very glad that he did. As for the cloak, it was beautiful under her
fingertips, and when she held it to her chest, Aurora couldn’t help but smile. The note her
father had enclosed with it read: I know you’ve already gotten something, but I can’t let you
stay cold without a new cloak all the way until Christmas, and I saw you looking at this the
last time we were in Diagon Alley. Happy birthday, sweetheart, I can’t wait to see you next
weekend.

She smiled as she folded it carefully in her lap, reaching for the hamper the Tonkses had sent
over, full of her favourite foods and a creatively decorated cake by Dora. Dora also seemed to
have snuck in a bottle of firewhiskey, stating it was for her next big Quidditch victory. Aurora
was quick to hide that, though Gwen noted it with a sly grin. Shaking her head, Aurora
placed her cloak over the hamper and then reached for the final parcel, which she was sure
was a book. The cover was blank, a clean black leather with sharp, crisp corners and pressed
pages. Frowning, Aurora took the card that lay on top.

Dear Aurora,

I hope you don’t mind me sending this too much, or think I’m overstepping. I know you’ve
been reluctant to get to know me, though I hope this past summer has made things easier.

First of all, I wish you a happy birthday. I think I really ought to have wished you that many
times before. I know this year is difficult, but try to smile, and make sure your dad knows
you’re okay. He misses you a lot, and he worries.



You might have opened your present already, and wondered why I gave it to you. If not, well,
spoilers, but you could really just open it. Even if this arrives early.

When I was young, my mum always made me keep a diary. When I came to Hogwarts, for
our first Christmas, I gave a diary as a present to Marlene, to write something in every day.
The next year, I gave one to every girl in our dorm, and Marlene quite strongly enforced that
we all write every day. I think she cared more about the diaries than writing her homework,
because we’d all share things we’d written, thoughts we wanted to muddle over more. When
the war got worse, Marlene wrote more and more and more; her way of dealing with her
emotions, she said. She wrote songs in composition books, lines in the margins of her notes,
and only revealed this to any of us when I borrowed her Defense notes for the first time and
noticed a lyric there.

Some of those diaries, I’m sorry to say, burned in the fire at her parents’ house. There were a
few which I managed to salvage after your father was sent to Azkaban. I had to fight the
Ministry to even let me in the door, to let me keep safe the things that I thought you would
one day need, or want to see. Back then, I’d thought that day would be a lot sooner than it
was. I underestimated the power of the House of Black.

The diaries, I still have in my attic. I managed to save some of the diaries from all four of the
girls in our dorm — Marlene, Lily, Mary, and Dorcas. They’re all in a box together. I tried
reading one once and couldn’t bring myself to continue after a page. All of them died in the
last war. I have always regretted that I did not fight with them, and hope one day I will have
the chance to finally be brave, like they were, and to do right by the future we all believed in
so badly.

If you would ever like to see the diaries, you only need to ask. Most of Marlene’s belongings
are now with your dad, as you know, but these I wanted to hang onto, and I asked him not to
mention it to you until I was ready to have that discussion — I hope you don’t mind that.

Anyway, I think Marlene would have wanted you to continue the diaries, and even if not, I
think it is something that might help you as it helped all of us. I know you are a reader by
nature, but writing can be therapeutic, when you don’t know where else to turn. It can be
used for anything, not just to document your day but your thoughts, your hopes, your
emotions, the random ideas for spells or essays that come to you but that you don’t want to
commit to working out fully just yet. Or, you don’t have to use it at all, if you don’t want to. I
just think it might be good for you.

This diary is enchanted so that it will only open at your touch. Give you a bit of privacy.

I hope you use it well, for whatever purpose. Have a good day, as good as you can manage. I
might see you at Christmas, if you’d like that.

Yours,

Hestia Jones

A diary. Aurora had never kept a diary before, had never dared to write down the thoughts
that she was not yet ready to commit to. Nobody had ever suggested it to her, for who in her



family would see the need to spill out their innermost thoughts and fears and emotions? Her
mother had done it. It had helped her.

Writing lyrics, Hestia had said. Scribbling in the margins. It was something that felt so
desperately human, and alive, that Aurora for a moment did not know how to reconcile that
with her mother, and the thought became so overwhelming that she forgot everybody was
watching her to see what this last gift was.

Draco cleared his throat and Aurora blinked, heart steadying. “A diary,” she said quickly.
“From, um, a family friend. Nothing special."

She wrapped the paper back around it and stowed it and the card safely in the Tonkses’
hamper, before quickly eating the last of her breakfast and standing up. “I’d better get this to
our room before classes start; I’m not sure Professor Vector will be too pleased with me if I
bring it into Arithmancy with me.”

“I’ll come with you,” Gwen said, clearly thinking of the firewhiskey. Aurora flashed her a
smile, thanked and hugged everybody again, and headed back down to the dungeons.

“Firewhiskey?” Gwen asked once there was nobody around. “Get in!”

“For special occasions,” Aurora said primly. “And I really don’t think I’m meant to have it,
so don’t tell anyone.” Gwen grinned. “There’s plenty in there, though. I’m thinking we go all
out Friday night, maybe ask Pansy and Leah round for a little after-dinner party?”

“Sounds scandalous,” Gwen whispered. “Secret parties!”

“I think we’re well overdue,” Aurora said with a laugh. “As long as you’re not opposed?”

“I saw that cake,” Gwen reminded her giddily. “I am absolutely in.”

They hid the hamper under Aurora’s bed, placed the rest of the gifts on the shelves beside it,
and hung the cloak up in her wardrobe. Aurora held onto the diary, running her hand over its
smooth pages. There was something alluring about the idea of just spilling one’s thoughts
onto a blank page and suffering no repercussions, feeling utterly free to say whatever she
wanted.

She wondered, too, what her mother’s diaries had said. She had yet to decide how she felt
about Hestia having them all these years, yet, who else could have held onto them?

The diary lay in her bag all day, nestled between textbooks and dragon hide gloves. She took
it out that night, stared at the white pages with little idea of what she could write. Anything,
and yet, nothing came to mind. Where could she even begin?

Nobody asked about it, of course, not even on Friday night when the girls came in and sat
with her, passing round food and drink and gossiping about everybody they knew,
complaining about the most annoying new first years, talking about the newest Witch Weekly
beauty tips, the boys they thought were cute and would never admit to it. At one point,



Aurora teasingly told Leah that her brother Ernie wasn’t too bad looking, and Pansy shrieked
as Leah pretended to gag.

“Oh, but he is,” Pansy said, “even though he’s a Hufflepuff.”

“You two are disgusting!”

“Yeah, you two, God, imagine fancying a Hufflepuff.”

“We don’t fancy him,” Aurora laughed, giving Leah an assuring look. “Promise.”

“It’s disgusting. I might have to leave, I feel so sick at the thought.”

“At least he’s better than Felix Vaisey,” Gwen quipped, and Leah swatted her arm. “Oi!”

“You fancy Felix Vaisey?”

“No! My father wants me to let him court me, but I'm trying desperately to talk him out of it."

“He seems nice. My family aren’t close with the Vaiseys, but we don’t mind them.”

“He is alright,” Aurora put in, having gotten to know him a bit through Quidditch training.
“Needs to work on his aim with a Beater bat, but all men have their flaws.”

“Careful,” Pansy said with a mocking gasp, “if he’s on the Quidditch team now, Aurora
might start trying to steal your man.”

“I’ve only dated one Quidditch player!”

“You thought Krum was hot last year,” Gwen pointed out.

“So did everyone with eyes!”

“You have a type,” Pansy said, rolling her eyes and exchanging smirks with Gwen.

“I don’t. And anyway, you’re dating a Quidditch player, so… You can’t talk.”

“You haven’t mentioned your opinion of Bletchley yet.”

“Well, obviously I have a deep attraction to him that will surface around Christmas, right
before I turn around and snog Crabbe and Goyle.”

Leah tossed her head back, laughing, and Pansy wrinkled her nose. “Alright, that’s a bit far.”

“I do not have a type. And, I’m professional. I’ve never dated a Quidditch player while on the
team with them, technically.”

“Only because no one could play last year.”

“I think it still counts,” Pansy said thoughtfully. “It wasn’t going to affect the team at the
time, because there wasn’t really a team.”



“That’s ridiculous,” Gwen refuted, folding her arms. “They’re still on the team.”

“We didn’t have a captain, to make that decision, and most teams change between captains.
Therefore, none of us knew if we were on the team or going to be later.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Not completely.”

“Sorry,” Leah broke in, “but can we get back to picturing Felix Vaisey with a Beater’s bat? In
between Crabbe and Goyle?”

Aurora burst out laughing again at the memory of the three boys squished together on the
bench at training the night before, Vaisey eyeing up the much stronger boys with their
Beaters bats on either side of him. “It’s as silly as you imagine. He does keep up though.”

“Good enough to thump Gryffindor?”

“Oh, always,” Aurora said, aghast that anyone could suggest otherwise. “They’re going to be
absolutely decimated. Me, Cass, and Graham have never been stronger together, Draco’s
been training non-stop, Bletchley's an absolute genius in goal, and Vincent and Greg can
whack the Bludgers into the bloody sun!” Excited by the prospect of talking about Quidditch,
she sat up straight, grinning and not noticing the fondly exasperated looks her friends
exchanged. “We’re the strongest we’ve been and we’re going to be brilliant, I just know it.
Gryffindor are a decent side, yes, but Graham’s got us working on these really clever new
manouveurs he picked up from his friend in Ireland — you know he’s already in talks with
the Pride of Portree, too, to play for them next year — and Gryffindor won’t know how to
counter it.” She sat back, pleased with herself. “It’s going to be great. This is the year we win
the Cup back, I just know it.”

Amused, Pansy said, “I’m glad you’re feeling optimistic, Aurora.”

“We should all be feeling optimistic. This is Slytherin’s year, and there is nothing that can
stop our team.”

-*

On the first Saturday in October, Aurora made her way down to Hogsmeade village alone.
Potter was apparently too busy to meet her and her father at first, though said he would try
and meet them after he did whatever it was he and Granger and Weasley were getting up to.
Aurora wasn’t complaining; there had been a lack of decent time spent with her father at the
end of the holidays, and on the way down to the village she came up with a great number of
things that she felt were suddenly pressing topics of conversation to bring up with him. She
was wearing her new green cloak, even though it was a tad too warm for it, but she knew he
would appreciate it.

They were to meet at the Three Broomsticks at eleven o’clock. In a predictable fashion,
Aurora was there five minutes to the hour, and her father five minutes past, looking slightly
harried as he came down the road from the direction of the Hog’s Head Inn.



“Sorry, sorry,” he said quickly, hugging her tight and kissing her on each cheek as he arrived.
“Got held up at home, you know how it is — that’s your new cloak? You look like you’re
boiling!”

Flushing, Aurora said, “I thought you’d like it if I wore it!”

This only prompted him to laugh and bring her into a tight hug. “You’re a cute kid, you know
that?”

“I’m not cute,” she muttered in protest. “It’s called being polite. I really like it and I wanted
to show you I’m grateful.”

“I know,” he said, chuckling against her hair. “I’ve missed you, sweetheart. Let’s get inside
and you can tell me all about term, yeah? I expect a full debrief of the Slytherin Quidditch
team.”

“Only if you promise not to leak anything to Harry,” Aurora said, as her father ushered her
into the pub. “I take team secrets very seriously.”

“I’d never dream of doing such a thing,” her father assured her. “Gryffindor may trump
Slytherin, but I can make an exception when my daughter’s the star player.”

“I’m not sure I’d say that.”

“From what I’ve seen, I would.”

“You have to say that, you’re my dad. It’d just be rather cruel if you said that you thought I
was crap.”

He laughed, conceding the point, before spying an empty booth near the quiet back of the pub
and heading to sit down there.

“So,” he said, once he had ordered and brought back two pints of Butterbeer, “how’s your
first month back been? What’s that new teacher Umbridge like?”

Aurora rolled her eyes, and checked that Umbridge wasn’t anywhere near them — not that
she could very readily envision her in the Three Broomsticks — before saying, “I don’t
particularly like her. She seems a big fan of theory-based teaching, if you can even call it
teaching, given all she does is get us to read, memorise and summarise, and hardly engaged
with any of the material herself. I think having a theory grounding is important for O.W.L.s,
but I’m not convinced that only relying on theory is the best way. Nor do I think Umbridge is
really concerned about our exams.”

“I heard Harry got detention with her.”

“Two and a half weeks, last I heard.” She shook her head. “He’s been rather temperamental,
which is understandable, but, he did get a bit too heated. It was clear she wouldn’t listen to
whatever any of us said.”



Her father shook his head, leaning back with a lazy grin on his face. “Well, someone had to
tell that old hag what’s what.”

“He did it the wrong way.”

“That’s as may be, but you know Harry’s going through a lot.”

“Yes. I know why he acted the way he did. It just didn’t achieve anything and I think it is
obvious why. But I don’t want to talk about Potter."

She bit her lip, slightly nervous, but her father seemed so relaxed about the detentions that
she couldn't imagine Potter had told him what had happened. "What exactly did Harry tell
you?" she asked slowly. "About his detentions?"

"Just that she's given him loads for no good reason. Why?" His brow furrowed. "Is there
something else I should know?"

"Well... I don't think Potter would really want me to tell you." But when had that ever stopped
her? "Umbridge had a blood quill."

Her father's face went white; his left arm tensed. I'm a hushed voice, he asked her, "Has she
used it?"

Aurora nodded. "I don't know if she uses it on others, but she did on Potter, yeah. He
wouldn't tell Dumbledore."

"That's not on," her father said, knee jerking to rattle the table. "That's illegal! Why wouldn't
Harry..." He winced, as though drawn back into his own memories; he got that strange look,
halfway between fury and simply being lost. "I'll speak to Dumbledore. If Harry isn't
comfortable telling him, someone should. How long have you known about this?"

The question was sharper than she had expected, and Aurora drew back slightly. "A couple of
weeks. He told me not to say anything to Dumbledore!"

Her father took in a long sigh, mouth in a firm line. "Right. Okay. Aurora, you do realise
that's literally torture, what Umbridge is doing to him?"

"I know," she said quickly, feeling her cheeks heat in shame at the feeling that she was being
told off, "that's why I'm telling you."

"But not Dumbledore? You have lessons with him every week, don't you?"

"Yes, but Potter told me not too, and he never likes me much anyway, and it wasn't worth—"

"Wasn't worth the trouble?" Her father's gaze was sharp and angry.

Aurora took in a deep breath and sank down further in her seat. "I didn't know what to do. I
don't even know what Dumbledore can do."



"Maybe, but he's in the best position to do something. Umbridge and the Ministry can't get
away with this." He sighed, shaking his head. "I wish you'd told me sooner."

"Harry didn't want me to."

"Well, perhaps he needed you to."

Aurora rankled at the idea that she owed Potter anything, but she kept quiet. Truth was, she
didn't know what Dumbledore had scope to do officially in this situation, now Umbridge was
effectively elevated above him. But he could do more than nothing, and so much more than
she could. And Potter should have said something, she felt, but he was alike her in one awful
way; his pride.

"I'm sorry."

Her father smiled thinly. "I know. And you shouldn't be in a position where this is happening
at your school, anyway. But if something else like that happens, to you or Harry or anybody
else that you know of, promise me you'll tell someone?"

"I will," she said quickly, looking down. "I'm sorry, Dad."

He let out a long sigh, then said. "Enough about that. I'll talk to Dumbledore later. And Harry,
if I can get ahold of him. But, other than that. Has term been alright? Ancient Runes keeping
you busy?”

“Between that and Arithmancy I’m hardly thinking with proper letters anymore.” He
laughed, and Aurora grinned proudly at the sound. “The teachers are all really piling up our
workloads, and grading us more harshly, but it’s all worth it if I do well in my exams. I don’t
think Snape’s given anybody an Outstanding yet this term, but he gave me an E on my most
recent paper and didn’t even glare at me when he handed it back. And, I’m still consistently
getting Os in Transfiguration and Arithmancy, which is something only Hermione’s also
keeping up with. We’re moving onto a historical focus next week, about the role of
Arithmancy in making and breaking curses, and we’re apparently going to have a guest
speaker in from Gringotts to talk about their role with us, which is going to be really fun.”

“And your meetings with Dumbledore?”

“Really good,” Aurora said enthusiastically, “we’ve really just been looking at Alchemy so
far, but it’s fascinating. He’s fascinating, much as it pains me to admit it. Everything I could
think to ask, he knows the answer, but he always lets me discuss it with him, and I’m learning
loads. I had no idea Astrology was so important to Alchemy, but we’ve been looking at the
magical forces that unite the two, earthly and celestial, and im really starting to see
connections to Transfiguration, which of course makes everything make a lot more sense to
me. He’s going to show me the distilling process on Monday, too, and really see it in action,
and if it goes well I might get to try it myself, once I’ve got a handle on the materials. It’s a
sort of… It’s confusing, and somehow both less and more precise than I had anticipated, but
everything seems so much clearer. The way that we talk about spirit and soul and body, it’s
both physical and metaphysical; just like to enchant any object we have to imbue it with
power and will, we have to transfer the properties, the imagined force of those aspects, into



any Alchemical process or spell. You have to see it and hold it and want the change to
happen, but you have to negotiate it, too…” Realising she was rambling, Aurora closed her
mouth, embarrassed. “Sorry.”

“What’re you sorry for? I asked you, remember?”

“Just going on about it. But I haven’t really gotten to speak to anyone about it, because my
Slytherin friends would feel weird and suspicious about it and Potter’d get angry and
Hermione jealous, and Gwen and Robin aren’t really interested in Alchemy much.”

“All the more reason to talk to me then. You were saying, about… Negotiating with
Alchemical aspects?”

“Yes, well.” She hesitated slightly, then launched back into an explanation of her most recent
lesson with Dumbledore where she learned how to draw out her own sense of spirit and
connect it to that which was inherent in the metal of mercury. “…Of course, that meant that
anything that required transformation or change would be reliant on a relationship to the
planetary aspect of mercury, which was representative of the properties of the metal itself. So
the next step is to understand the interlocking of the three primes; where mercury is transient
and dangerous, sulfur is connective and poisonous, but salt is everywhere, essential, the base
matter of alchemy. You start to see patterns, right, obviously a lot of magic utilises the
number three, but then if you think about the symbolic properties of the Alchemical primes
they can also be applied readily to Potions and Arithmancy and especially to Healing.
Transfiguration, too; say you’re turning a dormouse into a pincushion, the dormouse is the
salt, the base which you are transforming but which it just similar enough to a pincushion that
it assist the transformation. Even though you can theoretically transfigure anything into a
pincushion, like objects work better. So, you have the salt; then, you have the spirit, which is
effectively your spirit, your magic, the changeable force which enables transformation, which
means that no matter how hard a Muggle may try, for example, if they don’t have the right
spirit which enables magic, they can’t perform it. And then, sulfur, connecting the end result
and the change to the salt. That’s the spell, words, vision and will, which has corrupting
potential and if gone wrong can be explosive. Does that make sense?”

Her father was grinning at her, his eyes bright. “Partially — but at least a it sounds like it
made sense to you. You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Well, yes. Any opportunity to learn from a master such as Dumbledore is amazing. And I’ve
always been interested in Alchemy.”

Grin widening, he said, “Sounds like you’re going to be an Alchemist.”

Aurora shrugged. “As much as I could ever be anything other than Lady Black, I suppose. I
just enjoy learning, even though every time I have a lesson with Dumbledore I leave with
even more questions.”

“Very Ravenclaw of you.” There was a tinge of sadness around her father's eyes.

“Good. I told you Elise is a Ravenclaw, didn’t I?”



“Multiple times,” he laughed. “She’s getting on well?”

“Top of her Charms class,” Aurora informed him proudly. “And already angling for a spot on
the Quidditch team next year.”

“Which you of course had nothing to do with.”

Aurora laughed and had another sip of her Butterbeer, relaxing. “I’ve offered to help her
practice her flying, which she seems pretty excited about. Then again, she’s excited about
near enough everything.”

“I’m sure it’ll wear off once she sits an exam.”

“Don’t remind me about exams. Every teacher brings it up at least once a week.”

“Are you nervous already?”

“I’m always nervous about being tested on something. But like I said, I’m doing well so far.
It’s just all very intense.”

“I never worried much about my exams.”

“Yeah, ‘cause you were a stupid genius,” Aurora muttered. “I, on the other hand, need to
study to maintain top grades.”

“You’re certainly more dedicated than I ever was.”

“I hope so.” Aurora folded her arms crossly, then softened, frowning. Her father was having
more of his drink, a silence had fallen, and a question stuck in her throat.

“Dad?” He glanced up. “I, um, did Hestia tell you about the gift she gave me for my
birthday?”

“She did,” he said slowly. “Have you used it yet?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t really know what to write. I always feel a bit silly when I sit
down with it, which I know I shouldn’t. But, her card that came with it said that she has a lot
of my mother’s old diaries, still, and that if I wanted, she would send them on to me, to read,
and I don’t know how I feel about it.”

“About Hestia having the diaries, or passing them on to you?”

Sighing, Aurora fiddled with the hem of her sleeve. “Both, I suppose. What do you think?”

“I’m very glad Hestia managed to salvage Marlene’s diaries, and all the other girls’. I haven’t
read any of them, it would feel… I don’t know. Marlene showed me some entries herself,
when we were younger, but I wouldn’t like to read them myself. Hestia told me about it last
year, but I thought it’d feel like an intrusion on my part, especially knowing she’s written
about me, things that she didn’t intend for me to read. I’ve no use of them, and keeping all of



them together I think has been really important to Hestia. It means she still has a bit of her
friends, and it’s something that they all shared.

“But,” he continued as she went to open her mouth, “I know that Marley would have wanted
to share them with you, if she could. She certainly would have liked to have continued the
tradition with you.” Tradition. The thought was appealing, settled within her. She liked
traditions. "It’s all your choice, of course, but if you’re curious and Hestia’s offered… I think
she would like for you to know who she was, in her own words.”

That called to her, too, the idea that she could pull away the stories and the fantasies and the
opinions everyone in her life had had of her mother and get to know her, her thoughts and
ambitions, rather than the endlessly variable portraits that had been drawn for her throughout
the years. “You don’t think it’d be weird? Or that Hestia might only be offering but not really
mean it?”

“I don’t think it’d be weird, no. Not if it’s you. And I don’t think Hestia would offer if she
didn’t mean it. Those diaries are important to her, but you were the most important thing in
the world to Marlene. She knows that.”

Aurora digested this slowly, nodding. “I might say yes. Might. I don’t know how I’ll feel,
actually sitting down to read them.”

“There’s no way you could know. But you know you don’t have to do anything you’re
uncomfortable with, alright?” He reached over the table and squeezed her hands, with a soft
smile. “Do what you want to, not what you think someone wants you to do.”

“I know,” she said, feeling a tight lump in her throat.

The idea of her mother becoming more of a real figure to her was both terrifying and
appealing. Marlene McKinnon was a smiling figure in photographs, silent but loving; she
was screaming in Aurora’s nightmares; she was a figure of hatred for so many in her family
who were now gone, too. But she wanted to know the real Marlene. Not because of any
sentimental value, she told herself, but because she was curious, she had to know and
understand. The past fascinated her, and her own past was such an enigma in so many ways.
“I’ll think about it.”

“Good.” She could see the effort her father put in to meet her eyes, see the shimmering tears
behind them.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to—“

“No,” he said softly, “I don’t want to read them. I remember Marlene as I knew her, and
that’s what I want to keep with me. Besides, I’m sure she’ll have plenty criticisms of my
technique on the Quidditch field and I’m not sure my ego can take reliving that.”

They both laughed, but it was forced and half-hearted. Aurora, desperate to change the
subject, asked him about Dora’s latest exploits in the kitchen, and they both tried to forget the
conversation they had been on the brink of sharing.



When she returned to the castle that afternoon, subdued even through the shopping trip she
joined her friends for, Aurora took out parchment and quill and inked a letter to Hestia Jones.



Distances

Chapter Notes
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"Educational Decree Number Twenty-Four,” Aurora read off from the notice board in the
Entrance Hall, around which a considerable crowd had formed before breakfast. “All student
groups and clubs are hereby disbanded. Unless we get permission from Umbridge.”

Curse him, she thought immediately. This was surely Potter’s doing. Planning an illicit
Defense club, behind her back, sneaking off in Hogsmeade just yesterday, that was surely
what he had been doing. “Quidditch’ll be fine,” Draco said cheerfully, clapping her on the
shoulder. “My dad’s good friends with Professor Umbridge, remember, he’ll swing it for us.
And I think she likes you.”

“She doesn’t,” Aurora assured him, rolling her eyes, “we just have a professional
understanding. But, by all means, use your father. We need to re-form as soon as possible to
train for the match next month.”

Draco grinned. “Let Montague know, and save me a seat. I shan’t be long.”

He turned and hurried off up the stairs, towards Professor Umbridge’s office. Aurora sighed,
running a hand through her hair. At least Quidditch would be alright, but dance club could be
more difficult to vet. And there was no chance of Potter’s club going ahead now. It was a
shame; she had almost started to consider it.

“Do you think we can keep chess club?” Daphne asked Theodore, who frowned at her.

“Well, it is mostly inoffensive, but if you keep calling Bernard Torran a bastard when you
lose to him, we could be on the ropes.”

Daphne elbowed him in the side. “This is serious!”

“Not for chess club, though, I’m sure. It’ll get sorted quickly.” He turned and caught Aurora’s
eye, raising his eyebrows. “Quidditch alright?”

“Draco’s on it. I should probably go find Graham and let him know before he works himself
into a tizzy. Coming?”

“Sure,” Daphne said, tugging Theodore over to Aurora and following her into the hall.
“You’re in dance club, too, right? Do you think that’ll be alright?”

“We’re not doing anything wrong,” she said. “It’s likely more so that Umbridge can do a
sweep of every club and make sure they’re all up to scratch and following appropriate rules,
before they can re-form. Much like she’s inspecting teachers. Don’t worry about it.”

On the way over to the Slytherin Table, she caught sight of Harry Potter about to be swarmed
by a group of people, and tried not to shake her head. They hadn’t done anything against the



rules yet, technically, but how none of them saw this coming she didn’t know.

“Black!” She twisted sharply at the sound of her name, seeing Graham and Cassius marching
towards her, Miles Bletchley trailing them. “Have you seen the news?”

“It’s fine!” she called back, hurrying to the boys as Daphne and Theo went to grab seats.
When she was closer, she said, “Draco reckons Umbridge is friends with his father and he
can talk her into approving our application quickly. Don’t worry, Montague. She was a
Slytherin too, and she clearly supports the team.”

“It’s ridiculous,” Cassius said, frowning. “We need to train! She can’t do this now, a month
from the opening of the season.”

“And yet she has,” Aurora said, trying to keep the bitterness from her voice. Bletchley
scoffed. “It’ll be fine, I’m sure. And technically there’s nothing to stop us from practicing one
on one, so we can still sort out Bletchley's sloppy diving.”

“I can’t decide if that’s pessimism or optimism,” came Bletchley's reply.

Aurora shrugged. “Me neither. Listen, Draco’s gone to Umbridge’s office now, if you want to
go join him, as Captain. Personally, I’m going to eat some pancakes before they’re all gone.”

Graham muttered somethig under his breath and sloped off. Cassius, still scowling, followed,
and Bletchley cast Aurora a slight frown before going to join a group of the sixth year boys.
Aurora sat across from Daphne and Theo, a seat spare next to her for Draco, giving her a
perfect eyeline of the buzz around the Gryffindor table. MacMillan and Abbott had been
shooed away in their attempts to talk to Potter, but he was deep in frustrated conversation
with Granger and the Weasleys.

“Sorted,” Draco said fifteen minutes later, beaming as he slipped into the seat beside her.
“Slytherin Team officially has permission to re-form.”

“Nice one.”

“Told you I could sweet-talk her. My father's been giving so generously to the Ministry and
St. Mungo's of late — I told you, he's been visiting the hospital all the time, Fudge thinks he's
brilliant. They could hardly deny someone so important to the community." His grin widened.
"Potter’s going to explode in Defense again today, I just know it.”

Aurora sighed. “Do you have to wind him up? I can’t stand another class of him fruitlessly
arguing with Umbridge.”

And, she didn't want him suffering again. She didn't know what her father had said to
Dumbledore, if he'd even been able to talk to him yet, but nothing so far seemed to have
come of it. And she worried, if the Ministry were cracking down on Hogwarts and using
Umbridge to do it, if Fudge would even listen to Dumbledore anyway. The Headmaster didn't
have the power to dismiss Umbridge unless he had a replacement approved; all he could to
was to stop her from using the quill, or get Fudge to agree to her dismissal. Right now, that



didn't seem too likely, unless they had hard evidence. Hopefully, Potter would be able to give
them it.

“Winding Potter up's fun," Draco said, and Aurora sighed. It had lost its appeal to her lately.

“It’s distracting,” she muttered, stabbing at a pancake.

“You’ve just lost your sense of humour.”

“I have not!”

“Yeah? You used to think it was a great laugh, winding Potter up in class. Now you’re…”

“What? I’m what, Draco?”

He stared at her for a moment, bit his lip, then looked down again. “Just pass me some tea,
would you?”

“Fine,” Aurora huffed, grabbing the teapot and plunking it down in front of him. Their
friends around the table pointedly avoided looking at either of them.

Their partnership was pained in Herbology. It had barely been a fight and yet they still had
that awful, stiff tension pulled taut between them. It was so stupid, she thought, how their
relationship could fluctuate so quickly and easily.

After a catch up with Elise — who was distraught by the idea of the Gobstones Club being
disbanded — over break, Aurora was one of the last to reach the Potions classroom for their
next class with Snape, at almost the exact same time as Potter, Granger, and Weasley, all of
whom regarded her with a degree of suspicion. She gave them a flat glare and said, in a bored
tone, “Whatever problem you’ve devised between us, just spit it out.”

All eyes went to Potter, who seemed to debate it for a moment, before shaking his head.
“Never mind. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Oh, will you?”

“Stop being difficult, Black,” he muttered, heading down the steps to the dungeons. Aurora
followed, with a sinking feeling as she heard Draco’s voice.

“Yeah, Umbridge gave the Slytherin Quidditch team permission to continue playing
straightaway, I went to ask her first thing this morning.” He caught sight of them coming
down the stairs and smirked. “Well, it was pretty much automatic, I mean, she knows my
father really well, he’s always popping in and out of the Ministry. It’ll be interesting to see if
Gryffindor are allowed to keep playing, won’t it?”

Aurora braced herself, heading to stand with Gwen, Robin and Theo, who were thankfully
not in Draco’s little bragging circle.

“I mean,” Draco said, raising his voice for Potter’s benefit, “if it’s a question of influence
with the Ministry, I don’t think they’ve got much chance. From what my father says, they’ve



been looking for an opportunity to sack Arthur Weasley for years… and as for Potter, my
father says it’s only a matter of time before the Ministry has him carted off to St. Mungo’s.”
Aurora’s gut twisted as she caught sight of Neville, who turned slowly when he heard. She
looked over to Draco, with a look to tell him to shut up, which he of course ignored.
“Apparently my father's been donating to this special ward they've got there, for people
whose brains have been addled by magic…”

He pulled a mocking face, rolling his eyes back in his head and opening his mouth so that his
tongue lolled out. Aurora looked away, cringing, just in time to see Neville Longbottom
surging forward.

“Shit — Neville—”

She was too late; he had lunged forward in attempt to tackle Draco, only to be hauled back
the way by Potter and Weasley. Draco froze, staring in shock as Neville grappled with the
two boys to let him go, swearing about St. Mungo’s. He twisted in an attempt to get out of
Weasley’s grip, and Aurora stepped forward, trying to get his attention.

“Stop it,” she said quickly, holding her arms out between him and Vincent and Greg, who
were stood ready for a fight. “Just… All of you, stop. Draco…” She glared at him, fury
bubbling up inside of her. But he didn’t know, by the look on his face. It was still a horrible
thing to do and make fun of, still made her guts twist inside, and even knowing that he hadn’t
done it to have a go at Neville and his parents, didn’t make it better. “Just stop, alright?”

“Fighting in the dungeon, are we?”

She turned sharply, seeing Snape stood in the doorway, eyebrows raised. “Ten points from
Gryffindor. Black?”

“Yes, sir.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Get inside.”

She didn’t wait for him to say it again, but when she went to sit in her usual seat, she kept an
eye on the door, watching the way Neville stormed in, white and shaking with fury, still
muttering under his breath. Draco still came to sit by her, claiming the Strengthening Solution
he had brewed last period, but he glared at her as he did so.

“What was that about?”

“I didn’t see the point in a fight starting outside Potions.”

“You were sticking up for Longbottom. Why’d he go for me?”

“No idea.”

“You know.”

“Do you think I’d tell you if I did? Do you think you need more ammunition? Just leave it,
Draco. All I could tell was that he’s upset.”



Draco narrowed his eyes at her. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Nothing,” she whispered back, as the door closed behind Snape. “Just leave it, alright?”

Snape stormed back in, stalking to the front of the classroom with a flourish. “You will
notice,” he said softly, eyes glittering dangerously, “that we have a guest with us today.”

Aurora turned, seeing Umbridge in a frilly pink suit, sat in the dim corner of the dungeon.
This was all she needed, she thought grimly. At least if Snape and Umbridge fought, it would
give her some decent entertainment. Ignoring Draco, she set about working on the second
step of the Strengthening Solution from last week. The first half hour or so passed in relative
boredom, Umbridge merely wandering through the class and asking about various students’
experiences.

Aurora only told her that she thought they were well-challenged in the class, and nothing
more. It was as close to a compliment as she could tolerate giving Snape.

“The class seems fairly advanced for their level,” Umbridge said later while Snape was
leaning over Dean Thomas’s cauldron, which was issuing black clouds of smoke. “Though I
would question whether it is advisable teaching them something like the Strengthening
Solution. I think the Ministry would rather it were removed from the syllabus."

At times, Aurora thought, it was questionable whether Umbridge wanted them to learn
anything at all. She watched as Snape straightened up, mouth pressed tightly in annoyance.
Brilliant, she thought, grinding up griffin claw.

“How long have you been teaching at Hogwarts?”

“Fourteen years.”

“You applied first for Defense Against the Dark Arts?”

“Yes.”

“But you were unsuccessful.”

Snape stared at her blankly, and drew out the word, “Obviously.”

Aurora hid her smile in her sleeve.

The class successfully redeemed from the equally peeved looks on both professor’s faces,
Aurora finished off the last few steps of her potion, which was turning a nice, translucent
shade of turquoise.

She took a quick, solitary lunch and hurried off to the library, where Hermione Granger found
her leaving ten minutes before Arithmancy. “There you are,” she said cheerfully, tugging her
toward the exit, “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

“You have?”



“Oh, yes. We haven’t spoken in ages, have we? Not properly, anyway.”

“What do you want, Granger?”

Hermione dropped her smile slightly and whispered, “I know you know about the Defense
club.”

“Yes," Aurora said slowly, keeping on walking. "Potter told me weeks ago. Don’t tell me
you’re still going to go ahead with it?”

“No, of course not, not now.” Hermione was an awful liar. Aurora tried not to laugh. She had
guts, she would give her that. “Who did you tell about it?”

“No one.”

“But you must have! No one else has blabbed, I’d know if they had, but you haven’t… Just
tell me. Did you tell Umbridge, or was it somebody else?”

“I didn’t tell anybody,” Aurora said evenly, shaking Hermione’s hand off of her arm. “I’ve no
reason to do so. I promise you, Hermione."

Hermione didn’t want to believe her, she could tell. No doubt she had confided in others and
for some reason, decided her personal judgment could not be suspect. So it must have been
Harry who told the wrong person. Aurora just didn't understand why that was still her. “Harry
thought he could trust you.”

“He can,” Aurora said, voice brittle. “I swear, Granger, I haven’t told anyone. Now, if you
don’t mind, we have a class to get to, and I’m fed up of being called a liar.”

“Well, you’ll forgive me if I don’t believe everything you say—”

“I am not a grass,” Aurora snapped. “I haven’t told anybody, end of. I thought you
understood me a bit better now, but it seems I was mistaken. You've no reason to suspect me,
so don't be so rude!"

She stormed off, and Hermione hurried to catch up with her, bag swinging at her side. “I
didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just, I have a way of knowing that no one at the meeting told
Umbridge, and we need to know how she found out and you're the only other person—”

“Why? If you’re not going ahead with it, then you don’t need to know. You didn’t break any
rules, you’ve got nothing to lose so long as you don’t go through with it — which of course,
you said you won’t, so that must mean you’re telling the truth. And really, what motivation
would I have to stop you?”

“Harry said you thought it was a stupid idea, that it’d get us in trouble…”

“You think I told Umbridge about this so that I could protect you?” She laughed shrilly.
“You’re smarter than this, Granger. And so am I.”



She turned, heart pounding, and though Granger followed, she did not say anything for a long
moment. Even in her anger, Aurora had nothing to say; it was desperate and ridiculous, and
honestly a little offensive.

“You and Umbridge were a bit chummy in Potions…”

“I didn’t want to give her another reason to doubt Dumbledore’s management of Hogwarts.
Not everything has to be a fight, Hermione. I didn’t tell her anything, and I don’t intend to —
not that there is anything to tell, clearly. So leave it. I’m not in the mood for this, and if you
keep bothering me, I’ll have to shut you up some other way.”

To her annoyance, Hermione just laughed scornfully. “You don’t scare me anymore, Black.
Threats won’t get you anywhere — you're just defensive. And it’s not really helping your
case.”

“It seems nothing will,” Aurora said with a sigh, just as the warning bell rang. “Now, I’m
going to class, and I don’t think you want to be late any more than I do, so just… Leave it."

She didn’t look over her shoulder to check if Granger was following or not, but they slipped
into seats at the same time under Professor Vector’s watch and maintained a stony, cold
silence all the way to Defense Against the Dark Arts, at which point Granger went to debrief
Potter and Weasley. They were extremely unsubtle, with the way they glanced over at her,
whispering. She tried to ignore it, but such things always brought back that underlying fear,
the one which gnawed at her every night. The fear of judgment, hatred, scorn. Rumours and
gossip and whispers flying, her at the centre.

-*

Harry Potter found her the next evening, as she was leaving dinner to head down towards the
Slytherin dorms. "Don't tell me you've duplicated the map or something," she said with a
groan as he fell into step behind her. "Why are you and your friends so desperate to keep
cornering me? I told Hermione, I didn't tell on you."

"You told Sirius about my detentions."

Aurora turned sharply to look at him. He didn't exactly look happy with her, but he didn't
look angry, either. "I thought he'd want to know, and I was right."

"Yeah, and he told Dumbledore! I told you I didn't want anyone to know!"

"So Dumbledore spoke to you about it."

"No. He got McGonagall to do it for him." He scowled, and Aurora grimaced. Dumbledore
wasn't exactly doing much to endear himself to Potter. Why, she had yet to understand. "But
apparently he's going to make it so that detentions need to be approved or can be overseen by
a student's head of house."

"That's good, isn't it? That's something, and McGonagall knows and hates Umbridge, so she
won't let it happen."



"Yeah, and how long d'you think that'll last? She's already put through this decree about the
clubs!"

"Well, he might be able to—"

"And she'll know I told someone! It'll just make her worse!"

"Then you need to tell someone when that happens!"

"I told you why I didn't want to!"

"Harry, she can't just get away with it, you know that, and if you were willing to speak up
about this, it could stop her. I just thought I should tell my dad. I was only trying to help."

Harry glared at her a moment longer, and she held his stare, annoyed. "I know," he said,
biting the words out, "you still went behind my back."

"Well, it's not as if you trust me much anyway."

"I did," he said, and it still surprised her. "I do. I know Hermione talked to you about... You
know what. And I didn't tell her to, if that's what you think. I mean, the whole thing was her
idea anyway, in the first place, and I told her I didn't think you'd have gone to Umbridge."

"You seem to have a lot of faith in me, Potter."

"Well, did you tell Umbridge?" She shook her head. Potter let out a low laugh. "Exactly.
Although, please don't try threatening Hermione again."

"Yeah," Aurora said with a grimace, "I got a bit... Wound up. And the reaction was honestly
kind of embarrassing."

Potter's lips twitched in a small, reluctant smile. "Well, in that case." He lowered his voice
and guided her to the side, a quiet corner of the corridor. "So long as you don't tell anyone,
it's back on. I can let you know a time and place—"

"I don't want to know," Aurora said quickly, holding up her hands. "I have no interest in
joining your little club, Potter, especially now. Just because I didn't rat you out doesn't mean
I'm with you."

Potter sighed, gaze switching back to annoyed again. Aurora gave a tense smile. "Suit
yourself, then."

"Try not to get yourselves caught this time, hm? I'm getting very bored of reading the words
educational decree up on the common room wall."

-*

Aurora stared at the cramped notes in the margin of Hydrus Black’s blessing, trying to piece
together their author’s thought process. It was Thursday evening, and she was trying to cram
in some personal work before dinner and then Quidditch practice, but she had been studying



so consistently all week that most of the words just blurred together. Yet, they were familiar,
somehow, the curve of them, the perfect cursive, the sharp lines of the capital E.

'The blessing requires the blood of the caster 'and the flesh of the blessed, joined by contact
… Willingly given, or not? — Contact, blood on flesh? Separate from body or drawn from it?
Change, transformation — where is the soul? Is there soul? If the spell is to protect body and
spirit, what role does the soul play in forming the blessing? Eternity?'

What did Hydrus’ blessing have to do with eternity, she wondered, or was the author merely
puzzling out the role of the soul there too, or the longevity of the spell? Further down in the
margin were the words: how can I see it?

Something nagged at the back of her mind, like something she knew but had forgotten. Her
gaze traced the letters again. Soul.

Her father’s voice came back to her, “My brother, Regulus, he claimed he could see souls.”

She flung herself off her bed, scrambling for the locked drawer where she kept her most
secret possessions and documents, and there she found the letter her uncle had written to
Narcissa, that she had found in Black Manor. She opened it, paid attention to the form of the
writing. Sharp capitals, gentle cursive.

That was Regulus Black’s handwriting on the blessing. She knew it; the thought sank into
her, wrapped around her heart. This was the blessing he used on her, she was sure of it, but
then he must have modified it somewhat. Perhaps it was even connected to the family curse
that Death had spoke of.

For months she had tried to find traces of the curse in her ancestry, but what if it hadn’t been
working on her ancestors this whole time? What if, by using this, Regulus had somehow
awoken the curse, if it had been lying dormant all these years…

What if he had been trying to save her and doomed her instead?

She flipped through all her notes of translations, until she found what she was looking for.
There: adaptation for singular object. How to use the blessing on one person; in this version,
they were a willing and knowing participant, which she had not been, as a baby, but it was a
start. Regulus could easily have built on this, and now, she felt, she too had something more
solid to build upon in her research. She had to find out more about Hydrus. And, she had to
work out whoever had written the other, older notes, to match it up to other figures in the
genealogy. Maybe then she might work out what she was dealing with, what unintended
consequences the blessing might have, and how she could use that.

Riding the high of discovery, already coming up with a plan in her head for how to proceed,
Aurora tidied her things away and ran off to dinner in the Great Hall, and then out towards
the Quidditch pitch.

Against her better will, Aurora remained distracted throughout practice. Her mind was on
Lord Hydrus, and the names she had stumbled across in her summer research: Marisela,
Penelope, Odysseus, Magnus, Castella. When Graham snapped at her for missing the



Quaffle, she barely even noticed, and spent the rest of practice flustered in annoyance with
herself.

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Draco asked when they dismounted at the end of the
session, as the sky began to darken. “You’re never distracted.”

“Just been studying a lot today, that’s all,” she lied, forcing a smile. “Anyway, it ended up
alright…”

She trailed off, seeing Hestia Jones’ owl coming over the stands towards her. This was not
where she wanted to unveil her mother’s diaries — not in front of Draco — but as she
watched, her stomach swam uncertainly. There was something wrong with the owl’s wing,
and when she squinted to get a better look, she saw the packaging was ruffled, slightly torn.

“What’s that owl doing?” Graham bellowed, staring round at them all. “Black, is that for
you?”

“I think it might be,” she said, stepping forward to save the owl as it hurled itself towards the
ground. “Sorry, I don’t know why it’s coming here…”

The feathers were ruffled, slightly bloodied, Aurora realised with a sickening plunge. “It’s
alright, dear,” she whispered to it, wrapping the panicked thing in her arms and stowing the
package in her schoolbag. “Hey, hey, don’t panic.” She wasn’t sure where Professor Grubbly-
Plank’s office was, but with luck she might still be hanging around the forest. Or even
Professor Sprout could help; something was deeply wrong.

“I’ve got to go,” she called over her shoulder, handing her broom to Cassius. “Sorry — this is
my friend’s owl, I need to get him checked out. I’ll see you on Saturday!”

She hurried off in the direction of the forest, where to her relief, Grubbly-Plank was emerging
from the shadows.

“Professor!” she called, picking up the pace. “Professor Grubbly-Plank!”

“Yes, dear? Oh, not another owl!”

“Another — sorry, Professor, I didn’t mean to bother you—”

“Give her to me, spit-spot. Poor thing…”

“She was delivering something for me, Professor, just now.”

Grubbly-Plank pursed her lips, holding the owl herself now. She teased the wing, but let go at
the owl’s frightened squawk. “This may well be broken. I’ll have to take her up to my rooms
in the castle, see what I can do for her. Where’s this owl from, Miss Black, if you don’t mind
me asking?”

“A family friend of mine. She was sending some books I’d asked for.”



“Hm. Well, she’s not the first owl I’ve seen to this week. Something must be attacking them
out there, I’ll have to let Dumbledore know. But not to worry, Black, she’ll be right as rain in
a few days.” She smiled down at Aurora, who tried to look optimistic.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” she started, “Professor, whose was the other owl?”

“Hm? Oh, Harry Potter came in with his on Monday, dreadful sight. But she’s well fixed up
now, nothing to worry about.”

Umbridge, Aurora thought, with a sickly swooping feeling in her stomach. Of course. “Oh.
Well, that’s good to know — he’s very fond of his owl. Will you send her on to me once she’s
better?”

“Certainly, Miss. Come, I’ll walk you back up to the castle, it’s getting dark.”

As soon as she got into the dungeon, Aurora made a beeline for Apollo Jones, who was
sitting with Leah and Lewis Stebbins in the corner. Leah made to stand when Aurora
approached, but she shook her head quickly.

“Jones?”

Apollo stared at her. “Yes?”

“When did you last hear from your aunt?”

His face paled. “What do you mean?”

“I — oh, gosh, no, she’s alright! She just sent a package up to me, something of my mother’s
she’d held onto, and her owl’s dreadfully hurt. I just wondered if you’d noticed anything
similar, last time she sent you a latter, or anything?”

Jones shook his head. “Not that I can remember, though I haven’t written to her in a while, to
be fair. Sola’s always been fine.”

Sola, that was her name. “Right. Well, Sola’s with Grubbly-Plank now, to heal her. I just
wanted to know if there was anything else… I’ll go write to her now. Any message?”

Apollo shrugged. “Say hi if you want, I guess.”

“Charming. Well, I’ll see you all later.”

She hastened back to her dorm, before any of the team could ask her what was going on, and
scrawled out a quick letter to take to the Owlery, informing her what happened in such a way
that she hoped Hestia would get the message Aurora thought Sola might have been
intercepted.

When she returned, at last, feeling rather harried from the evening’s events, she turned not to
her studies but to the package of diaries stowed away in her bag. There were seven, all in all;
their title pages covered 1972 to 1980, the year before Marlene died.



Aurora’s hands trembled over the worn leather spines, the bound pages yellowed with age. It
was amazing to her, how a book could grow from use, as though every time it was opened
and read or written on, the pages took on a new life, a new thickness, filled with the soul of
whoever had used them.

Opening the first diary was difficult. It felt like opening a door to the past. Even the year
made something cavernous open inside of her, reminding her of the great expanse of time that
divided herself from her mother. It had been fourteen years since her mother had died, and
Aurora could barely imagine her face, and yet here she was, soul laid bare, a remnant of
Marlene McKinnon at an even younger age than Aurora was now. She must have been twelve
at that point, she thought, sure that her father had mentioned her birthday being sometime in
December.

Aurora took in a deep breath, lying in her silent dorm room. If she didn’t open it now, she
felt, she might never open it.

She turned the page.

10th January, 1972

Dear diary,

First off, if anybody ever finds this, I am fully blaming Hestia Jones for making me write
something as stupid as a diary. I can barely suffer through a Potions essay, and she thinks I
can manage to write in this thing every day?

Hestia says I should start by writing one thing I liked about today, one thing that went badly,
and one thing I want to improve. It sounds like bollocks because it is, but it’s important to her,
and if you do end up reading this, Hes, know that I usually do love you, and I use the word
bollocks as lovingly as possible. Make of that what you will, and if Danny’s managed to get
his hands on this, piss off before I teach you a worse word for yourself.

One good thing about today: Well, we’ve been back at Hogwarts for three days and not one
person has called me a mudblood, and as far as I know, no one’s called Lily or Mary that
either.

One bad thing: Potter and Black didn’t hex Snape for being a know-it-all prick when he very
clearly saw me and Hestia muck up our potion. Granted, I could have done that, but
Slughorn doesn’t know my name and worships the ground Snape and his mates walk on, and
Potter and Black have a lot less to lose getting in trouble.

One thing I’d like to improve: Lunch was a bit naff. The soup of the day was mushroom,
which was shit.

Hestia, I hope you’re happy.

Goodbye, diary.

— Marlene McKinnon, best and most understanding friend



Aurora found herself smiling as she read. Reading always was a fun pastime, largely derived
from her imagination; she conjured up images of characters and books and likewise, she
could sudddnly see her mother, twelve years old, lying on a dorm room bed much like hers,
except in red and gold, making fun of her friend, reflecting on her day. It was nice to know
her mum hated Snape, too, though the flippant mention of people using the term ‘mudblood’
made something cold curdle inside of her. Her mother had grown up in a different Hogwarts
than she had, but her experience was not shaped by time, but instead by status. Even when
bigotry was absent, that absence made the issue itself conspicuous.

But her mother seemed funny. Cheerful, optimistic, a little bit sarcastic. Her last paragraph
made Aurora smile: she wasn’t much of a fan of mushrooms, either.

That was her mother, laid down in worn blue ink.

She turned the page to the next entry, which was much shorter.

18th January, 1972, it read.

Dear diary,

Hestia really wants me to write in this, so here we go.

One thing that was good about today is that McGonagall said I did really well on my
Transfiguration essay. One thing that was bad is that I blew up a cauldron in Potions, but I’m
ninety percent certain it was one of James Potter’s mob and not mine or Hestia’s fault. Lily
agrees, and she never agrees with me. One thing I would improve, I’d like to get my own back
on the boys, and I’m sure I could. I can definitely convince Remus Lupin to help me, he’s
craftier than he looks.

Over and out,

Marlene McKinnon, Transfiguration genius

Smiling, she turned to the next one.

2nd February, 1972

I did not like a single thing about today. I can improve this day by murdering Lily Evans.
What went badly today? Lily Evans thinks she’s my mother and that just because we are both
skint and muggleborn we somehow have to a) act the same and b) set an example to be the
absolute model of perfection which in my opinion means thumping Slytherin at Quidditch and
in her opinion means not leaving shoes out on the dorm room floor. She’s definitely
exaggerating about almost ‘breaking her neck’ and I actually no longer believe her that she
has a sister, and if she does they definitely don’t share a room, because it was SO not that
bad. She’s driving me absolutely up the wall, and Hestia’s annoyed with her too. Dorcas
won’t take sides, but Mary and Lily will back whatever each other says, so everything’s
awkward and horrible and I’m writing this in the common room of all places because the
dorm room is just too stupid and if I go up there Lily’s going to order us all to have a bloody
‘spring clean’ and like hell



Alright, the day’s been improved, Sirius Black just made an absolute twat of himself and
tripped into the fireplace trying to set off fireworks. Half his hair’s gone and he’s taken Peter
Pettigrew out with him. Lily and the girls came down to see what the fuss was about and she
found it funny, so I think we might be good now. I’m still not above throwing a slipper at her,
though.

Bye diary!

Marlene McKinnon, with better hair than Sirius Black

That last line was enough to keep Aurora smiling. She could just imagine the look on her
father’s face if her mother had said that to him, and dearly hoped that she had.

She was real, to Aurora; it was an unexpected revelation, and shouldn’t really have been a
revelation at all. Yet she could see her clearly now, could imagine her voice and tone and
expression. She could see Lily Evans too, and Hestia and Mary and Dorcas; could imagine
her father at that age, his laugh and grin and smirk and the wide-eyed expression when he
realised he messed up, and the quiet grin on Remus Lupin’s face. Suddenly the distance was
not so large, and the past did not feel quite so unknown.

Chapter End Notes

FINALLY I get to share a bit of Marlene’s diary! Thoughts??
I’m super excited to share the next couple of chapters, too! Next up is Halloween,
followed by the opening Quidditch match of the season, which I always have a lot of fun
writing! And there’s going to be a healthy dose of chaos.



Something Splintered

The week leading up to Halloween was always a busy time in the Slytherin common room, as
everybody prepared themselves for initiation on Tuesday evening. Aurora was preoccupied
reading through her mother’s diary and her father's family genealogies in between her
mountainload of homework and dealing with party preparations, which she was glad to not
have gotten herself so involved with this year. On Sunday evening, after dinner, Aurora met
up with her cousin Elise, as usual, in one of the warmer courtyards at the back of the East
Wing.

Elise was quiet, which was the first thing Aurora noticed about her. She responded to
Aurora’s questions with simple yes and no, shrugging her shoulders.

“Alright,” Aurora said, when Elise had completely ignored her joke about Doctor Who,
something which it had taken her a lot of pop culture observation and research to understand,
and which Elise usually appreciated. “What’s wrong?”

Elise glanced up at her, then shrugged. “Nothing. It’s fine.”

“You’re quiet. You’re never quiet.”

“I know, I just…” She bit her lip, swallowed tightly. “Do you — do people really dislike
people who don’t have wizard parents?”

It was like a stone had been dropped into Aurora's stomach. “Has someone been mean to
you?”

“Not really, I suppose. I mean, it's not been that bad, but ... I didn’t really realise it was that
big of a deal? Me and Clara were talking about Take That — they're a cool band — and some
of the other girls in our class were... Weird, about it."

"Weird, how?" Auror aasked sharply, dread rising through her. "What did they say?"

"Well, one of the Hufflepuff girls made fun of me in Potions, and said Muggles didn't know
good music. And then there was these other ones who — they said I couldn't really be your
cousin and then they said I was — a mudblood?"

Cold seeped through Aurora.

"Who?" she asked me immediately, mind whirring. "Tell me, and I'll sort them out."

“It doesn’t matter, I don’t want any trouble. I didn't even know what it meant."

"Do you know now?" Elise nodded, looking down, and anger flared up inside of Aurora.
What right did anyone think they had to talk to people like that, to put down a little girl who
had been so bright and so excited, just because they didn't like that she was there?



“I’ll sort them out,” she said, voice trembling furiously, “I’ll tell them you’re my cousin, and
that they should never say such things again. They should never have said such things, no one
should. It isn't right, and it shouldn't be allowed, either."

“It doesn’t matter. They still won’t like me. They said me and Clara were weird too, and too
loud. And they said you wouldn't want people to know if we are related, because the Black
family don't like Muggles, but you do like me, don't you?"

"Of course I do! Those girls don't know what they're talking about, Elise, and they don't
know me. And I very much do want people to know you're my cousin, because you are part
of the Black family, alright?"

Elise chewed on her lip, looking down. “You don’t mind that I’m related to you, do you?”

“Of course not! Why—”

“Well I know your other cousin Draco, doesn’t really like me that much. He hasn’t said
anything,” she said quickly, “but I don’t think he does. He never says hello to me if I pass
him in the corridor.”

The doubt and hurt in Elise's eyes broke her heart, and made her anger at Draco only rise.
"Draco… Takes time to adjust to change. He's a right old grump at times. But he doesn’t
dislike you, I promise. And I’m really glad I got to know you, Elise.”

“Even if I’m not… Like you.”

“What does like me, mean?”

“Like… A proper witch.”

“You are a proper witch, Elise.” Her voice trembled. “You are, it doesn’t matter who your
parents or grandparents are anybody else is. You are a witch. You’re brilliant and you deserve
to be here.”

Elise nodded, but there was still a sadness behind her eyes, and a tremor in her bottom lip.
“Clara says some boys called her a mudblood the other day.”

“Do you know who?” Elise shook her head. “Were they Slytherins? My age?” She nodded.

“One was. A bit younger than you, I think. Like I said, I don’t really know what the word
means, but we worked out it’s an insult. About us not being what they call pureblood.”

She tightened her jaw, thinking over every face in the common room. Anyone might have
said that, anyone might have hurt her cousin and her friend. “Can you tell me the name of the
girls who made fun of you?”

Elise shook her head. “One of them was Reisa Avery. The other was Olga Yaxley. And —
and their friend, the boy, Colbert … Bulstrode.” Millicent’s cousin. She stored the names
away; first years she hadn’t really interacted with, but she knew where they sat in the



common room, the circles they went with. "But I don't want to cause trouble, it'll just make
them worse!"

“I’ll sort them out.”

“What’ll you do? They'll know I told you!"

"Good! It'll stop them being mean to you again! First years are naturally intimidated by fifth
years. And no one wants to make an enemy of the Quidditch Team. Have you told Professor
Flitwick any of this, your head of house?”

Elise shook her head.

“Tell him. Please. I'd tell Snape, but he's useless, but Flitwick'll pass it on to Sprout about the
Hufflepuff." Elise nodded reluctantly. Aurora put an arm around her shoulder and held her
tightly, rubbing her shoulder. The girl was brave, she didn’t cry. But Aurora felt she had a
right to.

“I will if it happens again,” Elise said. “But, please, don’t make it a big thing? I don't want a
fuss, and I don't want anyone to not like me any more than they already do."

But she couldn’t just let that lie. Aurora gave Elise her word, but as she went to the common
room that night — having dropped Elise off right outside Ravenclaw Tower, lest anybody
come across her and decide to have a go — she still tore the question over in her head. Sure,
she didn’t want to go against Elise’s wishes, but she also had a duty to protect her cousin,
stand up for her, defend her. And people needed to know that she would fight for her, too.

“What’s eating you, Lady Black?” Blaise asked, when she had been quiet through most of
their card game. Everybody was there, even Theo, who was more frequently absent from
such social things these days.

“Oh, nothing,” she said breezily, casting her gaze over to the corner of the common room
where she spied the first years sitting, gossiping. “Just had a busy day.”

Pansy and Lucille exchanged a glance. Draco ignored her and took a card from Greg.

“Actually,” she said nervously, “has anybody heard anything about my little cousin, from the
first years?”

The group stilled, quieted. Draco looked up, frowning. “Well,” Millie said, with a shifty look,
“my cousin Colbert asked me the other day if she was really your cousin — obviously I said
yes. I don’t know where he got it from, I think they’re just curious.”

“Right,” Aurora said, looking around. “Nobody else has heard anything?”

Everybody shook their heads. Draco stared at the floor. “Draco?”

“Nothing,” he said, blinking. “I haven’t heard a word.”



Aurora hated that she didn’t know whether she could believe him or not. She curled her feet
underneath her, leaning back. “That’s good then, I suppose. I’m glad you clarified things,
Millie.”

Each of them looked as though they were trying to puzzle her out. “I just wanted to know.
Check up on things, of course. Family.”

She forced a smile, tossed her hair, put that calm and solid front on again. Theo frowned at
her, his gaze questioning, and she shook her head. A sympathetic, almost worried frown
overtook his features for a moment, as he opened his mouth to speak. Then he was cut off by
Lucille, demanding they get another round in, and the conversation dissipated.

After the round ended, and her friends began to move off to get materials to study, Aurora
kept watch over Avery, Bulstrode, and Yaxley, trying to decide what to do.

Aurora kept an eye on them throughout the Halloween feast in the hall the next day, too, and
was one of the first to return to the common room to expect the first years’ arrivals at
midnight. She wished she had Potter’s cloak to help her get about tonight, but at least she had
her map. She didn’t want to make a scene, and didn't exactly like the idea of targeting a group
of eleven-year olds, but they shouldn't have upset her cousin in the first place, and someone
had to set them straight about what was and wasn't right. And she knew what children like
that responded to. They did not want to fail.

She managed to subtly rig the groups for the scavenger hunt that evening, since Pansy was in
charge of co-ordinating it, and was more than happy to gossip about all the details with her.
At midnight, when the first years all traipsed into the common room, dishevelled but high on
anticipation, Yaxley, Avery, and Bulstrode wound up in a group together, to go off on their
hunt; they were required to collect a unicorn hair from the Potions store, find a plant of
interest in the greenhouses and explain why they think it is the most useful plant there, and
create something which represented their favourite subject. Simple enough, but it still
required a level of group work, just in case someone wandered into the Forbidden Forest and
got eaten by an acromantula.

Aurora slipped off from her friends early on, when the party was in full swing and she would
not be missed. She followed the three first years to the store room, where they stood
clustered, extremely unsubtly, debating the best way to reach the top shelf where the hair was
kept and whether their recently-learned Levitation Charm would help them out at all.

“Need something?”

Avery let out a squeal and turned around, stumbling against the wall. “Merlin, Black!
What’re you doing here?”

She nodded to the shelf and cast, “Protego objecta.” A thin blue shield shimmered around the
jar of unicorn hairs. “I heard you’ve been giving my little cousin a hard time.”

They all looked at each other nervously. “We didn’t know if she was—”



"She is. But it doesn’t matter. Whether she is or isn’t is not of your concern, and certainly not
your place to speculate upon. But see, I don’t take kindly to people insulting my family, and
I’m sure all of your families would agree. We can’t stand for it, as a point of honour.
understand?”

“I… Well, none of us meant to… It was just a joke… Everyone’s saying she’s a mudblood!”

“Don’t you dare call her that,” Aurora snapped at Yaxley, who wilted. “Take that word out of
your mouth - Scourgify." She waved her wand in a swift S formation and bubbles appeared
frothing in Yaxley's mouth suddenly, only for a second, not long enough to run the risk of her
swallowing them or choking, before Aurora ended the enchantment. Yaxley shot her a filthy
look, spitting on the floor. "I'd keep that up longer, but I don't think all three of you had the
time to figure out how to end a charm like that right now; not when your classmates are
almost all at the greenhouses already."

“It makes sense to do this first. That’s why we’re doing it now, everyone’ll come here on the
way back and we want the best—”

“I don’t need to hear your strategy,” Aurora said, twirling her wand between her fingers. “I
don’t care what you have to say to me. But I’m warning you, I know far more spells than
you, and I know your families. I have evidence that you've been bribing Rhys Erdick into
doing your homework for you, Avery, and that you, Bulstrode, were the one who took
Graham Montague’s broom for a joy ride last week. And let me tell you, he was not happy
about it. I know far more than you, see.” Gwen was an excellent source of information.
“People gossip in the common room, and I’m a good listener. I’d advise you don’t give me
anything else to hear that I wouldn’t like.”

“Or what, Black?”

“That’s Lady Black, to you.” Avery pursed her lips. “I’m sure plenty of my year who dislike
me can give a reason not to get on my bad side. I got through defensive enchantments
implemented by all the Hogwarts professors, including Professor Dumbledore, when I was
twelve. I poisoned Harry Potter. Successfully. I was thirteen. I also fought off a werewolf and
a host of Dementors in one night. I was fourteen, then. I fought Barremius Crouch, once
Head of Magical Law Enforcement, and former Auror, and I won. That was just a few
months ago.”

She stilled her wand and smiled sweetly. “Now, will you run along and have a look for
something in the greenhouses, like good little first years? When you get back, I promise this
unicorn hair will be a bit more accessible. And don’t bother my cousin, or anyone else whose
blood status you dislike, ever again. I will know about it. And so will you.”

Each of them fell silent, exchanging furtive glanced. “Well? I do expect an apology.”

“We’re sorry,” Avery ground out. “Really, really sorry, Lady Black. We won’t bother your
cousin again.”

“Good girl," she said, smiling, her voice saccharine.



She almost felt bad for intimidating a twelve year old, but if it was a choice between them
and Elise, she’d much rather Elise was happy. She was also relieved she might get the
message through to them, without having to resort to anything more serious; after all, they
were still children. And they still had time to learn right from wrong, if given a nudge — she
just had to be careful of its direction.

"Yeah, Black,” Bulstrode muttered, still rather disingenuously. “We’re sorry.”

“Sorry.”

She looked them up and down, cast her cold gaze over each of them. “Get out of here, then.
Oh, and don’t repeat this. No need for things to get out of hand, hm?”

They nodded furiously, and when she dismissed them with her hand, they scurried off. Once
they were all safely round the corner and headed out to the greenhouses, Aurora relaxed and
released the enchantment, running a hand over her braid.

“Alright,” she whispered to herself. “Time to go back.”

No one had noticed her absence. The party felt muted. Gwen and Robin weren’t in the mood
for it, and Theo had cleared off into his room and was only going to return at a quarter to
three. When she returned and managed to fetch a drink, she stood warily by a sofa in the
corner of the room, observing Pansy and Daphne and Draco and the easy way in which they
interacted, the way she once had been, and felt a hopelessly bitter feeling coil in her chest.
They all seemed so happy, they formed a perfect picture, as if it were Daphne who had been
their best friend all this time. She knew it wasn’t fair, and she also knew these feelings
weren’t restricted to Daphne. For so long now she had been drifting, and now realising her
comparative irrelevance, against the likes of Daphne and Lucille, hurt far more than she
wanted to admit.

“You look tense,” a voice said over her shoulder, and she jumped, seeing Blaise grinning at
her as he leaned against the back of the couch. “High stakes for the firsties? I thought your
only investment was the little Ravenclaw?”

“Don’t sneak up on me, Zabini,” she said, and he gave her a crooked grin, hopping over the
back of the sofa and extending a hand to her as though he expected her to do the same.
Aurora rolled her eyes, but walked around the side to sit by him anyway. "And yes, Elise is
my only… Affiliation. But still, I can’t help but think something must go wrong tonight. It
has every other year.”

“Ah, but you’re forgetting,” Blaise said with a smirk, “tonight is different.”

She sighed. “In what way is tonight different?”

He held out a bottle to her, eyebrows raised. “This time we can drink.”

She took the bottle, but flashed him an unimpressed look. “How exactly is that going to help
the first years?”



Blaise just shrugged and leaned back, popping the cap off his own bottle. “No idea. I doubt it
will. But it stops us worrying so much, so, drink up.”

Aurora rolled her eyes, only marginally amused by his explanation. “Perhaps if you tell me
what this is first?”

“A slightly diluted firewhisky. It’s sweeter than the normal, and not as, er, potent.” Blaise
shrugged. “Thought you might prefer that.”

Narrowing her eyes, Aurora inspected the bottle. “How very thoughtful of you, Zabini.”

“Oh, I’m nothing but thoughtful,” Blaise said, and she smirked. “Fancy it?”

She was about to say no, but then caught sight of Pansy, Draco and Daphne being joined by
Lucille and Millie, and felt jealousy twist inside her. It would be easy to go and join them, but
then, it didn't really feel that way. She didn't like to feel that she might be intruding on
something she should have been a part of. She dreaded the thought, dreaded the eyes on her,
dreaded the inevitable heartbreaking realisation that she was no longer one of them, that had
been sneaking up on her recently. No, perhaps she belonged with Blaise, just slightly
sidelined, marked as other, sharing watered-down firewhisky in commiseration.

She popped off the lid of the bottle and knocked it against Blaise’s own. “This had better
taste decent.”

“Cheers,” came his only reply, and they both went to drink.

It was, somewhat surprisingly, as Blaise described; sweet, still holding a recognisable heat of
the firewhisky, but dangerously easy to drink. The party went on around them as they traded
comments and laughter, and Aurora found herself at last relaxing in Blaise’s company,
cloistered away with him on the sofa.

Hours wore on accompanied by a couple of drinks and still their friends remained in their
perfect bubble, drawing in the occasional Carrow or Avery or Flint, and eventually Theodore,
who Flora and Daphne fussed around. All seemed content with the arrangement, with the
shift in the balance of the world, and it made Aurora’s heart ache. She could tell it bothered
Blaise too, this isolation; perhaps it always had, and she had simply never taken the time to
realise it. There was a lot that she had never taken the time to realise about Blaise, really, and
it was halfway through the third bottle, feeling like this might be the meaning of tipsy that
she had not yet experienced, that she opened her mouth to say something and was met with
his comment of, “They all look like they’re having a grand time, don’t they?”

There was no denying the bitter hint of his voice as he nodded to the group by their usual
sofas. “Yes,” Aurora said, unable to hide her bitterness either. “I rather think they're enjoying
not having our company. Perhaps it’s less boring,” she bit out, recalling Draco’s jokes that
now felt too frequent and too harsh for no other reason than the gathering hurt already in her
heart, “without me around.”

“Perhaps there are fewer nuisances without me,” Blaise commented, and Aurora stared at
him.



“Who said that?”

“Lucille.”

“That bitch,” Aurora said lowly, and Blaise laughed. “Sorry, I know I shouldn’t use that
language.”

“Don’t apologise,” Blaise told her, “I like it. Not as stiff as some people.” He looked to
Daphne as he said this and took another long drink — he was almost finished his third bottle,
quite ahead of Aurora, but was not really showing it. “D’you ever think we’re like, the tag-
alongs? Just ‘cause of Draco?”

She stared intently at her bottle. “I don’t know,” she lied, stomach curdling. “Maybe.”

Blaise scoffed and leaned back; his shoulder brushed hers as he did so, the two of them
pressed closer together. “I do. Well, me more than you. Always have been, just ‘cause Mum’s
got money and Lucius Malfoy wants anyone with gold.”

It was her turn to scoff at that. “Well, he doesn’t want me.” Blaise raised his eyebrows. “Oh,
haven’t you heard? I’m the greatest enemy of the Insular Alliance for some indecipherable
reason. And they…” She cast a glance to her friends, who were oblivious to the conversation.
“They’re pissing me off.”

“Draco?”

She laughed. “Yes.”

“Thought as much. He’s pissing me off too, always ranting about something in the dorm
room. How his father is doing this for the Minister, that for the Wizengamot, how he’s going
to have a new position any day now. Always going on about Potter, too. It’s like a broken
record.”

She looked at him curiously. “That’s a very Muggle reference, Zabini.”

He shrugged. “Stepdad-to-be number five. He was bumped off before the wedding. You have
to be really annoying to manage that. Mum decided his money wasn’t worth his whining.”

At that, Aurora laughed, and leaned her head against Blaise’s shoulder. It was oddly
comforting, oddly warm. “He does go on about Harry, doesn’t he? I’m not sure how I was so
oblivious to it.”

“Because you used to be just as bad,” Blaise said, and she slapped his arm lightly.

“I was not!”

“You absolutely were,” Blaise laughed, shaking his head. “It was funny when you did it,
though. Draco’s… Something else. And anyway, you call him Harry now, so clearly there’s
something different. I don’t think Draco will ever grow out of saying Potter that way he does
— you know the voice I mean? When he sort of spits it out?”



She did. “Yes, well, Draco is the grudge-holding sort. He’s a big ego. Even bigger than
yours,” she quipped, and in return he flicked his fingers against her shoulder. Aurora let out a
light squeal, shying away before being drawn back to him again, curling up slightly. Blaise
shifted too, and before Aurora could process it, his arm was around her, and her stomach was
fluttering because for some ridiculous reason, she found that she liked that. She liked
someone looking at her like they wanted her, like she was important.

“Lady Black, I am offended.”

“I didn’t say anything untrue, did I?”

“Oh, but your tone was so scathing,” he said, with a mock pout, “it wounds my ego.”

“It’ll recover,” Aurora told him, laughing, though her voice came out slightly breathless.

Blaise gave a soft laugh, and there was a moment of quiet before he continued, “Why is it
everyone’s pissing you off?”

Aurora just shrugged. “It’s not them so much as this whole situation. But — look, don’t tell
anyone.”

“My lips are sealed,” he promised, and from the look in his eyes she knew he was genuine.
He needed this conversation, too.

“Well, it has been made clear to me recently that certain pureblood lords see my existence as
a threat to their own, despite the fact that I have never expressed any desire to harm their
political position of status, and all I have done to offend them is to be born of a muggleborn
mother. Draco seems to think this position is something that I should accept, even agree with,
and that it is my own fault for being controversial. Again, all I have done is to exist. And no
one else will say anything. Well, Theo has, but… He’s other problems and to be honest, I
understand how easy it is to be sucked in and to ignore it all at times and I hate that I know
that, too. But, Theo aside, even Pansy seems more or less content to have me… Phased out.
Drift away. I can’t remember if she’s ever once stuck up for me to Draco. And I don’t know if
that’s my problem or theirs or both, or maybe this was all fucked from the beginning, but.”
She shook her head. “I don’t like being on the outside.”

There was a long moment before Blaise responded, and she worried if she had been too open,
said too much.

“Me too. I’ve always been rather outside, different, you know. All we have is money, and
new money isn’t what they revere. It isn’t status, it isn’t a name, it isn’t pure blood — even
though I am, technically. It’s fighting to fit in and still being an afterthought. It’s trying to be
the centre of attention, to have all eyes on you because you know at any given moment you
could just be forgotten. It’s more and more obvious. I’m not in the club, the circle their
ancestors created and that they will all fall inevitably fall into, because that’s what they do. Its
— God, it's just impossible to ever really be one of them, you know? I'm always
overcompensating for something. And Draco, he..." He trailed off, as though afraid of the
words that were about to leave his mouth. His gaze flickered to Aurora, hopeful but also
curious, and then back to Draco with a vindictive glint. "I can never tell him."



"Tell him what?"

"But I'm over it. Over him, over the lot of them, but I can never say it, can I? Cause I need
them, so much more than they’ve ever needed me.”

He looked at her so intently then that she felt her own heart echo the feeling behind his
words, exposing every insecurity that she too had felt. The need to be known and the fear of
it, too; emotions that were forced to co-exist in a constant tension. His fingertips still lay on
her wrist where they had come to rest, and Aurora slowly moved her hand so that their
fingers were intertwined, a show of friendly solidarity that nonetheless raised a tingle along
her arms.

“It’s pretty silly, isn’t it?” she said. “That things have to be this way. That we’re, what, lesser?
Because of your name and my blood, because no matter what we do or how our families rise,
we will never be the same, because of some arbitrary judgment.” He blinked at her, as though
surprised.

“You think your… Blood, is the same as my status?”

“I think it definitely has a similar effect on the pureblood fanatics, yes. It repulses some of
them, and for what? I’m no lesser, you’re no lesser. We’re no lesser than them, but we’re the
expendable ones.”

His brain turned this over and then he said, “We are, aren’t we? Draco tolerates Vincent and
Greg better than us, just ‘cause they fall in line. It’s bullshit.”

“Quite.” She took another long drink and hiccuped. “And, of course, if we ever bring it up,
we’re hysterical, and blowing things out of proportion, and playing victim. And yes, we are
very lucky too, but we’re not fortunate enough that we’re unable to acknowledge it.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing,” Blaise suggested, “I’d rather not swan about like Crabbe does,
thinking he’s the bee’s knees just because his uncle has a seat on the Assembly and his dad’s
mates with Lucius Malfoy. Everyone’s dad’s mates with Malfoy!”

“Mine isn’t,” Aurora pointed out, and Blaise quirked an ironic grin.

“Probably for the best.”

“Definitely for the best,” Aurora said. She had surprised herself somewhat by saying it, but
was glad that she had. “He’s a twat.”

Blaise grinned, bowing his head towards her. Their clasped hands tightened together, and
Aurora found herself turning, closer into his side as he did the same to meet her gaze
properly.

“I bet none of them have even noticed,” Blaise said in a biting voice, fierce gaze trained on
Draco, "that we’re here, without them, or that we’re unhappy or have opinions of our own.”

“Maybe they have,” Aurora said, her own gaze straying to her cousin for a moment, then onto
Theo, and then back to Blaise, “and they just don’t care enough anymore. Maybe they



stopped caring a while ago or maybe they never did at all.”

“Fuck them,” Blaise said, and leaned closer. Warmth prickled through Aurora, a tingle
beneath her skin, and she became acutely aware of the space between their lips, and the
deepness of Blaise’s eyes, and the scent of his cologne wrapping around her. Her drink lay
forgotten on the sidetable; his had found its way to the floor. “Just for once, just…”

“We don’t have to be expendable,” Aurora said firmly, heart pounding as he leaned in. “The
outsiders.”

“We’re not,” Blaise agreed, his right hand drifting over her shoulder, the other finding it’s
way to rest upon her hip. “We shouldn’t be. We don’t need them, we don’t need to rely on
them. Our world doesn’t revolve around them, either.”

“Exactly. We can — we can be us.” There was a shrill desperation to her voice that even she
could not ignore, a longing to be important, to feel something, to have a place, to do
something for herself. “Aurora and Blaise. That’s good enough, isn’t it?”

“More than good enough,” Blaise confirmed, and leaned down to capture her lips in a kiss.

It took a second for Aurora’s mind to catch up to the reality of what had just happened, to reel
over the seconds and emotions and little touches leading up to it, all the dangers, and then for
her to say fuck it, and kiss him back. It was not like kissing Cassius last year, there was
something overwhelming about it, but not exactly in a good way; there was something,
somehow, also lacking. But it was nice, and he held her tightly and kissed her like he was
putting all his heart into it, and it wasn’t too wet or sloppy. Kissing him back, she felt wanted,
and for a moment she had someone who understood, someone to cling to. But she didn't
know where to put herself, what to do, how to move; it was awkward and too harsh and too
desperate, but it wasn't for him.

Then they broke apart, Aurora remembering where and who and what they were. Her gaze
snapped towards where their friends were still standing and, of course, by magic, that had
been the moment they all choose to look over.

Cheeks flaming, Aurora moved back to her corner of the sofa, confused to find her eyes
smarting with guilty, confused tears. Blaise followed, slowly, frowning.

“That was alright, wasn’t it?”

“Yes," she said, unsure if she was telling the truth or not.

“I thought you… I thought it might..."

He blinked, glancing at Draco and then at her, his eyes wide and frenzied. "He looks like he
wants to kill us."

"Probably you more than me." Aurora leaned back, heart pounding, wondering whether she
wanted to kiss Blaise or if he really wanted to kiss her, or if they both were just angry, and
needed something to pretend they could be normal.



Her gaze turned back to Draco, whose lips were pulled together in a thin, furious line. He had
no right to that anger, no right to the controlling look in his eye, and for a brief moment the
frustration Aurora had been feeling for that last few months rose up again, blinding hot.

“He’s not as great as he thinks he is,” Blaise said lowly, “none of them are.”

“I’m not under any illusions.”

“You are, when it comes to Draco and Pansy. You’re… Curious.”

“Curious?”

“I’ve never quite managed to get a hold on you, Lady Black.” He shifted, so that he was
closer to her, drawn up to a fuller height, and she in the corner, feeling like he had put her
suddenly underneath a microscope and trapped her there, to be probed and inspected. "One
minute you’re Draco’s best friend and the next minute, you’re furious with everything he
stands for.”

“I contain multitudes.” She had meant it to come out in a bored, unbothered sort of drawl, but
instead her voice shook, breathless.

“You’re never quite furious with him, though. He’s never allowed you to be, mind.”

“What are you trying to say, Zabini?”

“Nothing.” He shrugged. “Just that, you interest me. You both do."

“Interest you?” Somehow it didn’t feel like so much of a compliment. It made her unsettled,
uncertain. “Well, thank you.”

His smile was indulgent, more of a smirk. He leaned in again and Aurora leaned back,
uncertain, feeling all eyes upon her and the sense that this wasn’t right. And yet, didn’t she
deserve to do something that wasn’t quite right, that wasn’t specified, that was something she
herself could control? “You think I’ve never been furious with Draco?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you truly angry with him. You’re too cold for that.”

“Cold?”

“You’re just… Very careful. Honestly I'm surprised you even went for that snog there, but I
know you won't do it again. You're too afraid. I can see you. You don't like not being able to
control this."

Her anger flared again, and she didn't know whether she wanted to kiss him again just to see
what happened, or if she wanted to hex him for being so bloody difficult. On the other side of
the room, she heard Draco's laugh, and something bitter and burning curled inside of her.

She reached up and tugged him down towards her, capturing his lips in a searing kiss. He
didn’t expect it, and yet he fit to her quickly, pulling her tight against him, a hand tangling in
her hair. Her eyes burned with tears as her heart pounded; when they paused for breath she let



out a sob and leaned back in before he could notice, her hands scrambling desperate to hold
him, find something to cling onto.

When they parted the next time, Blaise pulled back, and her cheeks flamed. “I, um… I
shouldn’t…”

“Knew you had it in you, Lady Black,” he murmured, his gaze almost mocking. Aurora's
heart pounded and yet when the anger faded, the impulsiveness faded, she found herself
turning away sharply, struggling to raise her gaze to the group of her friends across the room.

“Well…” She had no words for him, only flaming cheeks, confusion, and a sense of
embarrassment and guilt and shame, that she had done something wrong again and she didn't
even know what. “I should actually go check on Gwen, I think. She’s still in our room.” She
swung shaky legs over the edge of the couch and Blaise’s arm fell away from her shoulders.

As she went to stand, he said softly, “I always thought you more interesting than you let
yourself be."

"Don't say such things, Zabini. I'm not interested in flattery. In fact, I — I don't want to...
That was nice," she said, unsure why that kiss had twisted her up inside, when it had been
perfectly fine, when she had wanted it and yet. Merlin, she just wanted to cry. She didn't even
know why she'd done it, when she looked at Blaise and only saw a slightly annoying friend,
but she didn't know if she did or if she just needed something new to try, something to make
her feel different. "But I don't want—"

"Your cousin's coming over," Blaise said suddenly, tilting his head towards Draco, who was
marching towards them with blond hair like a knight's helmet. "I'd better make myself
scarce."

He vaulted over the back of the couch and sashayed away. "What do you — Zabini, what the
hell?"

“Aurora!” Her cousin’s voice cut through the common room. She turned round sharply, and
upon seeing the furious look on his face, her stomach sank.

“Draco.”

“What the hell’s going on with you on Zabini? Were you — were you snogging?”

Aurora’s cheeks flamed. “Maybe. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“It is so my business! You’re my cousin! And Zabini isn’t good for you.”

“And you’d know that how?”

“Well, he — you know how he is! He’s Blaise! He flirts with anything if he thinks he can get
a bit of entertainment.”

“Oh, thank you very much," Aurora retorted, walking away in the direction of the girls'
dorms, feeling suddenly rather hot and faint, as she recalled what had just happened. Merlin,



what was she thinking?

“You know what I mean, Aurora," Draco said, hurrying after, "stop being dense. You can’t go
out with him, not seriously.”

“I’m not going to. He annoys me and it was a mistake.” She looked back over her shoulder
for him, but Blaise was long gone, buried deep within the shadowy crowd of people. “Don’t
worry about me, Draco.”

He snorted. “Obviously I’m going to worry about you if you’re snogging Blaise. Something's
got to be wrong there."

“Blaise is nice! He’s attractive, respectable. He’s just not for me.” He was too cold, too
unpredictable. He made her too nervous. “Anyway, Draco, it doesn’t matter.”

“What were you even talking about?”

“It doesn’t matter. Just… Stuff. School.”

“Stuff? School?”

Her cheeks flamed as she shook her head, moving away from him. "Leave it, Draco. It’s none
of your business, I just — I just need to figure some things out. And I need to go find Gwen
so just — I’ll see you later. Alright?”

"What is going on with you, lately?" Draco demanded of her, tugging her back. She winced at
his harsh grip. "You're all over the place."

"I am not."

"You don't talk to me as much as you used to, or any of the others, and you're always, I
dunno, secretive. And if you're with us, your head isn't really there, and half your time you're
with Tearston or Oliphant or MacMillan, or with Potter — yeah, don't give me that look, I've
noticed."

"I can hang out with whoever I like, Draco," she said coolly, and he scoffed.

"But Potter? Really? You and him and your little Elise, everyone's seen the three of you
hanging about the castle together, chatting."

"Elise is my family — our family. And Potter's my godbrother. You're welcome to join us
sometime, you know."

Draco scoffed again, rolling his eyes. "Yeah, me and Potter."

"Or just Elise. She'd like to get to know you."

Draco pursed his lips, glaring at her, with a disbelieving look in his eye, and she found
suddenly that she hated that look on him, an ugly, suspicious expression, and she hated that
she knew, deep down, he was only humouring her when he said, "Yeah, right. Maybe."



"There's no good reason why you can't at least be nice about the fact she's in my life now.
You don't have to be friends with her, Draco, I know you're not obliged to her just because
you're distant cousins, but it's pretty obvious why you don't want to even give it the time of
day, when you know that getting to know her is important to me."

Draco made an annoyed sound of disgust and turned away. "I didn't come over here for a
fight, Aurora."

"Didn't you? It felt like it."

"Not about this. Just go to your dorm."

She let out a derisive laugh. "You can't boss me about—"

"I'll be with the others when you finally decide you can be seen with us," he snapped, turning
around and storming away.

Aurora stared at his back, both anger and defeat warring inside of her. Why did he have to be
so impossible, so dense and ignorant and unwilling to listen to her, even now, when she so
desperately needed him to?

She didn't know how much longer she could hold onto him, like this. When she watched him
return to their friends, whispering in Pansy's ear, she wondered how much longer she would
be able to be one of them. If it was as Blaise had theorised, that they were the hangers on
because of him, how much longer would it be before Draco finally got fed up of her?

But, she asked herself, when she caught Theo's eye and saw his beckoning smile, when she
saw Pansy's wave, and then Leah's from across the room, was it possible that she could be the
first to draw the line? If she were only braver than she was tonight; if she could only muster
the strength to say what she really felt, what she was really angry with him for, and to let
herself break away before he pushed her out.



Family Lines

Chapter Notes
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For over a month now, tensions between Gryffindor and Slytherin Quidditch teams had been
building up. Alicia Spinnet had recently suffered a nasty hex from Bletchley, and Cassius had
had to see Snape to get a potion to reverse the effects of some boil-creating spell a Gryffindor
had hit him with. For the days between Halloween and the first Saturday of November,
Aurora was hardly off the Quidditch pitch, and only got to leave on Friday night because
Bletchley had pointed out to Graham that if they stayed out much longer they were all going
to be far too tired to play the next day and might also end up with frostbite. The one positive
of this all was that Aurora didn't have the time to confront what had happened with Blaise on
Halloween night — or, at least, she was busy enough to pretend like she didn't have the time.
Their only dialogue passed unspoken in uncomfortable or teasing glances, depending on how
bold either of them felt at a given moment. Every time Draco caught this, of course, he had to
give a dramatic sigh and a pointed look that nettled Aurora, and made foolish, unwarranted
embarrassment seep beneath her skin.

Before she went to bed the night before the match, Aurora read her mother’s account of
learning how to fly, and the first time she had tried out for the Gryffindor team: beaten out as
Chaser by James Potter, but consoled by the thought that she might be made a Beater in the
future. It was funny how similar two people could be, the echoes she found of her mother in
herself.

Still, she hoped Gryffindor got absolutely thrashed tomorrow.

She arrived in the common room early for a pre-breakfast huddle with the team, at which
Draco presented them all with silver pin badges in the shape of crowns. “What’s this?” she
asked, confused. “Don’t tempt fate, now, Draco.”

“They’re not for us,” Draco explained with a smug grin. “They’re for Weasley. I’ve come up
with a song, see, the one I’ve been practicing with Pansy.” She stared at him blankly. “Ugh,
everybody knows it — I swear you’re so unobservant at times, you’ve done nothing but read
for the last month. Point is, it’ll wind Ron Weasley up, loads of our crowd’s be singing it at
him.” Considering the way he had been getting on her nerves recently, Aurora had no qualms
with this. She pinned the badge to her chest and grinned.

“Let’s do this, then,” Graham said, as people started trickling into the room. “Wipe the floor
with those scarlet bastards. Agreed!”

“Yes, Captain!” Aurora and Cassius bellowed in sync, earning a glare which Aurora was sure
had some fondness to it.

“Just follow me to the Great Hall,” he grunted, and laughing, they did.



They received a roaring welcome from their table, all showing up in their kits together, and
sat at the end closest to the door, all the better to heckle the Gryffindor team as they entered
in drips and drabs. Potter gave Aurora a particularly foul look when she called him specky,
though Weasley didn’t seem to notice her at all, just sloped miserably toward a seat and
slumped down, dejected.

“Looks like we’ve got the Keeper beat already,” she said briskly, nodding towards him.
Draco snorted.

“As it should be. Come on, then, folks, eat up, then let’s get down to the pitch. It’s time to
win back the cup.”

Blaise and Theo came to wish them luck a few minutes later. Blaise leaned down over
Aurora's shoulder, and whispered in her ear, "Give them hell for me, hm, Lady Black?"

"Don't be so presumptuous as to imagine I'd do anything for your sake, Zabini," she said, as
lightly as she could, even though the words came out so breathless. She caught Draco glaring
at them, and felt heat flood her face again. "Go warm up your vocal chords."

"Pleasure," he said with a smirk, aimed both at Aurora and at Draco, whose eyes were wide
in annoyance. "I look forward to celebrating with you."

A confused, nervous flutter in her chest accompanied the words. Aurora forced a smile,
nodded to him as he went to call something over to Vaisey, while Theo lingered just a
moment longer, looking at her with an uncertain sort of expression. Uneasy, she asked, "What
is it, Theodore?"

He blinked, as though startled, and struggled to get out the words, "Good luck." His gaze
darted to Blaise and then back again, and he swallowed tightly. "You'll do great. All of you, I
mean. You're a great team."

Draco stared at him. "We know, Theodore."

Theo flushed, and Aurora shot her cousin a scolding look. "Thanks," she said warmly. "I
reckon we Chasers have got a good chance against Weasley — I'm afraid it's on Draco to get
the glory this time."

"Well, we're all counting on you to win us back the Cup," Theo said, a tad more relaxed, "so,
no pressure."

"Me? Under pressure? Never!"

Theo laughed, the grin lighting up his face, and Aurora couldn't help her own smile in return,
her nerves melting away. "You’ll play brilliantly, I know you will. See you later, then. I'll be
singing as loudly as I can."

"I'm counting on it," Aurora told him, grinning as he went down the table to sit by the rest of
their friends.



When she turned back to her breakfast, Draco was staring at her. "What?" she asked,
prickling.

He shook his head, rolling his eyes, and stabbed his bacon with a fork. "You know what."

"I really don't, actually."

"Blaise? Everyone could see you two flirting, and personally, as your cousin, I am disgusted."

"By Blaise?"

"By the thought of how you're planning on celebrating. Seriously, do not flirt in front of me."

"You and Pansy snogged in front of me once! Actually, three times, which is more than I've
ever snogged Blaise!"

"Me and Pansy are together!"

"Well if the basis for your disgust is merely our consanguinity then it's shouldn't matter,
should it?"

Knowing he was defeated, Draco let out a loud sigh and stuffed bacon and scrambled eggs
into his mouth so he didn't have to respond.

They did not return to their argument, too distracted by well-wishers, especially in the form
of Elise, who attracted many stares from the Ravenclaw Table but whom Draco, blessedly,
managed to be cordial with, for Aurora's sake — and she knew that made Elise feel more at
ease, too.

Getting ready with the rest of the team down at the stadium, Aurora felt a sudden flutter of
nerves again. It was their first match in two years, her first time playing as a full-fledged team
member rather than a reserve filling in, and the first time that all of them had played together
in this new team, while Gryffindor had been formed for years. They knew each other better,
had a stronger style and with the exception of Weasley, generally had more pitch experience.
They were always a tough team to go up against, but Aurora felt even more apprehensive this
time.

The Gryffindors were late arriving out onto the pitch; Ron Weasley, though taller than any of
his teammates, tried to hide behind them, green in the face and looking rather like he was
going to be sick. Perhaps he had held them all up, worrying about his first appearance.
Bletchley had no such issue; he exchanged a grin with Aurora, and nodded at Weasley, who
swallowed nervously and stared at the floor. His brothers clapped him on the back, which
seemed only to make him worse. She would have pitied him, if he hadn’t been such an
annoying gnat.

“Captains,” said Madam Hooch, stepping onto the pitch once everyone had lined up, “shake
hands.”

Graham looked like he was trying to crush Johnson’s fingers, but to her credit, the Gryffindor
captain appeared unfazed. Aurora mounted her broom on Hooch’s command, waiting with



apprehension for the sharp, shrill whistle. When it came, she kicked off furiously and stared
up into the air alongside Cassius, whirling around in the direction of the Gryffindor
goalposts.

Johnson got the Quaffle, and Graham dived towards her. Aurora and Cassius reared around,
following swiftly, as she swerved between them, narrowly dodged Graham, and when the
goal was in sight, had a Bludger hit her from behind.

“Nice one, Crabbe,” Cassius yelled, he and Graham diving to catch the Quaffle.

Graham got the first, and Cassius sped back towards Aurora, who flew across the pitch.
Graham swooped between them, by was hit in the back of the head by George Weasley’s
Bludger; Aurora swooped in, cutting Katie Bell off so Cassius could get to the Quaffle first
and soar up to the Gryffindor goals. Aurora was waiting halfway, catching his pass as he
doubled back, toward his defensive post, and Graham passed him. Aurora pushed on, towards
Ron Weasley, who was waiting with wide, terrified eyes.

“The crowd are loving it!” yelled the commentator, Lee Jordan. “What’s that they’re
singing?”

Aurora could already hear it, the roaring crowd: "Weasley cannot save a thing, he cannot
block a single ring. That’s why Slytherin all sing, Weasley is our king."

She grinned, pressing on, yelled out, “Good luck, Your Majesty!” and barrelled the Quaffle
right between his flailing arms into the centre goal.

“Yes, Black!” yelled Graham. “Bloody well done!”

The Slytherin stands bellowed their agreement, stamping their feet and cheering as another
chorus of Weasley Is Our King started up. Beaming, Aurora reared up above the stands and
soared round the goals, before racing back down to assist the boys in cutting off Alicia
Spinnet's advance toward Bletchley.

All around her, she could hear the singing: “Weasley was born in a bin, he always let the
Quaffle in!”

Cassius dove in front of Spinnet, cutting her off, she feared around, attempting a pass to
Johnson, which Graham intercepted. Grinning, heart pounding with the rush of exhilaration
and glory and the feeling of the crowd on her side, Aurora tore off back up the pitch, neatly
catching Graham’s pass and soaring up, swerving a Bludger from Fred Weasley, another from
George, and then just before the goals, Potter soared in front of her from out of bloody
nowhere and she fumbled her throw. The Quaffle plummeted to the ground, snatched away
by Katie Bell.

“Nice one, Black!” Potter jeered. “Looks like you’ve got Dora’s clumsiness!”

“That’s Tonks to you,” she shouted out over the wind and the singing. “And don’t drag her
into it, you tosser! At least my team’s Keeper can defend a goal on his own!”



And she whirled back round, where the Gryffindor girls were enclosing on Bletchley, who
saved yet another goal and tossed the Quaffle to Cassius, to Graham, then to Aurora. Potter
was before her, but Draco feinted into a furtive dive towards the ground and distracted him in
the search for a non-existent snitch. Aurora sent the Quaffle soaring through the goal once
again; this time, Weasley hadn’t even seemed aware of what was happening in front of him.

Graham swooped down and snatched it back before any of the Gryffindors could even get
close, and sent through another roaring goal. The cheering and singing got louder and louder.

“Superb, Captain!” Aurora yelled to Graham, high-giving him in mid-air as she swooped in
to assist Cassius, who had retrieved the Quaffle. Briefly, it passed to Johnson, then Spinnet,
who was hit by a Bludger from Gregory which left the Quaffle in Graham’s possession,
careening through another goal hoop.

Forty-nil. Perfect.

“Let’s do this!” Cassius bellowed, as the three of them tore off towards Alicia Spinnet, who
had the Quaffle. Aurora dodged a Bludger which narrowly missed the tail of Cassius’ broom;
Graham reached out to cut off Spinnet, but she passed it deftly to Johnson, who had the path
clear before her.

“Whack a Bludger, Goyle, for fuck's sake!” Aurora screamed, diving for Johnson, too late.
Bletchley missed the Quaffle by an inch and the score ticked over to forty-ten as Aurora
changed direction and snatched the Quaffle back, dodging Fred Weasley to chuck it up
towards Graham, who went tearing off in pursuit of another goal.

Aurora and Cassius rushed to keep up with him as the Gryffindors closed in; Graham passed
to Cassius who passed to her, who rolled to avoid a Bludger and tossed back to Graham, who
was intercepted by Johnson, who went to Spinnet, who was tackled by Cassius, who tossed to
Aurora, who turned and was cut off by the shrill shriek of the whistle and the booming roar of
the Gryffindor end of the crowd. She reared around just in time to see Potter flung onto the
ground by a Bludger, and hear Angelina Johnson screaming something unintelligible.

She hung back, panting. All that work and for nothing. They would have won on goals, and if
Draco had just got to the blasted Snitch first…

She put that thought out of her mind as she drifted to the ground level with the boys, Quaffle
still tucked under her arm. “What’s happened there?”

“Crabbe whacked Potter! I think after the match was done.”

Aurora winced. “I’m sure it’ll be fine!”

Potter seemed alright, Aurora felt, not too winded from Vincent’s jealous slam of the bludger.
She set the Quaffle down hung back with Cassius and a defeated-looking Graham, who was
muttering and scuffing the ground with his boots.

“It’s only the first match,” Cassius said, trying to be consoling but sounding utterly miserable
anyway. “Doesn’t mean our chances are out the window.”



“Chang and Diggory are both brilliant. If Malfoy can’t be at the top of his game—”

“He will,” Aurora assured Graham loyally. “Draco played brilliantly today — Potter was just
better. And Weasley was shit, there’s no way they’re going to win all their matches with a
Keeper like that. They just got lucky this time."

Indeed, when she glanced over, Ronald was trailing his broom to the changing rooms alone,
looking forlorn. She felt a stab of sympathy for him, removed from the rest of his team’s
celebrations, but was soon distracted by her cousin’s voice cutting through the Gryffindor
team’s cries of victory.

“We wanted to write another couple of verses!” Draco called, referring to the song. “But we
couldn’t find rhymes for fat and ugly — we wanted to sing about his mother, see.”

Her stomach twisted. “We don’t want to be dragged into that,” she said to the boys, but
Graham was already wandering in Draco’s direction, amused. “Come on, we’ll get this
Quaffle away before Hooch reprimands us all.”

“We couldn’t fit in useless loser, either — for his father, you know," Draco said as she got
closer. Aurora winced. A bit of banter and insulting was normal, and Merlin knew she had
suffered her share of it over the years, but this felt personal, uncomfortably so, now she knew
the Weasleys better; for all she didn't care for Molly, Arthur was nice, and she found to her
surprise that she really didn't like him being insulted, especially because she knew a large
part of why the Malfoys didn't think he was worth any good was because of his interest in
Muggles. And now the match was done, the teasing and the insults had lost its purpose. She
didn’t care about Ron, but Fred and George looked livid, and she didn't think Ginny would be
too happy either.

“But you like the Weasleys, don’t you Potter?” Draco said, as Fred stiffened and glared at
him. Aurora could see him about to pounce, and went to intercede, heart in her chest. “I heard
you spend holidays there and everything, don’t you? Don’t know how you can stand the stink
— but I suppose when you’ve been dragged up by Muggles, even the Weasleys’ hovel smells
okay—”

“Draco,” Aurora cut in warningly, her skin prickling with discomfort as she listened. Harry
grabbed George and hauled him back from attacking. This was going to get ugly on both
sides, she knew, but nothing sickened her more than the insinuation in Draco's words, the
bitter hatred of muggles which turned her stomach. “The match is over, come on, before..."

Draco ignored her, his attention still fixed on Harry. Above them, Aurora could see the
crowds start to move down. “Or perhaps,” Draco said, and by his tone she knew he was going
to say whatever could hurt Harry the most, “you can remember what your mother’s house
stank like, Potter, and Weasleys’ pigsty reminds you of it.”

“Draco, how dare — Harry, no!”

Her voice came out shrill as Potter suddenly reared into view, tackling Draco around the
middle and pushing her out the way. Aurora screamed, watching as all three boys laid into
him.



“Stop it!” she screamed, caught between running forward to haul Harry away from her
cousin, and watching with her fury freezing her, as his words rang in her ears.

It seemed none of them could hear, or at least they didn’t want to. Cassius rushed forward
from her side, grabbing Harry to haul him off of Draco, and that spurred her on to take a few
steps, reaching numbly for her wand.

“Impedimenta!” cried Madam Hooch, and before Aurora could do anything herself, the two
were pulled away from each other. Hooch was livid. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Potter had a red cheek and bloodied lip; George’s lip was swollen, while Fred was being held
back by all three Gryffindor Chasers; and Draco was curled up on the pitch in the fetal
position, whimpering, his nose bleeding. Aurora’s stomach twisted sickly. “Draco’s hurt. He’s
really hurt…”

“Stay back,” Cassius said softly, turning her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she snapped, turning back to watch Harry and George being sent back to the
castle, dragging their brooms behind them. Her heart pounded. “That stupid idiot — why
can’t he ever just leave things alone? What'd he have to say that for, for Merlin's sake!
Talking about Muggles..."

Even as she said it, she was marching towards Draco, who was sitting up, dazed. “Aurora,
what—”

“Are you alright?” she asked, hating the panic in her voice as she hauled him to her fight.
“Merlin, Draco, what were you thinking, saying all that stuff? How could you — saying all
that about Muggles and Potter's mother—"

“He’s fine,” spat Fred Weasley. “Dramatic wanker.”

"He did just get pummelled on the ground."

"Didn't you hear what he said? Foul git!"

"Of course I did, and he shouldn't have—"

“Mr Malfoy, if you are able, you can go to your head of house’s office, too,” Hooch said.
“You’ll find your friend Mr Crabbe waiting.”

“I didn’t do anything!” Draco protested, standing perfectly tall and fine now. “That’s
nonsense, they attacked me!”

“You were in a fight,” Hooch said, “that must still be dealt with. You can give your
arguments to Professor Snape, for now I need this pitch cleared. Get Madam Pomfrey to
patch you up if you need it. The rest of you, get these balls away.”

Angelina protested as Draco shot Aurora an annoyed look and traipsed off to the castle after
Potter and Weasley.



Shaking, Aurora handed the Quaffle over to Madam Hooch, who gave her an approving look.
With Cassius, she headed back to the changing rooms. The crowd was still howling and
jeering around them, but once the noise had dimmed behind the doors, Draco’s words came
back to ring in her ears.

Your mother's house stank, dragged up by Muggles...

The implication was clear as day. That his mother being muggleborn was seen as a dirty,
disgusting thing, that she was inferior and so was Potter, by extension.

What Draco had said wasn’t just a way to have a go at Potter; he could have called him any
number of names, made any number of comments about what an annoying prick he was, that
weren’t about his Muggle family, that that weren’t about his mother’s blood status, that didn’t
reek of his own ingrained pureblood supremacy. It turned her stomach; Aurora felt like she
was drifting through the motions of unlacing her boots, stowing her broom away, changing
over her outer robes. Even as Graham and the others filtered in to the room, she couldn’t
bring herself to join in their chatter, and rushed from the room as soon as she was ready,
without sticking around to hear whatever criticisms Graham had of her team.

“Oi,” he said, catching sight of her just as she was almost out the door, “where you rushing
off to, Black?”

“Draco,” she said quickly, shaking herself. “Need to make sure he’s alright.”

Graham frowned, and in a moment of silence she thought he was going to tell her off. Then,
he sighed, and told her, “You played well, Black. Make sure you rest up."

“I will," she said with a wince. “It was a good match, guys. I’ll see you all at practice.”

Thankfully most of the crowd was gone now, though Ginny Weasley and Hermione Granger
were both frantically trying to find Ronald somewhere, and Luna Lovegood was drifting
around wearing a hat with a fake lion on top of it, the sight of which was hilarious but also
made Aurora want to throw up. She ignored them all, including Hermione’s worried look
towards her, marching up to the castle and into the dungeons, where the map showed Draco
was still in Snape’s office.

She lingered outside, listening in. “…Potter’s absolutely mental, Professor! Him and Weasley
— all the Weasleys — you’d think they’d been brought up by wolves.”

“I am well aware of Potter’s proclivity for violence,” came Snape’s low, soft drawl. “I’m sure
he will be punished. However, as your Head of House, I do still need to advise that you do
not provoke him.”

“He’s unstable!”

“All the more reason not to provoke him, one would think, Draco?”

Draco grumbled something unintelligible. “You’ll be quite alright, now. I suggest you rest up,
and take some time to work on your songwriting skills. If I hear of something like this again,



I will have to give you a detention.”

“Yeah,” Draco snorted, “you’re gonna make me scrub out cauldrons, are you?"

“Get out, Draco. I don’t want to see you here with bad news again.”

Aurora shuffled away from the door as she heard Draco’s footsteps, and she leaned
nonchalantly against the wall, as if she was waiting for him, but wouldn’t dare to eavesdrop.
Snape cast her a suspicious look when he opened the door, but Draco hurried over to her,
eyes bright.

"Did you see what those brutes did to me?” he said with a dramatic flourish, launching into
his rant immediately and tugging her towards the common room. “I’m traumatised! But
Snape’s had a visit from Umbridge and she’s suspending Potter and both those Weasley twins
from Quidditch, forever!”

“Forever? Can she do that?”

“Obviously, it’s not like Fudge is going to deny her anything! They’re not going to win
anything ever again, not with Weasley playing like that. Can’t block a single ring — it’s true!
And you were brilliant too, I saw how many you scored. Did you like the song? Pansy was
conducting.”

“Yeah,” she said coldly, shaking her head. “Really witty, Draco.”

He turned to her, narrowing his eyes suspiciously. "Nothing happened to you, did it? I didn't
see you intervene."

"I didn't," she said. "I — I didn't know what to do."

Draco turned back, marching towards the common room. “I can’t believe they actually hit
me! Who do they think they are?”

“It was... Frightening,” Aurora said cautiously, but every sentence he said carried a sneer
about Potter and his mother, and by extension Aurora's own mother. The mother who would
have probably reacted the same as Potter, that mother who Aurora couldn’t help but feel
would have been ashamed of her. That mother who had been so, so alive. “I was terrified
when I saw you on the ground like that.”

“I was terrified! I got a good kick in at Potter though, and I caught Weasley’s lip. Not that
much could make them any uglier — that would have been a good one to work into the song
if they were still playing, I’ll have to come up with something else.”

“You seem alright now,” Aurora said with false levity, “are you?”

“Oh, you know me, I bounce back from anything. Unlike Potter, he’s going to be mad about
that one for weeks. He’s so sensitive; can’t take a joke, any of them.”

“You were, perhaps… A bit harsh. About his mother. Not that I'm happy they hurt you,"
Aurora added hastily, to combat his suspicious, betrayed look, "but, well… You did wind him



up a bit. Plus, Vincent had already caught him quite badly, which I’m sure didn’t help.”

Draco scoffed, stopping just short of the stairs, and rounded on her. “Don’t be soft, Aurora.
Potter just can’t take a joke, that was nothing.”

“What do you mean, it was nothing? You insulted his dead mother for her blood status, did
you somehow not expect him to get upset about that?”

“Well, it’s true! She was a mudblood, Aurora—"

“Don’t say that!" Aurora snapped, cold and shocked fury bursting inside of her. She wasn't
sure he had said such a thing so clearly to her before, with that sneer and that unabashed
disgust in his eyes. Her stomach turned, the world around her flipping suddenly. "How can
you say that? That word!”

He scoffed, rolling his eyes. Even now he was leaning back, unbothered. Like this meant
nothing to him while Aurora was seething beneath the surface. “Aurora, it’s time to get real.
There’s a war coming whether you like it or not. Stop hiding behind this whole moral
superiority complex you’ve got going on. I can say what I want.”

“I’m asking you not to. Not just not in front of me. That is a horrible, offensive word, and so
many of the other things you say are too.”

“Like I’m the only one who says them! Like we haven’t both spent all summer with people
who do!”

“I haven’t! I’ve been with the MacMillans, the Abbotts, the Vaiseys—”

“Yes well, we all know you have! Who are you even trying to be, Aurora?”

“I’m trying to be myself. To embody what I actually believe in which seems to be rather
more at odds with you than I had previously felt.”

“What’s the problem? The Weasleys are poor, they are blood traitors, and Potter’s mother was
a mudblood and if you ask me, the world is a damn sight better off without her and people
like her!”

The words were a slap that sent Aurora reeling back. She gripped onto the cold stone wall.
“And my mother?” she asked hollowly, and he blanched.

“Listen, no one actually knows—”

“I know! Of course I know! Everybody knows! You fucking know, and I'm sick of you
pretending otherwise and expecting me to go along with this as if I'm a pureblood and no one
will acknowledge why they think I'm still somehow lesser! My mother was a muggleborn,
Draco, I’m not bloody covering it up anymore! She was a muggleborn and her name was
Marlene McKinnon and she was brilliant and she was killed for the crime of existing and for
giving birth to me! And do you know who killed her?”



He paled further as she advanced on him again, fury coursing through her like she had never
felt before. “Bellatrix Lestrange. Your aunt. She tried to kill me too, or have you forgotten
that?”

“As if she actually matters to you!” he shouted back, with an incredulous expression.
“You’ve spent your whole life pretending she didn’t exist and saying you don’t have anything
to do with her but anyway, you don’t know who she is but oh, she’s definitely not a
mudblood—”

“Stop saying that fucking word!"

“—and then your father shows up, and somehow, you just… Change! Suddenly you have the
moral high ground, you’re so perfect and good, so much better than any of the rest of us, best
friends with Potter and allowing yourself to be around people like Andromeda Tonks, traitors
to our family! Blood traitors! But you spent years pretending otherwise, years not saying
anything, so don’t pretend like you would care if you didn’t think this was personal to you!”

“Draco, that’s not — that’s not fair.”

“It’s not fair? It’s not fair? Do you think it’s fair that my oldest friend, my cousin, has
suddenly decided she’s had enough of me?”

“I haven’t decided I’ve had enough of you, but I just—”

“Do you think it’s fair that Potter, my worst enemy, has suddenly decided he has the right to
be in your life, that he’s going around slandering my father with the fucking Weasleys?”

“Potter doesn’t decide anything about my life, thank you very much.”

“Yes, he does! Can’t you see how he’s controlling you, he and your father have worked their
way into your head? Ever since they showed up you’ve gone on this moral mission and I’m
sick of it! You’re not just wrong, you’re insufferable about it!”

“Oh, I’m the insufferable one?”

“Yeah, you are!" he spat out, stepping up towards her, cheeks reddening with bitter fury,
"Always feeling sorry for yourself and moping about because you think you’ve got it so
rough! Well, I’m sorry your mum’s dead, Aurora, but you didn’t actually know her, you
didn’t even know her name until two years ago, and to be honest, we all think it’s bullshit, the
way you’ve been acting lately! Like you aren’t one of us, and like you think that’s a good
thing! Well, guess what? Maybe you aren’t! Maybe you can’t be anymore, because you think
that being half-blood is something to be proud of, well, it’s not! You should know better. You
know you should know better.”

“It’s not something I’m proud of,” she said, breathing heavily as she tried not to cry, “and it’s
not something I’m ashamed of either, it’s just who I am! It’s just the truth! I, Aurora
Euphemia Black, Heir to the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black, am a half-blood! And
I’m sorry that you don’t like that you’re not my only family, that I don’t have to rely on you



for every security, every thought and every emotion, anymore! But your family rejected me
first. They rejected me the day I was born!”

“My mum loved you for ten years—”

“They rejected me like they rejected Dora, and Ted, and Andromeda, and my own mum and
dad! And your dad?” She turned away, unable to look him in the eye and see those grey
irises, the Black family trait that she had never been able to claim. “He tried to kill me, too.
When I was a baby, Draco, he tried to kill me because my very existence was vile to him.

“It’s not my being a half-blood that makes me different to you. It’s not my dad or Potter or
anybody else who made me change. It’s the fact that your family could never truly claim me.
When Lucretia and Ignatius died, your parents could’ve taken me in, if they really loved me.
But they didn’t. Because your father didn’t want to associate with someone he knew was a
halfblood. And I don’t know who I would be if I had lived with you, I don’t know how things
would turn out, and honestly, I don't really know if I have enough faith in my self to think I
would be a good person. But now, I hope I would never have turned out to think and behave
like you.”

Draco stared at her in silence; her own breathing was ragged, her eyes burning with tears and
her throat scraped by the words she had flung at him.

“Y-you’re lying,” Draco said. “About my dad. We only couldn’t take you in because —
because the Ministry was suspicious of him, for his collection, and he didn’t want them to
come inspect it. That’s all. And he — he doesn’t approve of you, but he didn’t want to kill
you. He would never try to kill you.”

“He didn’t know me,” she reminded him, voice sharp but quiet. “He only knew my father and
my mother, and he knew he hated them, because she wasn’t a pureblood, and he considered
my dad a traitor. He was a Death Eater, Draco. Still is, even if you avoid the subject with me.
You know it, as do all the rest of our friends, and I’m not stupid. He was there the night my
mother died. The group tried to kill me. I hear his voice when the Dementors get near. I see
him in my nightmares, right beside Bellatrix. Your so-called family. Our so-called family.
Why would I ever lie about that?”

He had no answer.

"Tell me, Draco, and tell me this honestly. Do you think my mother deserved to die?” He
opened and closed his mouth, silent. “Do you think I should have been killed, too?

“Or am I tamed enough, covered up with pureblood niceties and pretty dresses, that you can
allow yourself to forget that I’m filthy, too? If you can, it’s rather impressive. No one’s ever
let me forget.”

“There’s a war coming,” Draco spat, “but it can be different from the last, if you pick your
side right.”

"I'm not siding with you," she sneered, "are you really being so dense? I'm not siding with
you and I don't particularly want to side with anyone, I'm afraid to choose anything, but by



Merlin, of course I'm not siding with you! I don't know much about myself at the moment,
but I know I’m not on the side of someone who thinks others deserve death simply because
of the circumstances of their own birth. I’m not on the side on those who look down on
people who were not born into the privileges they are, of people who never listen or learn or
want to make society a better place for anyone than their own self-serving circle.

“I’m not on your side. I’m not on Potter’s either, because he hasn’t a clue, or the Ministry or
Dumbledore because none of them have done anything to actually enact positive change for
the world, so far as I can see. No one uses their power the way that they should. But I'm also
on whatever side isn't fucking killing people because of blind, stupid prejudice! I am Lady
Black and I don't care what that has meant before, I get to define myself now!

“You’re no better than anyone else because of your blood, Draco. The fact you still believe
so, and the fact that you would say and do such vile things to others, makes me sick. If you
won’t listen now, because you never have, then fine. You’re not on my side. And I don’t want
you to be.”

He stared at her a moment, face pale, and she wondered if maybe she had gotten through to
him. Then he said, “Fine. If that’s your choice, then Aurora, to turn you back on me. On your
family.”

“I am not turning my back on my family—”

“Yes, you are! You’re not stupid, you know what you’re supposed to represent! My mother
has tried for years to help you, to make you presentable, like a proper pureblood, how you
should be acting instead of this—”

“Your mother turned me away when I was orphaned!”

“She loves you! We both do!”

“Well you don’t show it! You love the image of me that you can project, certainly she does,
but you don’t love the part of me that is Muggle! You don’t love what isn’t convenient for
you, you just ignore it, pretend that it doesn’t exist, and I’m sick of it, and I’m sick of myself
for doing it too, for all these years, and sometimes I hate the person that I’ve been! You’ve
shown quite enough contempt for my heritage!”

“I’d never — never say a word about you or your blood status, Aurora.”

“That doesn’t matter, Draco. It means the same. I don’t want to be the only half-blood you
don’t look down on. I don’t want you to look down on anyone.”

“You and I both know there are some people who simply don’t belong. You’re part of society.
Don’t throw that away because you’re being self-righteous.”

“There are plenty in society who agree with me. More than who would agree outright with
you and your father and grandfather. I’d rather change it from the outside than do nothing on
the inside — but I have my power on the inside and I am going to use it and if that doesn’t
yet mean changing you, well, I guess we all have to encounter some lost causes.”



“You don’t know anything, Aurora. What are you actually capable of, what have you actually
done, huh? You're no better than the rest of us, you're just frightened and trying to save your
own skin, and somehow you've twisted your morals around to make you think that makes you
brave, but you know what, I reckon you could get yourself killed if you say this shit to
anybody but me, you know that?"

“I’m not. I could say the same about you, mouthing off about people the way you do.”

“They deserved it.”

“They didn’t and you know it. Schoolground banter is one thing, but that was quite another
—”

“Oh, take his side, yes! Perfect Potter, famous Potter, well, he’s not so famous now, is he?
You’ll regret siding with him!”

“I’m not siding with Potter—”

“Yes, you are! He’s — he hates me, Aurora! He’s my nemesis, and you, what, you’re
suddenly best pals?”

“He’s actually not awful once you try getting along with him. And he has never insulted
people the way you do. I hate to say it, Draco, I really do.” Her voice trembled, years of
unsaid words boiling over. “I so badly want you to be better than him. I so badly want to be
able to say, in good conscience, that you’re a better person than he is. I want to say that
you’ve changed, like I’ve changed — because, yeah, I have changed, and that is a good
thing! But I can’t say that. I can’t fool myself into believing it. Not anymore, I — I just can’t,
for my own sanity.”

“Fuck off," he hissed, face contorted in a scowl. "You’ve made your choice — if you want to
be a little blood traitor then so be it! But don’t come crawling to me when it all comes
crashing down and they abandon you, or your side loses, because they will! And who will
you have then? If you push us away?”

“I’ll have myself,” she said coldly, “because I know the likes of your father would never
accept me anyway. And I don’t want them to.”

Draco let out a scoff. “Yes, you do. Don’t lie to yourself. All you want is for other people to
think you’re brilliant, for everyone to sit and worship at your knee. It's pathetic, Aurora —
you just want everyone to think you're perfect, you think that'll keep you safe. You think
you’re better than everyone — you think you’re smarter, kinder, braver, sneakier. And you’ll
blame anyone but yourself for the way you ruin your own life. You’ve hardly spoken to any
of us, you know — because you think you’re too good for me and Pansy and all the rest, now
that you’ve got Potter and your perfect new family.”

“Excuse me?” Her whole body seemed to have gone cold. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“That you are the one who doesn’t care! You’ll always pretend to, because you think you
have to, but you don’t really! When was the last time we had a proper conversation, when



you actually reached out to talk to me!”

“Oh, as if I’m really one of you! As if I’ve ever been, and Lucille and Millie haven’t always
had a little bit of doubt, as if Greg and Vince think of me as equal!”

“Who gives a shit what Crabbe and Goyle think? You’ve always been — you were my best
friend?”

Her voice reached a shatteringly high pitch. “Were?”

Draco paled and took a step back, but kept resolute. “Yes, Aurora. Were. Don’t act like you
haven’t been avoiding me all term.”

“I haven’t been — if I have been more distant, it’s because of the way you’ve been acting,
and talking about people, because you know the world is changing and you know that the
world we both come from does not truly have a place for me and you will ignore it instead of
doing anything about it!"

“And what do you want me to do? Chuck in everything I know and everything my family has
taught me, for you?”

“I would have done it for you!” Her voice came out near to a scream, hysterical and pained
and exhausting. “You think if my father wanted you dead, I would stand with him, that I
would let someone kill you, no matter how upset I was with you personally? You think if
anyone wanted you dead that I wouldn’t fight every single one of them to protect you,
because I love you and I still do even if I’m furious and it hurts so, so badly!”

The doubt in his eyes shattered her.

“Please,” Aurora whispered, voice torn on the edge of a sob. She stepped closer, tried to clasp
his hands. "For once in your life, Draco, listen to me.”

“No, Aurora." He wrenched his grip away from her. "No, you never stop bloody talking —
you listen to me. You can’t turn all your own problems round and blame me. You can’t just
ignore me, and then say it’s because you don’t think you’re one of us! Don’t you know how
much I’ve worked to make sure that you are? To convince everyone that you’re worthy, that
you’re as brilliant as you are? Have you forgotten how much you owe to my family — our
family? You wouldn’t be on the Quidditch team without my father, you wouldn’t know a
thing about fashion and society if it weren’t for my mother, and you wouldn’t have ever had
any friends if it weren’t for me introducing you in first year. You’re nothing without us,
without your family. You can’t be Lady Black alone.”

“I’m not alone.”

Draco sneered and the dismissal in his eyes was enough to knock Aurora backwards. “You
seem pretty determined to be. Potter and your father don’t count. They don’t mean anything,
not to society, and not to me. And Potter still doesn’t like you, I see that, and he and his mates
definitely don't trust you. They’re never going to trust you, you’re never going to be one of



them. If you want to alienate every person of consequence, fine. I’m done with trying to help
you, and having it thrown in my face. You’ll realise soon, Aurora. It’s time to get real.”

“I’ve been struggling to fit for years, Draco, my whole life! I have done everything expected
of someone of my standing and beyond! I have tried to be perfect, to be the best, to fit the
exact mould of a young pureblood witch, to be something that I am plainly not, and not
allowed to be! I have tried to be what everyone in my life wants me to be and I have been
pulled in so many directions, and for what? For the people I love the most to decide they
don’t care, because I’m imperfect?” Tears fell from her, burning. “Because I have opinions.
Because I want you to be better, because I believe in you Draco and all I’ve ever wanted is
for you to understand that you can be a better person than you are!”

“So now I’m not a good person?”

“No, you're not!" The words had escaped her before she could stop herself, and with one fell
shriek, she knew she had struck Draco too hard. “Draco, I’m sorry—”

“Don't lie to me,” he cut her off sharply, aghast. “You’re not sorry, you’ve never been truly
sorry in your life because you think you’ve nothing to apologise for.”

“That isn’t true!”

“Isn’t it? You want me to tell you I’m sorry, to change to be the person you want me to be,
the very same thing you’re upset with me for supposedly doing to you, right? Well, if you
don’t think there’s a place for you with my friends, I know there certainly isn’t one for me
with your so-called family!”

“There could be. They wouldn’t turn you away. I wouldn’t. If you only—”

“If I only what? Turn my back on my own family?”

“I’d never ask that of you,” she cried, the words tearing from her throat. “Because I know
how hard it is, Draco! I just ask you not to turn your back on me, to think with your own
mind instead of your father’s, and these things can co-exist! You can love your family and
still think they’re wrong, you can make your own choices!”

“Unles that family is you, right? Cause you don’t think I can love you as much as I do while
still thinking you’re in the wrong here.”

“That’s not — I don’t—”

“You don’t know what you think, Aurora, do you? You’re just trying to be important, because
you’re fed up of leeching off of other people’s status all your life!”

Holding back tears, Aurora managed to say, “I can’t do this, Draco.” Her heart was leaden in
her chest, but she couldn’t bear to listen another moment. It took all her strength to keep from
bursting into sobs and collapsing from the exhaustion of this argument, and of everything that
had built up to it. “We’re just going back and forth and round in circles… I’m sorry, if I’ve
made you feel distant from me, but I can’t be the person you want me to be. I can’t keep



fitting nicely into the role you try to cast me in, Draco, I can’t! I’m not that person anymore!
And I don’t want to be! I don’t want this! I just want it all to stop!”

Her cousin met her eyes. The grey of all their family, that soft and silvery shade. His eyes did
not show any sign of tears, only a harsh and cold anger. Perhaps he showed his tears another
way, she thought, perhaps his anguish felt the same as hers on the inside and she simply could
not see him as she should have been able to. But knowing her own torment, the shattering in
her heart and tearing of her chest, and seeing none of that reflected in her cousin, hurt more
than any of the rest.

She knew he loved her; she knew she had to hold onto that hope and knowledge. But she also
knew that love had been broken, and that it could never be the same, or as simple as it had
been when they were children.

“I think we’re done then,” Draco said evenly, “if you won’t listen to reason.”

I don’t want us to be done, she wanted to scream, but she couldn’t. Not when all that would
achieve was a return to more of the same, and more of the pain.

Her lip trembled. She could hardly speak, just managing to say, “Alright, then.”

Her cousin swept past her without another word, and when he was gone, Aurora sagged
against the wall, slid to the cold stone floor, and burst into tears. The pain that tore through
her then was the pain of an ending, of finally hitting the brick wall when one has tried for so
long to push onwards. It was the pain of inevitability, and of irreversibility. This moment had
been coming for a while now, and maybe was not a moment at all, but the ending of a long
motion of destruction. A thousand terrible utterings and heartbreaks had led to this, after
dozens of stubborn refusals and ignorances which built into simmering resentments.

Aurora buried her head in her hands and wept. It was not just her heart that was shattering but
her whole life, a glass fantasy which she had been trying to hold together for so long despite
its fragility. That fantasy, of a world where she and Draco were truly allowed to be equals,
and where they could co-exist, had always been destined for destruction. And maybe she had
played her part, she thought through heaving sobs, maybe she had started rolling the
wrecking ball when she had called him out in second year, or when they had fought in third
year, or maybe in the quiet moments when she distanced herself from an uncomfortable
comment, when she chose Gwen or Theodore or Robin or Leah over Draco. Maybe she was
too stubborn, too unwieldy, or perhaps uncaring, as he said. Perhaps she did not know how to
care in the right way that would fix things.

But, Merlin, she thought, she didn’t even know what the right way was anymore, if there
even was one. Aurora pulled her knees to her chest and tried to hold herself together, rocking
back and forth. She had to force herself to keep breathing through the messy onslaught of
tears and fire. She loved Draco but she hated what he was becoming and what they had
allowed their friendship to be reduced to. There were a million things that had gone wrong,
that had ruined them, each one as minute and yet impossible to change as the next.

And she did not know where to go from here. Part of her thought nowhere, that without
Draco, without the solidity of their friendship and all that entailed, without the knowledge



and comfort that she was wanted, that she was needed, she was nothing, and had no place
anywhere but in hell. Hadn’t Draco said the same? She needed him far more than he needed
her, and it pained her to think it but it also felt impossible to believe otherwise, because how
could she be so broken and he be so fine, if that were not the case? How could she, Lady
Black, have broken her careful sculpting so well that she could no longer piece herself back
together, that she was a wreck of tears and sweat and muddy robes on the floor, unwilling to
move and uncertain if she’d even survive standing up.

She wanted to move. She wanted to run, and run, and run, until Hogwarts was a speck in the
distance and she was free and no one would have to see her again; she would never again
have to know the pain of being seen and not heard. She wanted to be forgotten and yet her
heart clamoured for validation.

No, she could not run, but she wanted to. She tried to stand and twisted around and broke out
with a grunt of frustration, slamming a hand against the wall. The flames in the sconces
flickered, and leapt dangerously.

From here, half-standing, her vision was tilted strangely and blurry with tears. Aurora
squeezed her eyes shut, as if that would end it all, end her. But she was still breathing, rapid
and shallow, choking over sobs and splinters of her life. She could not run from this and she
could not back down either, not anymore. For she knew that as much as this hurt, if she let it
continue, all would be even worse and that eventually this would happen again, and again,
until she was nothing more than a broken doll, pieces of porcelain left on a shelf and
forgotten, used as a cautionary tale for little girls, about the dangers of wanting to be heard.

It felt like being trapped, met with the finality of the knowledge that there was no way out
now. They both had crossed lines and relaid boundaries and now, she felt, they would never
again be able to reach each other as they once had.

He was a crucial part of her and he had fallen away from her. But she couldn't get him back.
She didn't even want to try, because it would just keep hurting, keep splintering until they
reached breaking point again, because he would never listen. For as long as she kept
forgiving him, he would never change.

This was an ending that hurt, and she knew that it would continue to hurt for a long time yet;
but it was an ending that she knew she needed, too.
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Eyes Open
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Aurora went alone to breakfast in the morning, starving. She hadn’t gone to lunch or dinner
the day before, and though Gwen, Robin and Theo had put some food together for her that
they’d taken from the Great Hall, she hadn’t had the stomach to touch it, nor the energy to
talk to Gwen when she eventually went to bed. She was grateful that Draco was not at the
Slytherin table yet. She thought, approaching Lucille, Daphne and Blaise, that it would be
easier this way, to join their friends. She could draw a line with Draco, but with the rest of
them, she didn't want to cut them off, didn't want to give up on them or concede to him.
Daphne and Blaise and Pansy and Theo — she knew she had a chance of getting through to
them still. Maybe even to Lucille and Millie.

But it was Pansy who came across her first, jumping out at her unexpectedly as she made to
leave the common room. Aurora gave a start, whirling around, but softened at the worried
look on Pansy's face.

"I'm glad I caught you," she said, taking Aurora's hand in hers, "walk with me for a
moment?"

Aurora nodded briskly, daring to hope that this meant Pansy might take her side. After all, it
was one argument between two people, and Pansy was her best friend. Wasn't she?

They made their way towards the common room door, and Pansy started tentatively, "I spoke
to Draco yesterday afternoon. I hadn't seen you all day, and I was so worried about you, after
what happened at the Quidditch match? And anyway, he told me everything, about your
fight."

"And what is everything, exactly?" Aurora asked, trying to keep her lip from wobbling.

"Well... I know you're both hurting. He's so upset, Aurora, really, he hates the thought of you
two not being friends as much as I do. He said that you said you don't care about his family,
and I know that's not true, but it's what he feels, and Aurora, I know this is all so complicated
for you right now, but I do think that if you just apologised you two could work things out
and—"

"You think I'm the one who needs to apologise?" Aurora snapping as her mind caught up to
her ears. "Me?"

"I know he must have upset you too, but you know how stubborn he is."

"Did he tell you what he said to me?" Aurora asked, a sense of bitter betrayal clawing into
her chest. "Or did he just tell you to carry out his bidding and tell me what he wants me to
do?"



"Of course it's not like that — he did say that you'd argued about your mother's blood status
—"

"Did he tell you how he thinks she deserved to die?"

Pansy paled. "He didn't — he didn't say that. And I'm sure—"

"Do you think she deserved it?"

"Of course not, no, you and your mother didn't deserve any of it—"

"What about anybody else?"

"Aurora, you know Draco won't have meant that, he was just upset—"

"I'm upset!" Aurora shouted, whirling around to glare at her. "And I know that he meant it,
and even if he didn't, he still said it, Pansy!"

"I know, but — I'm not saying he was in the right, of course he wasn't. But he's never going
to apologise, so if you want to make up, then one of you has to make the first move to make
things right."

"And it has to be me?" Aurora scoffed, shaking her head. "Of course it has to be me, because
it's always me, isn't it, Pansy? It always has to be me because at the end of the day, you'll take
Draco's side and so will everybody else, and I'm just expected to fall in line. He told me I'm
nothing without him and his family, and I didn't want to think it but maybe I am! If that's all
you care about."

"I care about you, Aurora!" Pansy said, tears springing to her eyes. "You're my friend, I don't
want you upset — or in danger, and by falling out with him in the way you did, saying the
things you said, makes you close to a blood traitor, and that's dangerous! He's really furious,
Aurora, and he's written to his father and grandfather and they will be too! I don't want you to
get hurt!"

"It doesn't matter if I'm a blood traitor or if I'm silent and a hypocrite, my very existence is
dangerous, and no one will ever forget I'm a half blood. I'll get hurt anyway and im through
with pretending I don't have a choice." She turned back around, storming away from her.
Pansy hurried to catch up.

"Oh, Aurora, please — you know how awful it is when you fight, I know how miserable you
always are—"

"I'm bloody miserable anyway, Pansy, it doesn't matter. I'm not going back, and I'm not
apologising, because I don't actually want to make up with him and be friends again."

"What about us—"

"This is about me," she told her, voice shaking. "For once, Pansy, I'm fed up of living my life
to other people's liking. So you can accept that and you can choose to stay my friend, as I am
now, to the person I want to be, or you can take Draco's side like you always do!"



"I don't always take his side! I'm your friend too!"

"Then act like it!" Aurora called over her shoulder, and stormed away to the Great Hall.
Pansy did not follow. When she glanced back, turning a corner, she saw her friend retreating,
back to the common room.

To report back to Draco, presumably.

A faint, nervous nausea worked its way through her, chilling her from blood to bone to skin.
That sort of nausea where she was not quite able to feel where she was and the world around
her, instead cold and shaking as she approached the Slytherin Table.

Theo was not there yet, nor were Millie or the rest of the boys: only Lucille, Daphne, and
Blaise. Daphne and Blaise were approachable at least, and had they been on their own she
might have felt more comfortable sitting with them. But as it was, she felt the weight of
Lucille's stare too strongly, and the discomfort of Daphne and Blaise avoiding her eyes.

She slowed as she approached, said a cheerful, "Good morning." But she did not even get the
chance to try and sit down.

“That seat’s saved,” Lucille told her, with all the grace and polish of any pureblood lady.
Aurora went cold. “As are all the others around here.”

It was not a surprise, but it still stung.

She looked at Blaise, who was staring intently at the table.

"Of course," she said with a sharp, cold voice. "Forgive me for being so ridiculous as to
presume I might have a place beside the humble Miss Travers, I only a lowly lady."

Lucille raised her eyebrows. "We shan't make room for yours anymore. If you don't mind."

Again, Aurora looked at Blaise, hoping that their conversation at Halloween had meant
something, hoping that he cared enough to say something, do something about this. He met
her gaze for a fleeting moment, apologetic — but not enough to speak.

Lucille's words stung; the implication that she had always been on the outside, that her
friends had always just been ‘making room’ for her. Waiting until she became too dull or too
abrasive for them, until it was convenient to push her away. For a moment, Aurora stood
suspended, tears stinging at the back of her eyes, unable to make any convincing argument as
to why she should be able to sit with them or why she even still wanted to.

“Very well,” she said, in a small and pitiful voice, which wobbled over even the simplest of
syllables. She tried to sound strong, but to her disgust, she failed. "If that is your choice.”

Daphne bit her lip and stared at the table. Blaise looked anywhere but the table, but did not
say a word even when his gaze momentarily flickered to her.

"I wish you well. I hope that not having any brains of your own between the three of you,
benefits you to the utmost.” Her gaze sliced to Blaise. “Give my cousin my love, would



you?” She leaned down slightly, feeling a spark of malice, and hissed in his ear, “I hope you
enjoy following in my footsteps. Let me know when you grow a spine. I can promise I'll
understand. Outsiders together, and all that."

He met her gaze for a brief, shaky instant, then looked away. “Would you please go now,”
Lucille asked tiredly, “I can see Millicent approaching, and she needs the space you’re taking
up.”

Gritting her teeth, Aurora straightened and forced a smile. Her heart felt like it was
shattering. Even though it was only Lucille, even though she and Daphne and Blaise had
never been so close, it felt like an ending, a definitive close on the chapter of her life that she
had been drawing out for so long, clinging onto for dear life.

There was nothing more to say, then, as she simply gave them all one last cold look, and tried
to keep herself even as she went on down the table. She didn’t know where to go. She was
early, and gripped by the terrible fear that if she did choose a seat of her own, then she might
not have anyone join her. What then, after suffering the humiliation of eating alone and being
marked as friendless? She should have waited for Gwen to get ready, should have insisted her
friend wake up. Bitter nausea curled in her gut, as Aurora forced herself to sit down in the
midst of emptiness at the end of the table, to take out a textbook and pretend that she had
better and more important things to do than to worry about what other people thought of her.

But worry she did, hardly able to eat breakfast as she watched the hall doors for every new
entry. Her stomach turned every time someone joined the three who had rejected her;
Millicent, who said something very quickly to Daphne and sent a curious look up the table
which made Aurora burn from inside, then Vincent and Greg, muttering to each other, and
Draco and Pansy, together, the former sparing her one glance and Pansy worrying her lip,
making an expression of apology which did not extend to actually saying or doing anything
productive.

It was with some relief that Aurora saw Leah MacMillan come in, only to then watch the girl
join Sally-Anne Perks with a group of sixth year girls, not having noticed Aurora. She sighed,
trying not to let her nerves show, and sipped her tea, waiting on Gwen and Robin to come
through, hopefully with Theo. For some reason, she couldn’t stand the thought of Theo going
to join Draco instead of her, even though she knew it would be the sensible choice for him.
They would all stick together, it was their way, and it was the safest way, right now. But Theo
had always been less of a one for big groups, for the little knot that revolved around Draco
quite clearly now.

As soon as she spied her friends coming through the door, she forced herself to look away,
act unbothered. Gwen and Robin came to join her as trusted and expected, Gwen laying a
hand on her shoulder with a gentle smile. “Didn’t go well, did it?”

“Congratulations on your observation,” Aurora remarked drily, not meeting her eyes.
“Where’s Theodore?"

Neither said anything, and so Aurora was forced to look up and witness the conversation
Theo was currently having with a rather unimpressed Draco. Her heart sank when she caught



sight of Lucille's smug smile. These were people she trusted, people she cared about despite
everything, and every one of them had turned on her.

Theo glanced up at her, brow furrowed softly, and as he turned back to Draco, something
hardened in his expression. A few furtive words had Draco rolling his eyes, Daphne looking
along to Aurora and swiftly away again. Her stomach turned and she forced herself to
concentrate on sipping her tea, and appearing unbothered, even as her lip trembled and eyes
smarted horribly with threatening tears.

Except, a moment late, somebody dropped into the seat beside her. She knew him
instinctively, the weight of his being beside her, the scent of his cologne, and she had to force
herself to stay calm, to not react with the relief that she wanted to. Her heart pounded as the
relief set in, with the overwhelming realisation that of all the people whose opinions she
craved, it was Theo whose validation she wanted most of all.

But she couldn't stop herself from saying, impulsively, bitterly, as he sat down, "If you've
come to tell me to apologise to Draco, you're better off turning around and going back to him
right now."

Theo blinked, faltering, then said softly, "I haven't, actually. I just wanted to sit by my
friends. But Draco did tell me what happened.”

“And?”

“And, I decided I’d rather sit with you today.”

She looked at him then, really looked at him, as a new and strange feeling overcame her; a
new hope beating furiously in her chest, a heady sensation that beckoned her to dreaming.
She wanted to get used to that feeling, even if she could not quite understand it yet.

“You shouldn’t have,” she said, and meant it. It was foolish and sentimental and not very
clever of him — and it was kind. It made her want to cry. "I mean, you really shouldn't have."

Theodore shrugged. “Someone should have. And I’m glad that someone’s me.”

Her heart gave a small flutter of what she decided was relief, and gratitude, as she smiled
slowly at him, allowing herself at last to relax. “I’m glad it’s you, too.” And she was glad that
he, unlike her, unlike Blaise, unlike even Pansy, had the freedom to do these things, to be
there for people. He was not so beholden to Draco's little cabal. "Though I am perfectly fine
— thank you."

Theo gave her a sad, knowing smile. She wanted to say more, but couldn’t bring herself to do
so. Across the table, Gwen gave a little cough, drawing Aurora’s attention back to her and
Robin.

“We were saying we might go down to the greenhouses today," Robin said, reaching for
another helping of scrambled eggs, "maybe try to do some of that ‘hard work and
commitment’ Sprout’s always going on about.”



Aurora scoffed, though she could not deny the idea of hiding away in the warm greenhouses
all day did have some appeal. “Oliphant, why are you interested in hard work all of a
sudden?”

He shrugged innocently. “Gwendolyn thinks it might do me some good.”

Gwen rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because you’re failing.”

“So are you.”

“Not as badly as you are.”

“Everyone’s said to be failing this time of year,” Theo said mildly, “it’s a scare tactic. Every
teacher marks harsher than they actually think the O.W.L.s will be — that’s what my cousin
Eleanor told me, anyway.”

Aurora had not thought of that, but the idea put her mind to rest somewhat over the Potions
and Defense grades — though she still wanted to pull them up, and Herbology too. “I can’t,”
she told Robin, “not this morning anyway. I said I’d help Elise with her Flying.”

Robin grimaced. “Theo?”

Theo shrugged. “I was going to study in the library, but I suppose Herbology practical is fine,
too.”

Robin grinned, and Gwen rolled her eyes, before whispering to Aurora, “You’ll save me at
some point, right?”

Aurora laughed. “I’ll make no promises.” Her gaze slid to Theo beside her. “I’ll try. Come
and find me on the pitch if you want, though. Elise’ll love to see you.”

She did not miss Theo’s curious look, but he did not say anything and she did not answer
unspoken questions. Instead, Aurora forced herself to eat, trying to look forward to spending
some time bonding with Elise. Everything tasted like cardboard.

Elise seemed little perturbed by yesterday's events, when Aurora met her on the pitch. “You
were amazing yesterday!” she told Aurora giddily, already clutching a broomstick.
Cleansweep Three: old, but not bad. “So was Harry, but it is a shame Slytherin didn’t win. I
was cheering for you,” she clarified, “but did you see the girl in my house, Luna, with the
lion hat? That was pretty cool!”

“Was it?”

“Oh, yeah! I think so anyway, most of my housemates don’t think so. She’s really artistic.”

“She’s been telling people my dad’s an ex rockstar.”

“That’s cool!”

“My dad is not an ex rockstar.”



“Oh. Well, Luna does say some strange things sometimes. Is Harry okay, after that fight?”

“Oh,” Aurora scoffed bitterly, “Harry is perfectly fine, yes.”

Elise gave her a funny look. “Are you mad at him?”

“That is my permanent state, yes. But, no, not entirely at him. Not really at him at all." The
instinctive worry she had felt for her cousin had faded in the face of what he had done to
deserve it, and the fight they had had afterwards. "Don’t worry about it; I’m going to show
you my favourite dive today. Better keep up.”

She gave Elise little time to ask non-Quidditch related questions, but her cousin didn’t seem
to mind much, too excited by the thrill of flying and soaring and diving through the air. They
spent most of the morning out there, flushed from the cold, until Elise decided she wanted to
run up to the castle and change before meeting her friends for lunch, and Aurora made her
way to the greenhouses to meet Gwen, Theo, and Robin. It was nice to relax out there, but on
the solitary walk to the greenhouses, Aurora let Draco’s words from the day before seep back
into her soul.

It was so tempting, to go back to the castle and cry and grovel and apologise, but she knew
that if she did that, she would only be delaying the inevitable yet again. And she couldn’t take
knowing what he had said to her, and simply accepting it, accepting her own pain. And she
knew, too, that calling him out and separating herself from him was the right thing to do, that
she couldn't keep putting up with him and his words and his horrid opinions and his blatant
cruelty that he cared less and less about hiding. He had shown his true colours and they were
ugly. She could not let nostalgia obscure what she knew to be right.

“Good flight?” Theodore asked when she entered, seeing the three of them bent over
Bubutober pods, armed with thick gloves and brass goggles.

“Better than yesterday,” she said briskly, grabbing the set of gloves and goggles someone had
left out for her by the door. “Do we really have to deal with Bubotuber?”

“Robin wants us to suffer,” Gwen said, glaring at her boyfriend, who shrugged.

“Those things hate me,” Aurora grumbled, pulling on her equipment. “They always spit in
my face.”

“Yeah, they are quite clever for that," Robin said cheerfully. She stuck out her tongue at him.

“I’m warning you,” she said, going to stand beside Theo, “you could all get it, too.”

“Get what," Theo asked, amused, "curse of plant-hatred?”

“Yes.” She touched one of the pods tentatively and it issued forth a low hiss, a trickle of pus
coming out of it. “That’s disgusting.”

“Says the girl whose favourite class is Potions.”

“Well, eels’ eyes don’t harbour a personal hatred for me.”



“I’m not sure plants are really known for holding grudges, either, in fairness.”

“They do as far as I’m concerned,” Aurora said, shaking her head and prodding the pod
again. “What are we doing, anyway?”

“Diagrams and property charts,” Gwen said, “we all felt we were lacking some details.”

“Aurora, you can help us extract pus!”

“I hate you, Robin Oliphant.”

“Ditto,” Robin said, and Gwen scoffed at him.

“Stop being annoying and just get on with it before my hands freeze off.”

“Whatever you say, Gwendolyn, my love.”

At least here, working on her least favourite plant, Aurora felt some familiarity. There was
the faux distance with Robin, the natural closeness with Gwen and Theo, and their idle
chatter around her kept away thought of Draco and her mother and her shame and her fury, at
least for a while. While they were working, too, none of them had the time or the space to ask
her about exactly what had happened the day before, and she was glad. Talking about it
would make her cry, and crying would make her feel even worse about herself.

That happy quiet came to an end when they left the greenhouses and headed up to the castle
at midday, bracing themselves against the brisk, cold weather.

"So,” Theo said as they fell into step a ways behind Gwen and Robin, who seemed to have
had some sickening bonding session over bubotuber pus and were being disgustingly sweet
with one another, “Draco told me about your argument yesterday - he told all of us really. Me
and Blaise, Vincent, Greg, all the girls… Anyway, it seems you don’t want to talk about it,
and that’s quite alright - family’s complicated, and you and Draco more complicated than
most, I get that. But I just thought you should know I’m here if you want someone to talk to,
or want to know…”

"I'm fine," she said stiffly. Theo raised his eyebrows.

"I know you better than to believe that by now, you know."

"Ah, yes, I really needed another person to become an authority on who I am."

"Hey — you don't have to talk about it if you don't want to. But I do know you, Aurora. You
don't have to pretend to be okay with me."

But it felt somehow more dangerous now, to not be okay, to tell Theo of all people. Theo
who, if he had any sense, would not be with her right now, Theo who she still couldn't quite
pin down.

"I know," she said. "But I, right now... Can't talk about it."



Theo was quiet for a moment, as the laughter from Gwen and Robin ahead of them trickled
back, and Aurora for a moment just longed for some simple joy like that. "That's okay," he
said at last, "but like I said, if you ever want to or need to..."

"I don't want you to take pity on me."

"It isn't pity. It's friendship and you'd do the same for me, and I — I don't like to see you
upset."

Aurora swallowed tightly, pulled her cloak around her and burrowed into it, staring at the
ground. After a moment, the words thank you in her lips, Theo spoke again, bracingly,
"Anyway, if it's any consolation, we all thought you played brilliantly."

"Oh," Aurora said, surprised but relieved at the change in conversation. "Well, I rather
thought I did too. We were trying out this new formation, Graham was all stressed about it,
but I think it worked out well — if Harry hadn't gotten the snitch when he did I think we
would have ended up trouncing them, and I don't even care how arrogant that sounds."

Theo let out a laugh, grinning at her. "I'd expect nothing but absolute self-confidence; you've
earned it, anyway. Plus, there's still no way you can outshine the arrogance of Gryffindor
house."

"Unfortunately they might have earned it more than us."

"Only this time," he said, "and not more than you — that first goal, right between Weasley's
arms, that was brilliant!"

"You're just trying to cheer me up," Aurora said pointedly, though unable to keep herself
from smiling. She bumped Theo's shoulder, eyebrows raised in mock sternness. "Trying to
distract me."

"Seems to be working," Theo said lightly, shrugging. "You're very susceptible to flattery."

"I am not!" Aurora protested, surprised by his boldness.

Laughing, Theo said, "You are, you so are!"

"So are you, I've seen your face when you get an O, it's like having Christmas and your
birthday all at once!"

"You're exactly the same, don't pretend otherwise!"

"I —" Aurora broke off an a laugh, unable to really defend herself against the accusation.
"Shut up, Theo."

"Oh, that's very mature, Lady Black. A really Assembly-worthy skill."

"Well, people in the Assembly are wrong more than they are right and you have the annoying
habit of being both correct when I'm not, and being frustratingly decent. It's very difficult to
deal with."



"Oh, I can tell," Theo said with an easy laugh. "It's quite amusing, actually. You're going
rather pink."

"I am not!" she insisted, cheeks hot, words stretching out into a laugh which eventually broke
over her. Theo's grin widened. "It's cold out here, my cheeks are flushed, anyway — my point
is that you like flattery just as much as I do so you have absolutely no room to criticise me for
it."

"Oh, I promise I'm not criticising — as you say, I'm the same." A lilt to his smile. "And
anyway, I never said the flattery's undeserved."

"That's true," she conceded with a light smile, aware of Gwen and Robin watching them
warily, as though afraid something might explode. Probably more likely, that she would. But
she was, oddly, she felt, alright. For now, anyway. She smiled back at Gwen, nodding to
reassure her that she wasn't going to spontaneously burst into tears, and then turned to Theo.
"And I was rather good, wasn't I?"

Theo laughed, picking up the pace as they came nearer the castle, but grinning back at her.
"Modest, too."

"But deserved, you'd say?"

"Well I can hardly say no now, can I?"

"I've caught you in a trap."

"Or I've caught you," he said, a twinkle in his eye, "I've managed to make you smile, after
all."

Flushing slightly, pleased, Aurora said as they caught up to the others, "In that case I suppose
you deserve credit as a mastermind, then."

"Well, yes, I'm a genius."

"But not as much as me."

"I... Would rather not comment on that one."

"How rude!"

"You brought it up!"

"How dare you insult a lady, Mr. Nott. I am appalled."

With a last laugh, Theo bumped her shoulder, and Gwen asked her, "You alright then?"

Aurora snuck a teasing glance at Theo before saying, "Yeah. Yeah, we are."

They all continued to stick to her more closely that day, as did Leah after lunch. The same
was true on Monday, when Aurora was confronted by Draco moving away from her to sit



with Pansy in both Herbology and Potions. Expected, even wanted — but she didn't know
what to do with it, or with Pansy's silence.

“Come on,” Theodore said in Herbology, tugging her to the seat that was usually Daphne’s
and leaving the remaining friends to work out an arrangement between themselves. “He’s just
being a git."

"I know," Aurora muttered, scowling at her cousin, who was watching them with an annoyed
sneer on his face. "Thanks."

The same happened in Potions; in that class, Aurora sat at the back with Gwen and Theo kept
his spot with Robin, and Snape raised his eyebrows at her but said nothing more, to her great
and unexpected relief.

“For the record,” Gwen told Aurora when they were supposed to be crushing bezoars,
“whatever Malfoy’s said to you, he’s being a twat about it. They all are, in our opinion. But
you’ve got us, alright?” Aurora nodded, not looking at her. “Are you sure you don’t want to
talk about it?”

“No need,” she said brightly, “it’s over and done with. Properly, over and done with.
Everything… It’s in the past.”

“Not if you’re still upset about it. I know what Malfoy told Theo, but you haven't said—"

“Please, Gwen. I’ve said the same to Theo that I’ll say to you. I don’t want to discuss it, and I
don’t need to. Please. I can’t.”

Gwen didn’t look any more happy about it than Theo had, but she didn’t push, for now.

-*

It was with a degree of trepidation that Aurora went to her Care of Magical Creatures class on
Tuesday. Professor Grubbly-Plank's classes had gone very well, she felt, and suited to the
prescribed exam syllabus. She had also put on a remarkably calm show during Umbridge's
inspection, which had gained some respect from Aurora.

But Professor Hagrid had returned to the Great Hall on Sunday morning, and this was to be
Aurora's first class with him re-instated. She didn't know the details of how his trip to Europe
had gone, but judging by the bruise on his cheek, she felt the meeting with the giants had not
gone well. Umbridge would surely pick up on that when she did her inspection of his class,
and Aurora already knew that the minute Hagrid brought out any creature with higher than a
double-X rating, he would be a lost cause.

Hagrid informed them, once all the class had gathered, that they were to be venturing deep
into the Forbidden Forest, something which could never end sensibly.

Aurora dreaded it from the moment they started down the path from Hagrid’s hut, her
sticking close to Theo and watching from a safe distance as her cousin fussed over what
might be waiting for them in the dark.



Once upon a time, she might have laughed and told him to stop being dramatic, and squeezed
his arm in encouragement anyway. Once upon a time she would have been next to him,
sharing in this moment, with every moment. Instead he had Pansy on one side and Vincent
and Greg on the other and in the midst of twenty people, Aurora had never felt so alone.

Theo bumped her shoulder gently, reminding her that he was there, and she smiled gratefully
at him. Why he was determined to stick by her was beyond her — in fact, it scared her — but
she was glad of it, as they continued into the darkness with the rest of the class.

Ten minutes of quiet passed, until Professor Hagrid stopped in a dense cropping of trees,
where the light was so faint it may well have been twilight. There was an eerie, sort of
liminal feel to the space here, and the low hum of magic which rang through the air. “Is it just
me,” Gwen whispered in Aurora’s ear, “or is this place really creepy?”

“It’s the forest,” Aurora replied lightly, taking a step forwards — she was one of few who did
so. “It’s always creepy. Hanging in the trees won’t do you any good if you’re to be set upon,
Gwen.”

It was all very well to say so, but even Aurora could not escape the feeling of unease
prickling in her gut.

“Gather round, gather round,” Professor Hagrid instructed, dropping half a cow onto the
forest floor. Aurora wrinkled her nose and took a few large steps back, stomach roiling.
“Now, they’ll be attracted by the scent of meat, but I’m going to give them a call anyway,
cause they like to know it’s me.”

Aurora frowned, curious about the creatures. Thestrals, perhaps, she thought, though she
could not fathom the use of them in a class where the majority of students couldn’t even see
them. She also knew that they were not on the curriculum; not that it had ever bothered
Hagrid before, but this was O.W.L. year, and besides, he had to consider how Umbridge
would want things to be Ministry-approved. Still, Hagrid had never been the brightest.

He proceeded to shake his head and let out a strange cry, a piercing sort of wail through the
trees, like a great bird calling lost children to nest. It sent a shiver down Aurora’s spine, and
drew the hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end. In the ensuing silence, nothing
happened. Hagrid cried out again, and Neville Longbottom stumbled back in fright at the
noise. Draco, Aurora noticed, was white as a sheet, and Pansy not faring much better. Then
again, neither was Gwen, still half-hidden behind a tree.

But, as Hagrid went to cry out for a third time, Aurora spotted the shadows shifting among
the trees, and a pair of blank white eyes glowing from between two tall yews like tiny moons
hanging in their makeshift sky. Through the gloom there emerged the skeletal grey body of a
thestral, Death’s shadow curling around it like smoke. Its gaze felt fixated on Aurora, who
grew warm beneath it. At her side, Theo trembled. Aurora’s fingers itched to reach out for
him, but she didn’t dare.

The thestral’s tail brushed Parvati Patil’s leg and caused her to squeal and leap onto Lavender
Brown. With its gaze still fixed on Aurora, it came forward, bowed its head, and began to eat.



It was surely a very odd sight, Aurora thought, for the rest of her class to witness nothing
eating at a chunk of meat, especially with such ferocity. She glanced up to Theo, who was
eyeing the scene with distaste.

“Here comes another one,” said Hagrid excitedly, but Aurora could already feel it, feel the
encroachment of so many of Death’s creatures upon the world of their living. The second
horse looked to Aurora too, before going to eat. Hagrid beamed. “Now, put your hands up,
who can see them?”

Aurora raised her hand, along with Theo, Potter, and Neville. “Yeah,” Hagrid said, almost
proudly, “knew you’d be able to see it, Harry… And Aurora, o’ course, I knew you did
already.” She flushed, as her cousin turned to look at her for just a moment, face coloured by
curiosity, before turning to the front and scowling.

“Excuse me,” he cut in haughtily, “but what exactly are we meant to be seeing?”

Hagrid blinked, as though this were a ridiculous question, and pointed to the cow carcass,
which the two thestrals were bent over. Aurora supposed, by the baffles and horrified looks
on everybody else's faces, that watching pieces of meat strip themselves away from the bone,
was not a very nice sight. Theodore didn't seem amused by it either, staring ahead with wide
eyes.

"But what's doing it?" demanded Parvati Patil. "What's eating it?"

"Thestrals," Hagrid said proudly. Harry sucked in a breath, looking relieved. Aurora
wondered how long he had known about them. Presumably, he had first seen them at the
beginning of this term. "Hogwarts has got a whole herd of 'em in here. Now, who knows—"

"But they're meant to be really unlucky!" Patil insisted. "They're supposed to bring all sorts
of terrible fortune on people who see them, and Professor Trelawney told me once—"

"No, no, no," Hagrid laughed, a bit too dismissive for Patil's level of alarm, "that's just
superstition, that is, they aren't unlucky. They're clever and dead useful. Course this lot don't
get a load of work, it's mainly just pulling the school carriages and whatnot — and look,
there's another two of them now."

Aurora spied another pair slipping through the trees. One followed its herd to the feast, but
the other kept its gaze locked on her, and after a vague sniff at the cow, made its way across
the circle towards her. Draco's eyes tracked the hoofprints forming in the frost; Theo wavered
on the spot beside her, alarmed.

"That one likes you, Aurora," Hagrid said, and, feeling rather self-conscious about everybody
staring at her, she raised a hand to stroke its neck, feeling the cool skin beneath her fingertips.

"Be careful, Black," Patil warned her, shaking her head. "It's really bad if they come over to
you, it means you're going to die."

"I'll take the risk," Aurora said, smiling at the animal. "They're really very gentle."



"Aurora's right," Hagrid said, "brilliant animals, they are. Now, can anybody tell me why
some of you can see them and others can't?"

Aurora hated that he was asking this now; Granger leapt at the chance to tell everybody, "The
only people who can see thestrals, are people who have seen death?"

Gwen gasped and took a step away from Aurora, who stared at her. "Calm down, it's not as if
you didn't know."

"You're exactly right, Hermione — take ten points to Gryffindor." The thestral nuzzled into
Aurora's cupped hand and then took a step back, going to rejoin its friend. She could feel the
ghost of it beneath her skin. "Now, thestrals—"

"Hem, hem."

Aurora turned around sharply, more startled by the sight of Professor Umbridge in lurid green
than by the thestrals. It took Hagrid a moment to realise it was her, and not a thestral, who
had let out that fake little cough.

"I assume you received the note I sent to your cabin this morning, telling you that I would be
inspecting your lesson?"

"Oh yeah! Glad yeh found the place alright. Well, as you can see — or, I dunno, can you —
we're studying thestrals today."

"I'm sorry?" Umbridge asked. "What did you say?"

This proceeded to turn into a positive pantomime, as Umbridge made a great deal of not
understanding Hagrid, who became increasingly frazzled and resorted to flapping his arms
madly like he was impersonating a chicken, to communicate the word thestral.

“I didn’t know we were studying toads today,” Robin muttered, and Aurora and Theo stifled
small laughs.

“Don’t be rude,” Aurora admonished. “We ought to be on our best behaviour.”

“Robin doesn’t know what that means,” Gwen drawled, rolling her eyes. “Do you?”

Robin merely shrugged and pretended not to hear.

“What’s all this then?” came Leah MacMillan’s voice, as Umbridge interrupted Hagrid’s
attempt at teaching yet again. Leah was accompanied by Apollo Jones and Sally-Anne Perks,
the latter of whom looked rather confused by her own presence. The Gryffindors watched on
with indignation — at least, Potter did — but the rest of the class took the opportunity to
chat. Draco, Aurora noticed with a sick feeling in her stomach, was gleeful as Umbridge
condescended to their teacher.

“No good,” Aurora said. “He’s not going to do well.”

“I thought you liked Hagrid?” Jones asked.



“I do. Well, I don’t dislike him anyway. But he doesn’t perform well under pressure and…”
She lowered her voice, so Umbridge didn’t hear, even though she was all the way across the
clearing and they were already whispering. “Well he isn’t the most conventional teacher, is
he? She’ll seize any opportunity to get at one of Dumbledore’s favourites, it’ll never be fair.”

“You care about fair?”

Aurora glared at Jones. “Am I wrong?”

"Once they're tamed," Hagrid was saying of the thestrals, still gesticulating wildly, "like this
lot, you'll never get lost again. 'Mazing sense of direction, just tell them where you want to
go."

"Assuming they can understand you," Draco said loudly, and he and Pansy fell into a fit of
laughter. Aurora's stomach turned, and when she caught Pansy's eye, her friend flushed,
sobering slightly.

"You can see the Thestrals, Miss Black, can you?" she asked, and Aurora started, staring at
her.

Pansy's face paled, smile falling into a frown of sympathy and concern. Draco looked away,
and Aurora tried to imagine that he was hiding a look of pity, or at least something that wasn't
outright mockery.

"Yes," she said softly, clearing her throat. "Yes, I can, Professor."

"And who was it that you saw die?"

Aurora stared at her, flummoxed by the fact that she dared to even ask. At her side, Theodore
stiffened, and Gwen and Robin turned to their teacher with thunderstruck expressions.

"My great-grandfather," Aurora said stiffly, folding her arms. "The late Lord Arcturus Black.
It's not that hard to guess."

She regretted those final words as soon as she said them, and Umbridge narrowed her eyes.
And yet, at the same time, she felt exhilarated by the thrill of insult and rebellion that went
through her. "I see. And what do you think of them — the thestrals?"

"I think they're fascinating creatures," she said, trying not to show any emotion stirred up by
Umbridge's question. She would find a way to spin anything to insult Hagrid. "It's a rare treat
to get to learn about them, in my opinion."

She could see the disappointment in Umbridge's indifferent gaze. "Lovely," she said in a cold
voice. "And the rest of you? Mister Nott, you see them too, don't you?"

"Y-yeah," Theo said, surprised. "I..." He hesitated just a moment before saying, "I think
they're interesting. Professor Hagrid's classes always are."

It was an outright lie on his behalf; Aurora knew Theodore wasn't a fan of Hagrid's teaching,
or of thestrals, and hoped Umbridge could not detect the angry defiance in his voice, in his



eyes. Her smile was razor thin, and she did not bother to write this down before leaving them
to pester Neville Longbottom, who responded in a far more flustered manner. Aurora met
Theo's shaken gaze, taking a deep breath to try and steady her hammering anger.

"That bitch," Leah muttered once Umbridge was out of earshot. "Why does she want to know
this stuff?"

"Fluster us," Aurora said bitterly, "so she can spin it as though we're upset by the class. She
won't like Professor Hagrid — he's half giant and loyal to Dumbledore."

As she watched, Umbridge continued her mockery of Hagrid, and Draco fell about laughing
on the other side of the clearing, even as Pansy and Daphne and Blaise moved more
uncomfortably.

Even after Umbridge left, the class was awkward and flat, Hagrid flustered and many of the
students completely put off by the inspection, and the fact that they couldn't see the damn
things, which Aurora imagined would be a difficulty in any situation. She walked up to the
castle with the others, a safe distance from both Harry and Draco, the former of whom had
yet to speak to her after the disastrous end to the Quidditch match. Aurora had no desire to
discuss it with him and reopen a barely healing wound.

She and Theodore both were quiet as the rest spoke around them, until she heard Draco's
voice break across the still cold air, towards Harry and his friends. "Yeah, Weasley," he
called, "we were just wondering, d'you reckon if you saw someone snuff it you might be able
to see the Quaffle better?"

That barely quashed anger rose inside Aurora again, and she glared fiercely at her cousin,
before catching Harry's eye. His gaze was critical, curious, and she tried to ignore it but
couldn't. Nor could she ignore the way her cousin's gaze latched onto her as she strode apart
from her group, wanting more than anything to rid herself of that anger by storming through
the snow up to the castle, brushing away hot and bitter tears.
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Firebolt
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The rest of November passed slowly, in sleet and snow and grim grey clouds which only
soured Aurora’s persistent mood further. Her place felt more uncertain than it ever had;
sitting with Draco and Pansy and the rest felt completely out of the question, so Aurora
would spend most of her time in the library, and when she had to return to the common room,
she would keep to Gwen, Robin, Leah, and Theo, often in the corner by the window that
faced the Black Lake. It was draughty and not ideal, but it had a nice view and atmosphere,
and people rarely saw her head over the top of the high-backed armchairs.

Quidditch practices were growing tenser than ever. Aurora and Draco had always been so in
sync and flown so well together, and now they never spoke, there was a silent agreement of
competition between them. One would soar ahead, the other would battle to overtake them,
flying always at the front of the group, no matter Graham's complaints about it. Yet it wasn't
so bad as Aurora might have anticipated, for although her cousin continuously battled her for
the front spot, they hadn't had any real confrontation until the day Draco ended their flight, a
week and a half after their argument and told Graham, "I want her off the team."

Everybody stared at him in bewildered silence. "You don't have that authority," Aurora
scoffed, but looked to Graham, who seemed to be struggling to come up with an answer.

"My father funds this team. He pays for each of your brooms, and he doesn't want to pay for
yours anymore."

"Your father isn't funding me, it's the team, and I am on the team."

"You don't have to be. We've got two reserves, just like you wanted."

"Arw you really so upset about me upstaging you?"

"You're not upstaging me," Draco sneered, "we just don't want someone on the team who
embodies the wrong values."

"Knock it off," Graham grunted finally, stepping between them. "You don't control the team,
Malfoy, and neither does your father — or your grandfather, before you try and play that
card. I chose Aurora because she's the best person to play Chaser with us. You've got a real
problem with that, take it up with me."

"She's not allowed that broom anymore," Draco said, glaring. "It's not hers or yours."

"It was a gift," said Felix Vaisey, unexpectedly. "Or do you admit to bribery?"

"I don't answer to you, Vaisey."



"No, you're right," Graham said, stepping forward, "you answer to me, as your fucking
captain, and I say I don't give a shit what values you want Black to have, I just want her to be
a ruddy good player, which she is. You can't take her broom away, you can't decide who is or
is not on the team, and if you knew what's good for you, you'd shut up before I kick you off,
'cause there's only one person here who I've seen win against Gryffindor."

That was a low blow and Aurora delighted in it, in the furious pink flush of Draco's face as he
turned to her. "You're sticking up for her? My father—"

"Isn't here," Cassius said, folding his arms. "And far as I'm aware, doesn't actually control the
team. You're doing more damage than this is worth."

"This is ridiculous! I'll go to Professor Umbridge, she'll tell you—"

"I've done nothing wrong," Aurora snapped, glaring at him, that quick fury rising to the
surface once more. "You're just being petty, because you're mad at me!"

"I'm not petty!"

"you're the pettiest person I know."

"Maybe you two should—"

"You're one to talk, Aurora, you're too stubborn to even think about apologising to me!"

"I'm not the one who needs to apologise!" Blinking away frustrated tears, she shoved the
broom at him, clattering it against his chest, and he stumbled back. "If it means that fucking
much to you, fine, have your broom, fucking measure it, you twat, I'll find my own! But do
not think for a moment that I'll let you threaten my spot on the team!"

"Fine!" Draco shouted, snatching the broom. He looked around, but the only people who
stood by him were Vincent and Greg; Bletchley shuffled uncomfortably towards him, staring
at the ground, while Urquhart pretended to be interested in a passing cloud. "Good luck with
that."

"Aurora stays on the team," Graham told Draco firmly. "If you don't want to play with her,
you can leave."

"You won't have your brooms."

"We'll have our brooms," Graham grunted.

"And you know," Vaisy put in, eyebrows raised, "it'd be pretty embarrassing if the heir to the
Malfoys couldn't handle a little disagreement on his team. I mean, how are you going to
manage politics?"

"Fuck off, Vaisey, everybody knows your grandfather's a snivelling little—"

"That's enough!" Graham barked, stamping his foot. "Malfoy, I'm not having you pick fights
with the whole team. Go to your dorm to cool off. The rest of you, clear up here. Aurora —



with me."

As Draco stormed away, cheeks pink and embarrassed, Aurora went off to the side with
Graham, who looked furiously around at the rest of the team to make sure they weren't
eavesdropping before he said, "I just wanted him to get a head start before you go off to
murder him."

"I think that's warrant an expulsion from school, let alone the Quidditch Team."

"True enough." He sighed loudly. "Listen, we all know your fallout's causing trouble in the
team. People are taking sides and I'm not meant to get involved in that. But I don't want to
lose you. Either of you, but, you're the one I'm looking to recommend as captain."

"Really?" Her anger momentarily dissipated at the news, and her smile spread. "You're
serious?"

"You're smart, you're quick, and I reckon you can keep that rowdy lot in line. But it's not the
point — your cousin's furious with you and I don't know what happened and I don't want to,
though I can guess. And I can't put in a good word for you if you're the source of problems on
the team — doesn't matter who's in the right or isn't. Keep looking after yourself, yeah?"

"I'm a big girl, Captain. I can take care of myself."

"I'm serious. There's been some shit going 'round the common room I don't want to repeat,
but you better watch your back. Before someone stabs you in it."

-*

Within a week, Aurora had managed — through quick discharge of her savings and delicate
dropping of her name and title — to secure herself a broom to rival even Harry Potter's: her
very own Firebolt.

She kept it under wraps until their Saturday morning practice, making sure to be the last out
onto the pitch. Draco's face was worth it; pulled into a slender, open mouthed surprise, his
cheeks heating pink and eyes flashing.

"A Firebolt?" he smarted. "A fucking Firebolt — you're that desperate to be like Potter?"

"I deserve the best," she said cheerfully, smile widening when she saw the amused look on
Cassius and Vaisey's faces. "Sorry you couldn't have one of your own. But I'm sure a Nimbus
2001 is alright, really. Let's see if you can keep up, hm?"

Graham shook his head at her, but gave no scold. Cassius came to her shoulder as they went
to take their positions and murmured, "You're on thin ice with Malfoy, you know."

"I think I've already broken it," she said, "and I need a broom." She shrugged, trying to hide
her vindictive pleasure at the furious look on Draco's face as he talked to Crabbe and Goyle.
"I don't know what else he could expect, and he's no sensible right to be angry." She
tightened her ponytail, hooking her leg over the broom. "Don't tell me I'm wrong, Cassius. I
don't particularly care."



She streaked out in front immediately, though hung back slightly from full speed as she tried
to get use to the smoother, more sensitive broom. Draco was just behind her, not quite
matching her until two laps in when he came up behind her, his blond hair startling in the
fading sunlight. He pulled just ahead of her and Aurora leaned forward, driving herself to cut
him off and wedge him to the side; in retaliation, he shot forward, the tail-end of his broom
brushing against her own handle and jarring her off course.

She recovered quickly, but the flame of anger that the move had ignited was hard to ignore.
She pressed on, ignoring Graham’s shouts for them to be careful.

“Watch yourself,” she snapped at Draco as she pulled ahead, to which he just glared at her
and dropped down into a steep dive.

Show off, Aurora thought, gritting her teeth. With a scowl, she followed him plummeting
towards the ground, urging her broomstick on. Draco looked up, glanced over his shoulder,
yelled, “Knock it off, Aurora!”

“Not if you’re trying to knock me off my broom, I won’t,” she snapped back, pushing down,
pressuring him. The ground was rising up to meet them quickly; Aurora made to pull out, and
as she did so, the back of her broom collided with Draco’s front as he did the same.

She went flying over the front handle, as Draco toppled to the side of his broom, catching the
ground with his heel and stumbling, before jumping back up with a grunt. Aurora yanked on
the front of her broom as she plummeted towards the ground, flipping herself back over at the
last minute in an exhilarating sort of somersault, the Firebolt's extra endurance and agility
proving her saving grace.

“You idiot!” she screamed over the wind.

“Stop bloody chasing me, Aurora!”

“I am trying to fly laps to warm up!”

“You’re trying to wind me up!”

“Sod off, Draco!”

She surged back up into the air, whooshing past the oncoming storm of their teammates, as
high up as she could go. Of course, when she looked over her shoulder, Draco was following
her. “What do you think you’re doing?” Graham bellowed as they passed.

“Yeah, Draco, what do you think you’re doing?”

“Piss off, Aurora. You’re not impressing anyone.”

“I impress people by catching the snitch more often than you do, though.”

It was a low and vindictive blow and as soon as she said it she knew it had been the wrong to
say; bitter guilt and dislike twisted her gut as she swooped through one of the goal hoops and
up, towards the commentator’s box, resting above the crest of the tower.



“You’re a fucking bitch,” Draco spat at her when he was in range, “you know that?”

She shrugged. “You’re not the first to say that. You’ve more in common with Harry Potter
than you think. I’m a better Seeker than he is, too.”

Before he could respond, she took off again, grinning with a vindictive sort of glee. She had
wounded him like he had been wounding her for so long; that thrill of hitting him where it
hurt, burned through her as she soared down towards their teammates, swooping below the
pack and then up again in front of an alarmed-looking Felix Vaisey, before turning a sharp
corner and cutting across the pitch.

“You wouldn’t even be on this team if it wasn’t for me!” Draco yelled, pulling up to her.

Aurora yelled, “You wouldn’t be on the team if it wasn’t for your father,” and shot forward.

In an instant, Draco had moved and they collided, hard. With a thud, feeling her whole body
shake, Aurora plummeted the ten or so feet to the ground, only just managing to keep on top
of her broom. When she landed, it was clumsy; the broom, of course, was fine, her ankle
gave a nasty twinge and gave way, and she clattered onto the grass, head spinning.

She squeezed her eyes shut as pain shot through her body. When she opened them, Graham
was standing over her, grim-faced.

“You ruddy idiot, Black. What do you think you’re playing at?”

Beside her, Draco was clutching his arm and rocking back and forth, being as dramatic as
was humanly possible. Aurora stared at him, smirking as she tried to regain her breath. "I
win.”

“Merlin’s pants — get up!”

“Not sure I can. Might’ve broken my ankle.”

His face went a rather interesting shade of purple. “You’ve — you were meant to be flying
laps!”

“Just spicing things up.”

“You’ve lost it. Actually lost it, Black.”

“Lay off, Graham,” Cassius said, helping her to her feet with an arm around her waist. “You
won’t have broken it, but it might be sprained. Come on, we’ll go see Madam Pomfrey.”

“No,” Graham snapped, looking between her and Draco, who was leaning on Vincent and
Greg, both of whom were glaring fiercely at Aurora. “You two are being absolutely
ridiculous. Everybody knows you’re going through whatever family drama it is and frankly I
don’t care what the details are, but sort it out, for fuck's sake, before you ruin the season for
all of us!"



She knew Graham was right, but she still couldn't help but feel fury mount in her when she
looked at her cousin's face.

“Draco started it,” she grumbled to Cassius as he helped her back up the hill to the castle, her
broom in his hand — she couldn't stand the idea of Draco being anywhere near it.

“I’m sure he did.”

“You don’t sound very sure.”

“Listen, what Graham said—”

“Draco's being an absolute arsehole, on purpose. He wants to hurt me. He’s never wanted to
hurt me before, and I’ve never wanted to hurt him and… Ugh!”

She made to storm off, but was reminded of her injured ankle by a sharp spike of pain.
Cassius lunged forward, tugging her back to his side with a grimace. “Don’t do that.”

“I didn’t mean to. Stop fussing, Warrington.”

He let out a long, irritated sigh. Aurora glared at him.

"I heard about your fight, after the Gryffindor match. Not hard to work out, the way he
carried on last week anyway, but..."

“I’m glad I can provide a source of gossip for the rest of the team.”

“I’m sure whatever happened, Draco didn’t mean to upset you.”

“He always says he doesn’t. But this was different. He was insulting me and my mother and
father and everything I’ve ever tried to be.”

“Have you tried talking to him? If you’re uncomfortable with the language he uses, about…
You know.”

“Muggleborns.” She stopped forcefully, holding him back even as it brought out further pain
in her ankle. “Funnily enough I had pointed it out to him before, Cassius, and he didn’t get
the picture. Or didn’t want to, more like. There’s no use talking to him, I’d been talking to
him for years and he just stayed the same behind my back! He hurt me, he broke my trust!”

“Can’t you just apologise, and you two can make up and everything’ll be fine.”

“Apologise? Me? I’m not the one going around insulting people’s families and saying their
mothers deserved to be murdered!”

“Well, alright, that was a bit harsh.”

“A bit harsh?" She struggled out of his grip, furious. "A bit fucking harsh, Cassius?”



“That’s not what I meant. I’m sure he didn’t mean it, but if you make the first step to reach
out and fix things, it’d benefit us all. You're really screwing yourself over here, Aurora, I
always knew you were proud but..."

She stared at him, cold twisting her gut. “Look,” Cassius said anxiously, “I don’t like that sort
of talk anymore than you do. But you can’t win every battle.”

“I know. I’ve admitted defeat already, Cassius. This is me walking away. And it wouldn’t
benefit me to make up because he never changes. It’ll only hurt more in the long run and I
know that now and I am sick and tired of making excuses for him and turning a blind eye, so,
I would thank you to let bloody go of me!”

She wrenched herself away from him, toppled over slightly, but gritted her teeth. The ankle
wasn’t broken. She could still walk on it, just with a lot of pain. People had gone through
worse. She just had to grin and bear it and not bloody cry.

"Give me my broom back."

“You can’t hop your way to the Hospital Wing."

“Watch me.” She held her hand out and he reluctantly handed the Firebolt over.

“Aurora, don’t be stupid.”

“Don’t be a prick, then!”

“I’m sorry, alright, I didn’t mean to be insensitive.”

“Oh, yeah,” she said over her shoulder, hobbling away from him up the hill and still deeply
regretting it, “no one ever means to be insensitive. But I’d rather not deal with someone
telling me how to run my own life right now.”

“That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

“Yeah? Why are you even still here, talking to me? We don’t have to be friends, you don’t
have to help me, unless you’re still holding onto some misguided notion that I care what you
have to say!”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know, you’re the one who seems to have everything figured out!”

“You’re being ridiculous, Aurora. Come back and I’ll help you to the Hospital Wing like a
normal person and decent teammate.”

“I’m perfectly fine on my own, Warrington. I don’t need you, or your advice, and really I’d
rather you just piss off. I don’t care what you want to say or do, just — just leave me alone!”

“You don’t mean that—”



“Oh, so you know what everybody means now! According to Cassius Warrington, nobody in
the world ever means what they say, oh no! Silly Aurora Black with her stupid muggleborn
family and own opinions, she doesn’t know what anybody means, she’s obviously wrong
about everything! Well, you don’t get to choose what I mean, Cassius, so go back to Graham
and tell him I don’t give a shit if he kicks me off the team, I’m sick to death of it!”

“Okay, you definitely don’t mean that.”

“Go!” she yelled at him, whipping about and not daring to look back over her shoulder as she
limped to the Hospital Wing, tears burning in her eyes.

He didn’t come after her, but after about a minute, Aurora wished her had. Stubborn as ever,
though, she did not even dare to turn around and see where he was.

Stupid Cassius. Stupid Graham. Stupid Draco. Damn them all to hell, she thought bitterly,
heart pounding. Merlin, she hoped Cassius didn’t tell Graham what she said about the team.
That would get her kicked off for sure.

It was times like this that she really wished she knew how to just be sad, to just cry. Instead
she screamed and yelled and let herself be consumed by anger, destructive and unyielding
and painful to everybody involved, and at the end of the day she didn’t get anything from it
except more hurt and frustration, and here she was, just as the heavens opened and it started
to finally rain, limping hastily to the castle doors because she had been an absolute first-class
idiot twice in the space of ten minutes.

When she got to the Hospital Wing after what felt like an eternity, having dodged the heavy
stares of students roaming about the castle, it was to find Madam Pomfrey deep in discussion
with Dumbledore and Snape, the two people she least wanted to see.

She gritted her teeth, hobbling into the room, cheeks blazing with an embarrassment that
grew by the second and with every pained since.

“I fell of my broom,” she said in a small voice, looking at the nurse. Madam Pomfrey looked
at the Firebolt with disgust. "Not a big fall, but I didn’t land well, and I think I’ve twisted my
ankle.”

Snape sneered. “How very elegant of you, Black.”

She bit her tongue in an effort to avoid telling him to piss off.

“Come on then,” Pomfrey said with a sigh. “This’ll only take a few minutes. Did none of
your teammates help you up here?”

“I thought I’d be fine,” she lied, feeling more nauseous when Pomfrey got her to sit down
and she looked at her swelling ankle. Her head spun again, darkness winking in her mind for
a moment.

Pomfrey clicked her tongue, and applied pressure on her ankle in a way that made bile leap
up into Aurora’s throat. “Foolish girl. You Quidditch players, you’re all far too proud to get



any injuries seen to. And you’re in the dance club too, aren’t you?” Aurora nodded, and
Pomfrey scoffed. “They’re even worse for injuries. Honestly — I’ll get you some salve and a
potion and you’ll be right as rain in a couple of hours.”

She hurried away and came back a moment later, just as Dumbledore whispered something to
Snape and came to sit next to Aurora. “You know,” he said cheerfully, “I think sometimes
ankle sprains are good luck.”

He was surely just making that up for the sake of conversation. He was so annoying like that.

“They do not feel very lucky.”

Dumbledore chuckled. “All the best people have sprained their ankles. Why, I myself had
terribly weak ankles even as a young boy.”

“Wow.” For some reason, Dumbledore’s comments only drove her closer to tears. “Thanks,
Professor — ow!”

Pomfrey had just opened the bottle of salve and started rubbing it into the tender area around
Aurora’s ankle. “Quit your fussing, I know what I’m doing, Miss Black.”

“I know, but it’s still sore.”

She tutted and shook her head, and Aurora ground her teeth together the whole time until she
stepped away and handed her a bottle. “This’ll deal with the pain until the ankle’s healed. I’ll
give you a minute once you’ve had it to come to yourself, and if it still hurts tomorrow, come
back, alright?”

“Got it, Madam Pomfrey.”

Madam Pomfrey shook her head, muttering “Quidditch,” under her breath as she went to
rejoin Snape.

“I’d warn you,” Dumbledore said to Aurora, “that thing tastes nasty. Best to drink it all at
once, get it over and done with.”

Aurora nodded, and took a breath before downing the lot. It was truly disgusting, so bitter
and acidic with an almost burnt taste, scorching against the back of her throat.

“You weren’t kidding,” she said once she could form words again. “Merlin.”

Dumbledore chuckled. “Another rite of passage, Miss Black. Will you be alright to walk back
to the dungeons, or should Professor Snape assist you?”

Snape looked over, disgusted. “I think I’ll be fine,” Aurora said with a grimace, forcing
herself back to her feet. She felt, if anything, even worse than she had when she came in.
“Thank you, Madam Pomfrey!”

Pomfrey waved a hand, calling, “I don’t want to see you here again this term, Miss Black!”
as Aurora tried to walk normally, out of the Hospital Wing.



She almost made it to the first floor corridor, when a great, white-hot pain flared up and she
had to catch her breath, leaning against for a moment, ears ringing. When the world righted
itself, she heard a voice shouting to her from down the corridor, and looked up with blurry
vision to see Harry Potter coming towards her, flanked by a glaring Weasley and fretful
Granger. She pushed herself up, still trying to pretend she was alright. She hadn't spoken to
Harry about Draco, after all. She was afraid of what she might say.

"Aurora," he was calling, hurrying down the corridor, "Aurora, are you alright?"

"I'm fine," she bit out, more aggressively than she had intended. She clenched her fist and the
heel of her hand grazed against the rough stone.

His gaze caught on the broom in her hand and his face hardened. "Is that mine?"

"What?"

"Have you nicked Harry's broom?"

"Don't be ridiculous, I bought it for myself."

"Since when? I thought Slytherin all had Nimbus 2001's."

"Yeah, well, I returned mine. Didn't like where it came from."

Weasley scoffed, still suspicious. "Seemed fine with it for the last three years."

"I thought Slytherin were at Quidditch practice today?" Potter cut in before his friend could
dig a deeper hole.

"They are. We were." She grimaced. "I just hurt my ankle, that's all." Taking in a deep breath,
she made to move past them, but Harry caught her arm. Anger returning, she twiste away
sharply and snapped, "I'd thank you not to touch me, Potter."

He held his hands up, eyebrows raised. "Fine by me."

"Are you alright, Aurora?" Hermione asked, voice soft, as though she were genuinely
worried. There was something pitying about it that Aurora hated, that caused a squirming
shame beneath her skin. When Ron Weasley scoffed at the question, it almost reassured her,
but then Harry had to go and give him a look that was almost scolding, and complicate things
even more.

"No," she said truthfully, voice still cold, "but I don't want to have this conversation with you.
No offence," she added, catching Weasley's outraged expression — as if she owed him
anything at all. "I just want to get back to my common room."

"You two go on," Harry said quickly to his friends, "I'll go with Aurora."

"You will do no such thing."

"Yeah? And what if you fall on whatever's hurting you and can't walk?"



"Then I'll hop."

Harry grinned. "I'd like to see that, too, in fairness."

Aurora scowled at him.

"Sure she isn't going to hex you, mate?" Weasley muttered under his breath, shooting her a
venomous look.

"She's fine," Harry replied, with an unusual irritation in his voice. "I'll meet you back in the
common room."

Weasley opened his mouth to respond, but was pulled away and shushed by Granger, and
with a final suspicious look, left them in peace. Aurora forced herself to stand up, wincing at
the last remainder of pain in her foot as it finally ebbed away. She clutched the broom tightly,
out of Harry's reach — just in case, she told herself. 

"I am fine you know," she told Harry as they made off down the corridor, "I certainly do not
need an escort." The idea of relying on him even if she did hurt herself was simply wretched
to her, embarrassing and weakening.

Harry just shrugged, silent, and kept walking beside her.

"If you're not even going to talk, and therefore bore me with your company, you ought to
know just how much I loathe you."

Harry glared at her, half-hearted, then folded his arms. His footsteps got heavier, more
annoyed. "Really, playing the stoic character does not work on you, especially when you
basically forced me into letting you walk me back."

"I've been meaning to talk to you." His voice had an unexpected harsh resolve to it. "About
that Quidditch match."

"Yes. You played well."

"Not that part. Obviously." A moment's pause and then, "You know Umbridge has banned me
from Quidditch? Forever."

"I'd heard something to that effect, yes."

"And yet your little pal Malfoy gets off without a mark."

"I wouldn't call him my pal," Aurora bit out, glaring at him. "Not anymore. But yes, it is all
rather unjust."

Harry took this in for a moment before saying, "So you have fallen out, then? Hermione said
she thought—"

"I don't appreciate you and your friends gossiping about me," she snapped, "I've told you this
before, Potter. It's rude and aggravating and it's worse that you feel it appropriate to inform



me of such things."

"What happened? Did you hear what Malfoy—"

"Yes, I heard what he said," she snapped, "as a matter of fact, I heard all of it, and I heard a
good deal more when I got back to the common room to try and find him, so whatever you're
about to say to try and have a go at me for, because of my connection to him, I can guarantee
I've already had it out with either him or myself, and if that's the only reason you're bothering
to pretend to be nice to me, then you can forget about ever having my sympathies ever
again."

"Well I'm sorry for wanting to know why my godsister's been so upset for the last fortnight!"

"You don't give a shit about me as your godsister, Potter! And I'm surprised your dense self
has even realised!"

"I'm not stupid!"

"Well, you thought it was a good idea to talk to me right now!"

Potter let out a loud, frustrated groan and turned away, running a hand through his hair. "You
don't need to ask if I'm alright, Potter, and you certainly don't need to walk me to my
common room. I'm not your sister and I've had enough of boys I thought were brothers. But if
you must know what's happened, after the match, Draco and I argued about what he said to
you and the Weasleys, and we are no longer friends. Ever again. He's made sure of that, and
made sure that most of my own friends take his side, because they must, and he tried to
petition Montague to kick me off the team, so now I got my own broom because he wouldn't
let me use the team Nimbus, which is rightfully mine, and he dared to think I owe it to him
not to have that, to just bow down! So if you want to know if I'm alright, I'd invite you to take
a wild guess."

She turned to storm down the staircase to the dungeons, and when Harry followed, she could
decide if she was more annoyed or relieved. "I'm sorry," he said eventually, coming to her
side. "I know he was important—"

"Don't do that," she said. "Pretend like you care about my relationship with Draco. You're
glad, I can tell. And yet," she admitted, slowing to let him come to her side again as they
made the end of the journey she could take him without violating the common room's
secrecy, "I'm relieved, too."

This, somehow, seemed to reassure him of something — though what, Aurora could not work
out. But Potter smiled, somewhat nervously and rather falsely, and said, "If it makes you feel
better, I'm not even allowed a broom."

"You're not getting to fly mine." She cracked a small grin, which faded at the stormy look on
his face.

"I am sorry for that, you know. The unfairness of it all. Not just the Quidditch and brooms
but... You know. Everything. And Draco and all the rest of them."



"Yeah," Potter said with a sigh, "me too." After a moment's hesitation, he added, "And I'm
sorry Ron's being a bit of a git to you at the moment, too. He's a bit... Well, the match didn't
go in his favour."

"He also just dislikes me," Aurora pointed out, with a shrug. "But I don't care. Thank you,
though."

Harry shrugged, then stopped and stared at his feet. "Anytime. Uh, if you are really okay, I
should probably get to the common room."

"I'm absolutely fine and never have been otherwise," she said, gaining an uncertain smile. "I
can certainly make it to my dormitory without assistance. I could have made it this whole
way on my own, actually."

He let out a rueful grin. "Well I did have to ask."

"You didn't. But, if you meant well, I can forgive the gross intrusion."

"That sounds positive?"

"As good as you're going to get."

Another small grin, and Harry nodded, drawing back. "See you—" He broke off for a
moment and Aurora turned to follow his gaze. Draco had appeared at the bottom of the stairs,
Vincent and Greg with him, still muddy from their Quidditch practice. It must have been cut
short — either that, or they had been told to leave. Aurora hoped it was the latter.

"See you later," Aurora finished for him, smiling extra wide just to piss her cousin off.
"Enjoy your day, Harry!"

It was far too chipper and cheerful for her, but it did the trick. Draco brushed past her with a
scowl and pink cheeks, eyes glimmering, and Aurora forced down the irrational residual
guilt.

Once he was out of earshot, Harry said, "Okay, you saying my name in such a nice voice is
really freaky."

"Piss off, Potter."

"Thanks. Try not to get in a fight."

"I would never dare be so improper. Now, go. Don't start any trouble."

Yet when she arrived in the common room to see Draco fuming in his conversation with
Pansy and Blaise and Greg and Vincent, she got the terrible feeling that trouble was only
beginning, and it was beginning here.

Chapter End Notes
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Tightening Webs

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Aurora sought Graham out the next day at lunch, managing to catch him without Cassius or
Bletchley hanging about, and swiftly convincing him to follow her out the Great Hall and
down the quiet corridor to the dungeons. “This is about yesterday, I take it?” he asked her
drily as they left the hall, passing a gaggle of younger students who stared at her as they
passed. Aurora felt her cheeks burn at the attention, the critical gazes.

“Of course it is.” She swallowed tightly. “How much did Cassius tell you after he walked me
to the castle?”

“Not much,” Graham said hesitantly. “Seemed a bit shifty about it, to be honest. Why?”

“I just — well, we had an argument, it’s fine. But I want you to know that I am fully
committed to the team.”

“I know that,” Graham said with a short, confused laugh. “No one doubts that. You bought
yourself a bloody Firebolt to prove a point: if anything, you’re too stubborn not to be
committed to the team at this point.”

“Right. So, I — you’re not going to kick me off or anything right?”

“Course I’m not,” he scoffed, “but, I really, really don’t want my hand forced.”

By Draco — by his father and Lucius’s apparent friendship with Umbridge. Aurora nodded,
resigned, even as it nettled at her. “Listen, this isn’t what I want to have to be telling you,”
Graham said. “You’re my mate, and you’re a brilliant player. But I think you know, when
you’re being sensible, that what’s going on here is way bigger than any of us. I’ll fight your
corner, if it comes to it, ‘course I will — but don’t make me have to? I don’t wanna end up
losing that fight, Black.”

“Right,” she said, swallowing tightly against the lump in her throat, formed of both anger and
gratitude at what Graham was saying. “You can’t just, you know, kick Draco off for calling
my mother a mudblood?”

Graham’s eyes widened. “That’s what he said to you?” She nodded. “Shit, he never told us
—”

“Of course he wouldn’t, he wouldn’t be able to play the victim otherwise.”

“Have you told Snape?”

“Of course I haven’t told Snape, he’d turn round and tell me to quit whining.”



For a moment, Graham looked lost for words, and stood in silence as he considered her.
Aurora folded her arms, squirming under his gaze. “What?”

“Give me some time, Black. I need to figure something out.”

“Figure what out?”

“You two aren’t going to be able to resolve your differences, are you? And there’s not much I
can do short of physically banging your heads together and hoping you knock out all the
memories of the last month. Just — gimme a few days. What else did he say?”

Her cheeks flamed at having to recount the memory, at knowing she was bound to upset
herself again just by doing so. “Mostly personal stuff. Really. Although he did say he thinks
my mother deserved to die. ‘Cause she was a muggleborn.”

Graham’s face coloured instantly, his eyes flashing with anger that was quickly cooled, as
though he had learned to do so. “I’ll talk to him.”

“I don’t want trouble.”

“Yeah, you do. Being a goody-two-shoes doesn’t suit you, Black.” He sighed, though it
turned out more of an annoyed grunt. “Don’t worry ‘bout it. Your ankle’s good to fly, right?”
She nodded. “Good. That’s all I need from you. I’m Captain, I’ll deal with my team.”

“Even Draco.”

“I believe in equality.”

“Do you?”

“I believe you’re all equally subordinate to me.”

Aurora laughed, relaxed by Graham’s approach. “Well, thank you.” Considering how things
had gone with Cassius, she considered this had ended up rather well. “Captain.”

“Don’t push it.”

“Aye, aye,” she said, grinning, and Graham shoved her shoulder. “Thanks, though.”

“Don’t get sappy, Black. Shove off and read something boring.”

-*

Draco didn’t say a word to her the next week, though Aurora was glad of that. It meant she
could relax somewhat, not even feeling his gaze so often. Quidditch practices were few and
far between as the weather worsened in early December, and so Aurora managed to make it
along to an extra few ballet classes with Leah, who was working on choreographing for a
summer showcase. On the way out of their class, both boiling despite the draughty castle,
Leah explained to Aurora her vision for the performance, which involved carefully colour-



coordinating costumes, terrifying acrobatics, classical variations of Weird Sisters music, and
apparently, pyrotechnics.

“And then I think if we separate into two groups,” she said, flapping her hands about in such
a way to suggest she was moving invisible dancers around a stage before her, “we can have a
turn section and then an allegro, and then fall back together at the final chorus… But I’m not
so sure what to do there, there’ll be a lot of travelling, I’ll figure it out — d’you think we
could try partnering?”

“With the three boys in that group, they’d have to do quite a bit of heavy lifting.”

“Obviously not everyone — but say me and Anthony, Rachel and Matin, and you and
Blaise?”

“Blaise and I would be a disaster,” Aurora said with a shiver, watching the boy in question
chat to Matin Richards as they made their way down the corridor towards the dungeons.

“He fancies you.”

“I know," Aurora said with a groan. "He snogged me. Though I’m still not sure how much of
that was genuine.”

Leah rolled her eyes. “Well, the chemistry might be off in that case. I’d go with Blaise and
you with Anthony, he’s a bit shorter anyway so the heights’ll work better, I think that’d look
good, and then we could have the rest come in at different times…” She lapsed off, lost in
thought, as they turned down the stairs.

“I think whatever you come up with will be brilliant,” Aurora said helpfully. “And the
pyrotechnics will help.”

“I like the whole mashup of ballet and like, actually being cool?”

“Ballet is cool!”

“Yeah, but you know what I mean, people who don’t like it don’t say that. And everyone
likes the Weird Sisters, and everyone wants to see fire.”

“They want to see fire go wrong.”

“You're being a bit pessimistic."

“Fireworks would be a step up, though. A whole light show outside—”

“Oh!” Leah flapped her hands about suddenly, excited as a thought came to her. Aurora
blinked and narrowly dodged being slapped. “I forgot to ask you, Mother needs to send out
invitations — do you have plans for Hogmanay? New Years Eve?”

“Not that I know of?”



“Good." Leah grinned with relief. "We’re hosting our annual party — drinks and ceilidh and
fireworks, and then general adult mingling that we can probably run away from around one in
the morning — but my father wants to invite you, and your father, and Harry Potter, and of
course I’ve been sent to scope it out.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that I don’t want you to
come, I do, I need someone fun around, but don’t feel like you have to come. It would be fun
though.”

It felt like a sudden lifeline had been thrown her way, that even when she had felt she had
been sinking the past few weeks, all was not lost. She was not a pariah, she was not hated by
every lord, and she knew that Leah’s family and their associates were closely aligned to her
own views. The idea of returning into society scared her, for it would be a new political
landscape — or at least, she would have a new position within it — but it would be a good
one.

“I’ll see,” she said quietly, still rather taken aback by the offer. “My father and Potter will
likely not be so inclined to join, but I might.”

“Sure,” Leah said with a grin, “I’ll tell my mother she can invite you all, but just so you
know, it’ll mainly be people from our party, or father’s friends, and we have very good
security, so Potter needn’t worry about anything around that.”

Something told Aurora that Leah had been very well briefed on what to tell her. Nevertheless,
she was glad to be consoled. “Good,” she said, smiling. “I’ll let them know.”

“Please do come,” Leah told her, “or I might cry from boredom if I’m stuck with my brother
and his friends all night.”

“I have to say you’re not really selling it to me well right now.”

Laughing, Leah shook her head, tossing her hair as she did so. They slipped into the common
room, as Leah said, “I promise it will be fun. My mum loves hosting parties, she’s trying to
get this bubble band in for the year — they play music through specially enchanted bubbles.”

“How does that work?”

“No idea. To be honest I’m not convinced that it does, but she thinks it’s the next big thing in
entertainment and she’ll never listen to any of us saying otherwise. She’ll find some way to
make it work, I’m sure.” She sighed dramatically, sinking down onto a sofa in the corner of
the room, near a warm fireplace. “My father’s very concerned about everything going to plan.
Politics and friendship — though obviously he won’t explain anything about it to me. I have
to debrief from Ernie after he gets a letter, and he doesn’t think I deserve to know anything
either.”

“If it helps, he’s probably trying to avoid putting sensitive information in more letters than
necessary.”

“No, he just doesn’t think communicating with his daughter is necessary,” Leah said,
wrinkling her nose, “unless it’s to remind me about marriage prospects. Amelia Bones
doesn’t worry about marriage prospects, but of course, I’m the daughter of Lord MacMillan, I



must marry well and think of nothing but boys and dresses and nothing as difficult and
complicated as politics.”

“I’m sensing you’re not too happy about that.”

Leah sighed loudly and tilted her head back. “I know way more than Ernie does. I understand
more of what’s going on, and I actually want to learn instead of spouting off stupid opinions
and thinking I’m God’s gift to the Earth. But I’m just a girl,” she said with a sneer, and a fake
smile. “Anyway — if you come, it’ll be a lot better.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Aurora promised, but she felt that going to the party would be good
for her, too. And, from the look on Leah’s face, her friend really would either be bored stiff or
on the brink of fighting someone if she was left on her own. “And if it’s any consolation, if I
bring my dad and Potter, they’ll probably be miserable too.”

Grinning, Leah said, “Well, at least I’m not alone.” She sighed and pulled her hair down out
of its ponytail, shaking it out. “Anyway, at least dance is going to be good. And it’s going to
be good to get out of here.” She gestured round them to the common room, which was quiet
and ridden with unknown tensions. Across the room, Aurora caught Draco and Pansy both
looking at them, though Draco looked away immediately, scowling. Pansy’s gaze lingered a
moment longer, flickering between Aurora and Leah, before she turned back around with
pink cheeks.

“Yeah,” Aurora said with a sigh, leaning back. “It really can’t come quickly enough.”

-*

On the final Saturday of the month, Aurora saw her own name blaring out at her from the
Daily Prophet once again.

Lady Black’s Web of Secrets — What’s The Scoop?

It has come to this author’s attention that there is yet another addition to the ‘black sheep’ of
the famous Black family: one Elise Black, aged 11, who recently started studying at
Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry earlier this year. The girl, a Ravenclaw, is an
alleged distant relative of Lady Black, but questions have been raised over the strength of
their relation — and, over Miss Black’s own potential claim to the Assembly title.

It is no secret that Lady Black’s circle of close relatives has dwindled in recent years. Her late
great-grandfather and predecessor in the Assembly, Lord Arcturus Black III, left behind him
only an eleven year old girl as an heir, his own son and grandson dead in 1979, and his
remaining grandson, Lady Black’s father, (at the time of the lord’s death) disowned,
disinherited, and in prison for mass murder. At the time of Lord Arcturus’ death, the next
closest inheritor was Lady Black’s ailing Great-Aunt, the now-deceased Lucretia Prewett, and
then Narcissa Malfoy (skipping over one disowned cousin, Andromeda Tonks, and the barred
convict, Death Eater Bellatrix Lestrange) and her son, Draco Malfoy, second in line to inherit
the Malfoy seat. To trace Lady Black’s relation to her claimed cousin, one would have to go
back four generations to find their common ancestor.



And Elise Black’s heritage itself is questionable. Her grandfather, my sources tell me, was a
disgraced squib who ran away from home, and it is uncertain whether the claimed Marius
Black is even who he says he is. With both parents technically Muggles, with no knowledge
of the Wizarding world prior to their daughter’ acceptance to Hogwarts school, one doubts
the suitability of Elise Black’s apparently close relationship to her cousin, and to the
rumoured claim she has to the prestigious title and Assembly seat.

Not that questionable bloodlines are an irregularity in the Black family. Lady Black’s own
mother was a muggleborn by the name of Marlene McKinnon, which is as refreshing as it is
intriguing, for one of that family. Of course, Lady Black’s suitability does not hinge on the
purity of her blood, but the family’s recent scandals may have done much to endear this
alleged muggleborn cousin to her. At the time of Lady Black’s accession to the title in 1991,
some argued argued that Aurora Black should be disbarred from the title entirely, and that the
title should pass only to male relatives, as was formerly the case. Meaning it would descend
to her great-uncle Cygnus Black and then, matrilineally, to his grandson, Draco Malfoy. This,
of course, was prevented by the 1982 Act for Female Inclusion which removed laws barring
women from inheriting property and titles and protected the enshrinement of women’s right
to equal natural inheritance with men.

An anonymous source from Hogwarts school told Rita Skeeter exclusively that Lady Black
has had a quick change of heart regarding her family, and is unusually close to the girl she
claims to have only met a few months ago. Lady Black was described as ‘reckless’ and under
immense pressure, thus leading her to make the leap to any potential heir, even if they do not
hold a close claim to the title as others might. One source suggested there are rumours that
young Elise might be made Lady Black’s heir, instead of any closer family members, which
are no doubt of great concern to those family members.

Lady Black’s political beliefs include campaigning against the limitation of the rights of
werewolves, passive endorsement of the Progressive Party, and voting for the deregulation of
magical creature importation. Apparently, she is also a supporter of Albus Dumbledore and is
support for muggleborn, half-breed, and squib inclusion in Wizarding society, which some
suggest may have inspired her sponsorship of this distant cousin.

‘It is well-known that Lady Black is a hard-headed young woman,’ Lord Albert Nott, 73, a
fellow Assembly member. ‘As is to be expected of a girl of her background, she is difficult to
reckon with. There have been concerns over her suitability for some time. Consorting
desperately with long-lost family members of dubious blood is merely symptomatic of her
failure to accumulate any real political power or respectability.’

But another colleague, Lord Alistair MacMillan, gave a rather different perspective. ‘I find
Lady Black to be a charming, forward-looking young woman,’ he told me, ‘and like any
young person, wishes to know her family. I am sure she has the presence of mind to keep
politics and personal separate — but I do not think there is anything wrong with her or her
cousin, and certainly not because of their heritage.’

Lord Abraxas Malfoy, a close family friend, also expressed his concern that the Malfoys had
not been consulted on this new dynamic within his daughter-in-law’s (Narcissa Malfoy née
Black) family, and its repercussions.



As for Elise Black herself, there is little known about her. None of her immediate classmates
or teachers were available for comment, but an inside source tells me she is generally well-
liked, but rather disruptive and cocky. If that is the case, it seems the traits run in the family.
We all must wait to see what becomes of these two intriguing young women. I believe I
speak for many women when I saw we hope that women will lead the way forward for this
Noble house and set a good example for us all — yet, I fear, the opposite may indeed come
true.

Article by Rita Skeeter

A ringing sound had started in Aurora's ears as she read and it crescendoed now, crashing
over her along with a wave of violent nausea and fury, bone twisting and stomach curdling,
as she read over the pages blurred by teary eyes, and forced herself to lift her head and to
look across to the Ravenclaw Table, where Elise was still sitting oblivious and cheerful,
unaware of the way the press was shoving into their lives, unaware that across the hall,
Aurora was feeling her own world come crashing down around her ears, feeling a fury she
had never before known as she locked eyes with Draco and knew, through a rough jolt deep
within her soul, that he was guilty. He did this.

"I'm going to kill him," she muttered furiously, causing Theo, who had been sitting beside
her, to start and look up from his book.

"Potter?"

"The opposite," she said, and thrust the paper in front of him.

His eyes widened as he scanned the opening lines. "Oh, Merlin. You think Draco—"

"I know he did. No one could have said those things and no one else would have the
motivation to."

Appetite gone, she pushed her plate back and made to stand, grabbing her bag. Down the
table, Draco met her gaze for only a moment before glancing away again. "I have to talk to
Elise."

"What did he say that for?"

"I have... Oh, Merlin. This is going to ruin everything."

Theo looked up from the paragraph he was reading, his eyes still wide, and made a
movement as though to reach out to her hand. "Go talk to her. It's going to be okay, you can
sort this. You haven't done anything wrong, Aurora. It's going to be okay—"

"How can you say that, none of this is okay!"

"No, it isn't, this article isn't — but the world isn't going to end, you're going to be alright.
Okay, whatever Rita Skeeter says doesn't actually represent what everyone in the world
says... Breathe, Aurora," he said, more urgently, as she stared at him, heart struggling against
her lungs.



"I have to tell her. Before she reads it, but I don't know how to..." She trailed off, bile burning
up in her throat. Her gaze drifted to Potter, looking quite unaware over at the Gryffindor
table, and then to Elise, who was well in early morning conversation with her friends. Her
stomach turned. This article could change everything for her, or at the very least change how
she saw the world. It held the potential to shatter her optimism, and to intrude terribly on her
life.

He'd roaring, she got to her feet, snatched her bag up, and told Theo, "I'm going over."

"Want company?"

"No. No, I have to do this myself."

Even though she had no idea how. It had to come from her. She hurried across the hall, trying
not to squirm at the stares she garnered. It was rare enough for a Slytherin to go near another
house’s table; and she was one of the most recognisable students in the school. Plus, the fact
that the table was littered with copies of the Daily Prophet meant she was even more visible.
Her stomach twisted at the thought that she might be too late, that Elise might already know.

But her cousin was smiling when she turned to her. “Hey, Aurora! What’s up?”

Her words stuck in her throat. “I — can I talk to you alone?”

“Oh, can it wait, Clara and I were just about—”

“I’m afraid it can’t,” Aurora said stiffly. Elise blinked in surprise. “It’s important.”

“Has something happened?”

“It — just come with me, yes? It'll only be a moment, but it's important."

Startled, pale and nervous-looking, Elise got to her feet and carried her satchel and a slice of
toast, confused. Aurora didn’t know how to talk to her, or how to deal with how upset she
would surely be. And she knew that, perhaps, coming here to talk to her would only draw
attention, perhaps even make things worse, but she had to get on top of it too, and get ahead
of it, and the emotional fallout for Elise would surely be worse if she heard about the article
from someone else. That was what she had to focus on, not the internal school politics and
gossip mill.

“No offence,” Elise said, looking up at Aurora as they made their way to the doors, “but
you’re really freaking me out right now, what’s going on?”

“It’s fine,” Aurora said in a shrill voice. “It’s all going to be fine. Just… Come on.”

Elise did, following Aurora as she stormed into a quiet passage off of the Entrance Hall
corridor, where they would not be overheard, and cast a muffling charm around them before
steeling herself to turn to Elise to tell her, "There was an article in the Daily Prophet today.”

“The newspaper?” Aurora nodded. “Right…”



“About us. Me and you. And I thought I should be the one to tell you before you hear about it
from another source… There wasn’t too much about you, to be honest, but — you should just
be aware.”

“What…” Elise’s face was pale, afraid, and utterly perplexed by all of this. “What did they
say? Why?”

“Mostly just questioning how closely were related, but that’s fine, just curiosity. I’m quite
well-known, it was only a matter of time—”

“They don’t think I’m a real witch,” Elise said with unexpected, hard clarity. Aurora’s
stomach tumbled. “Whoever wrote this. Right? Everyone thinks I’m not a real witch, that's
what they've been saying about me and Clara!"

“That’s not it, Elise. This article doesn't say that. And you are a real witch."

"I know that, but other people are stupid. And I don’t want people writing about me in
newspapers — what the hell is this?”

“The Daily Prophet isn’t that important. I mean, most students don’t care.”

“But it still wrote about me! Can they even do that?”

“Wizarding laws on child protection are… Flimsy." After all this article, unfortunately, wasn't
even the worst example. "It’s really going to be alright,” she said, but Elise was staring at her
like she was caught between yelling like mad or simply bursting into tears. “I’m sure it’ll all
blow over soon enough, you needn’t worry about it, really.”

“You’re worried about it,” Elise accused, “so don’t tell me not to be!”

“I’m — it really didn’t say anything bad about you.”

“Will I think that if I read it?”

“It’s fine, I just wanted to tell you, so that you knew. And don’t read it, you’ll read too much
into it and it’s nonsense anyway—”

“So it does say bad stuff about me!”

“No, it really doesn’t — mainly that they don’t know anything about you, which is good,
‘cause that’s what you want, right? It was really more about me. You don't have to read it."

Elise didn’t look like she believed Aurora one bit, and Aurora was sure that she would be
reading the Prophet as soon as she got the opportunity. So she sighed, biting her lip, and said,
“The most it said is you’re well-liked but a bit… Disruptive. Which is fine, that means
absolutely nothing.”

“Is this cause I chat in class, ‘cause Flitwick told me off for that!”



“I’m sure Flitwick hasn’t been feeding information to Rita Skeeter,” Aurora assured Elise
hastily, for she looked like she might cry at the thought. “It actually called you an intriguing
young woman — look, read it if you really want to and you’ll see it’s not that bad about you!
It just… Implies some things about inheritance. My inheritance, the Black family
inheritance…”

“‘Cause I’m not a real witch.”

“You are a real witch, and nobody denies that… But it does slyly raise the point of your being
muggleborn, which, I’d like to point out, would actually have no bearing on your ability to
inherit anything from the family, as far as I’m concerned.”

Elise’s lip trembled. “So whys it important then? Why’s this been written?”

“I — I don’t know,” Aurora said, losing her breath somewhat on the words as her cousin’s
face snapped back into her mind’s eye, conjuring her fury again. “I don’t know and I’m so
sorry — but it’s going to be alright. I’ll handle it, any of the fallout. And if anyone — anyone
— gives you any bother over it, you tell me, alright? You tell me, you tell your head of house,
and I’ll sort them out.”

The bell rang shrilly through the corridor, and Elise shivered, wrapping her arms around
herself, and for a moment it hit Aurora just how young she was, just how vulnerable and in
need of protection, comfort, assurance, and she couldn’t help herself from pulling that little
girl tightly into her arms. “It’s alright,” she whispered as soothingly as she could, running a
hand over Elise’s hair in that soothing way she remembered Andromeda doing to her, to help.
“I promise it’s alright, yeah? I was only telling you because someone else might mention it,
and I wanted to make sure you heard it from me, and you don’t have it made worse by
anybody else.”

“You’re sure? No one’s going to mention it?”

“Well, they might, I won't lie to you, but there was nothing that bad about you." Other than
telling the world that Elise existed, making her a target. But the past month, she had told
Aurora she hadn't had any trouble from fellow students, and she hoped it could stay that way.
"The rhetoric was bad, but it was mostly aimed at me, and Skeeter endorsed certain people,
whose views are... Archaic, and cruel. But that's not what most people think, and it's not how
you're going to be treated. I won't let people. It'll be alright, I swear."

Elise gave a small, watery laugh as if of disbelief, and then withdrew. “I’m okay, you know,”
she said, though Aurora did not believe her. “I’m just — like, this is really weird. I’m not
sure you realise just how much this is really, really weird.”

“I know, I know it must be, and it is completely unfair that you’ve been caught up in it and
I’m so sorry. If I could do anything I would, I’ll try, but I don’t know if there’s even anything
that I can do.” She squeezed Elise’s shoulder, nervous, and glanced at Leah who gave her an
encouraging nod. “You’ll be fine, I promise. Just, you know. Tell me if anything does happen.
Or if you even just want to talk to me, about anything, it’s perfectly fine.”



Elise smiled tensely and nodded. “If you say so,” she said before starting to back away,
glancing over her shoulder. She took a bite of her toast, frowning. “I uh, told Clara I'd do
some Charms with her, so I should probably go."

She just wanted out of the conversation, Aurora could tell. But the unease and awkwardness,
and the feeling of guilt at having dragged her into it, ate away at her, and so she just nodded,
forcing a smile. "Sure. Yeah. I have work to do, too. You — be... Let me know if you need
anything."

Elise's smile was hesitant and forced. "Yeah. Sure. Thanks for telling me?"

She didn't look thankful. Aurora couldn't blame her. "Course. And I mean it. Anyone says
anything you don't like, set me on them. I'm pretty good with hexes."

She forced herself to hold back tears, just until she got back to the comfort of her own room,
where she could at least have some silence and solace. There she lay on her bed, staring up at
the ceiling, hand clenched around her snake pendant as her eyes blurred with tears.

“You should bite the boy,” Julius hissed from within her palm. From their pile on the bedside
table, the other snake necklaces hissed their agreement. “Poison him. You are good at that.”

“He’s been highly disrespectful,” Lyra agreed, “and poison is a powerful weapon.”

“I think you should burn the Malfoys,” Claudius said with relish, “I’ve been thinking so for a
nine hundred years. They’re such nuisances. And I don’t like peacocks.”

Cyphus hissed loudly. “You’re all terribly dull. Arson, poison, and biting are easy solutions.”

“She’s crying now,” Julius informed the other snakes, and Aurora cringed, “I can feel it. Lady
Black, you must know that crying over insults will not get you anywhere. However, if you
were able to let me into my physical incarnation, I would happily bite the boy, which is the
sort of thing I believe would make him cry, from observation.”

“The most painful way to die is being burned alive,” Cyphus said, “but emotionally, I believe
some political retribution would be of use to you.”

“I don’t want…” She trailed off with bitterness. She did want revenge. She wanted to wound
Draco and everyone around him, and she wanted to show that she was not weak Aurora to be
messed about with and insulted. But she hated that she had to contemplate vengeance
towards Draco. “I know things will be okay,” she said. “Politically, anyway. But Elise is
going to be hurt, her parents are going to be angry, and I don’t know how to deal with that, on
top of the fact that people so openly want to criticise me, want to attack me, and that Draco
would go behind my back and do this and—”

She was cut off by a knock at the door, and Gwen’s swift entrance, a mess of blonde hair and
flowing robes. “God, I know you weren’t okay.”

Aurora sniffled and sat up.



“Draco’s an arsehole,” Gwen told her. “And so’s his grandfather, and Theo’s grandfather, and
you can trust that ‘cause Theo’s said so himself.”

She smiled weakly, wiping at her eyes. “It’s really—”

“Don’t say you’re fine,” Gwen said sternly, sitting down beside her on the bed and crossing
her legs. “We all know you’re not. If I was you I would have battered Draco by now.”

“Yeah, I know. But that’s not me.”

Gwen frowned at her, as though she didn’t quite believe her. “He’s being awful,” she said
with a bitter edge, “but I don’t know what I can bring myself to do about him. I mean, it’s not
like I have much power here. Not socially — anyone who is still sticking with him will stick
with him, and they don’t have a whole lot of a choice in the matter anyway. And I can’t deny
anything, there’s no point but… He knows that. He expects me not to be able to retaliate and
that’s what makes me angry. He wants to hurt me.”

Gwen put an arm around her, rubbing her shoulder gently as Aurora’s voice shook over an
unshed sob. “Hurt him back. Or we will. I think Theo and Pansy are giving him hell right
now, anyway.”

“They are?” Aurora asked, taken aback by this. She blinked up at Gwen, who nodded,
shrugging.

“Yeah. I think Pansy started it when they were just talking and then Theo overheard what was
going on and jumped in.”

“That’s…” Confusingly relieving. “Why?”

Gwen shot her a tired look and said drily, “Funnily enough, some people do actually care
about you.”

“Yeah, but…” It was foolish of them to get involved, dangerous, even, if word got back to
their families, if it caused upset within the ranks and circles they relied on. And yet Aurora
couldn’t manage to worry, as much as she felt she should have, for all she felt was relief and
gratitude that someone, anyone, cared enough to speak up.

“What Draco did was ridiculous. The whole article was ridiculous, and everyone with a brain
in their head and a half-decent fucking conscience sees that. Don’t let Draco ruin your life for
you, or anyone else for that matter.”

“I wish it was that easy,” Aurora said, voice breaking slightly over another breathless sob,
“but I just — I’ve just always felt like I needed to be liked, or if not liked then approved of
and respected and I’m just — I’m not! And this shows I’m not and it’s Draco and it’s —
Ugh!” She lashed out, slamming her fist into her pillow, and Gwen flinched back. “He
doesn’t have the right to do this or to say anything he’s said to me recently, and neither does
his grandfather, and he told Abraxas, Gwen! He told Abraxas we’ve fallen out and that’s why
he’s suddenly gotten the go ahead to say whatever the fuck he wants about me, because me
standing up for myself is the final straw and Merlin, why can’t I just be okay?”



She made to lash out again, but Gwen took her arms quickly, staring at her. “You are okay,”
she said, “you’re gonna be okay, Aurora. They’re all dickheads, the whole lot of them, but
you’re better than them, yeah? Way better! They’re all idiots!”

“They’re not. I wish they were but they’re not, they’re wrong about many things, but they’re
also calculated. Not just Malfoy, but Travers, Carrow, Nott, the whole establishment that
surrounds and supports them. If they want to destroy me, then they will, if I don’t find
someone to defend me instead.”

That was all it was really. Alliances and politics and fakery, no one seeing each other for
themselves but for the people around them, and their utility.

“It all sounds like horseshit to me,” Gwen said, “you don’t need—”

“I do need,” she cut her off, flopping back down on her bed with a scowl. “I need, I need, I
need, fucking constantly, and I hate it. I hate it that Draco’s right, that I did need his family,
that I wouldn’t be near the girl I am today if I didn’t have them but Merlin somehow I still
wish that I didn’t!”

“What did he say about—”

Another knock at the door and Leah’s voice asking, “Should we come in?”

Gwen looked at Aurora, who merely sighed loudly. “Who’s we?”

Leah, she could handle. Leah might even, she felt, be helpful, understanding. Robin or Jones
she might throw a knife at if there was one to hand and she was so inclined.

“Uh, me, Robin, Nott, and Parkinson.”

Her stomach plummeted. Even though they both had seen her cry before, this felt different;
Aurora’s body curled up quite instinctively at the thought they might perceive her weakness,
her utmost vulnerability, and yet, hearing that they had argued with Draco from Gwen, she
wanted to see them, wanted to hold them both to her tightly and never let go again. But she
didn’t want to have to need them.

Still, maybe she could admit that for now, she needed someone. She nodded at Gwen,
squeezing her hand, and her friend called for them to come in.

Four concerned faces appeared around the doorframe. Aurora glanced up, then away again.
Pity made her squirm, made her skin crawl and her cheeks heat and her eyes burn even more
than they already were.

She could hear her heart in her ears, as the cacophony of, “Are you alright?” started up,
voices jumping up over one another, grating in her head.

She shivered and pulled her knees to her chest, then stopped herself, righting herself. Feet on
the floor. Hands clutching the edge of the bed with white knuckles. She didn’t want to look at
Pansy, even as she kneeled in front of her, whispering apologies that felt genuine and yet
wrong, too little and too late, burning with guilt she should have felt weeks ago.



“I had no idea Draco was going to do this,” Pansy said, voice high and frantic. Her face was
blotchy, her eyes pink and shining as she looked right in Aurora’s eyes, clutching her hands.
“I had no idea any of it — oh, Merlin, Aurora, I’m so sorry, I simply cannot believe him, I
should have realised with how furious he was but he knew I’d stop him—”

“I don’t want to hear about the article,” Aurora said, throat tight. On the other side of her
from Gwen, Theo sat down, uncertain of himself, and yet firm as he placed a hand on her
shoulder. “I don’t want to hear that you didn’t think — you should’ve been with me from the
start, this is all just — just symptomatic of what’s been happening the past month!”

“I know, but I didn’t — Draco — I had to, Aurora. I didn’t know how bad things were.”

“You would’ve,” she said sharply, eyes stinging, “if you’d bothered to listen to me.”

“You didn’t want to talk, you never want to talk!”

“I never get the chance, I’m never important enough!”

“I just wanted you two to work things out, and I know that’s not going to happen now, but I
thought maybe I could make things right!”

“You always do,” Aurora muttered, hating the resentment in her voice. “It never works, Pans.
‘Cause you never ask me what is right. And it doesn’t matter now, because Draco’s done this
and he’s blown everything up anyway.”

“I know and I told him, we both did, just now—”

“I don’t care what you told him!” Aurora’s voice rose shrilly, her heart stuttering in her chest
as bitter bile worked her throat. “What’s done is done you can’t apologise now!”

“Aurora, I — I know how he did it.”

That stopped her just for a second. Information. But when she looked at the relief on Pansy’s
face, it brought a surge of anger back. She had known what to say to her, to get her to calm
down for a moment, made pliant by the promise of information.

“I don’t care how he did it,” she ground out. “He or his grandfather or whoever, spoke to Rita
Skeeter, and that’s enough.”

“He’s been speaking to her for over a year now.” That was Theo, speaking for the first time.
Beside Gwen, Leah took in a sudden gasp.

The warmth left Aurora’s body as she swivelled to look at Theo, whose face was twisted in
pity. Pity, again. It turned her stomach but she forced herself to hold his gaze. “What do you
mean? How?” She knew he had spoken to Skeeter that one time, about Hagrid, but afterwards
he hadn’t done it again. She knew Skeeter had her ways of getting information, she had
wanted to trust her cousin’s word. But if there was one thing she had grown to realise, it was
that she could not trust him.



"She has a way of sneaking into Hogwarts grounds to speak to sources. Apparently, she's an
Animagus — but he wouldn't tell us of what."

Tears burned at her eyes, the betrayal sinking deeper. Her voice came out in a whisper, “The
whole time? Since last year, that article about Potter?”

Theo nodded, his hand brushing gently over her shoulder. “Apparently so. It’s messed up, I
know.”

She glanced between him and Pansy, heart pounding. Her ears rang with doubt, the
remembrance of how Oansy had acted uncomfortable that day the article about Granger came
out, the way she and Lucille had been late to meet her. Such a silly thing, at the time. Silly to
think any of her friends had anything to do with it.

“You didn’t know?”

Pansy hesitated a second too long. “No.”

Aurora stared at her, heart pounding. “Are you lying to me?”

“I — no. I didn’t know he’d do this.”

“Did you know he was speaking to Skeeter? Even after everything she wrote about me?”

“I told him not you, I didn’t think that he’d ever say anything about you. I just — I didn’t
want you two to fall out.”

“Well we have fallen out! Of course we have. For fuck’s sake, Pansy!”

With a start, she let go and all but threw herself off the bed, standing up. Pansy scrambled out
her way on the floor as she stormed past to wrench the door open.

“Black,” Robin called, getting to his feet and reaching out to her, “listen, don’t go and shout
around the common room—”

“Stop pretending to give a shit, Oliphant!” she snapped back, and slammed the door behind
her. She barely felt anything but the rush of her body against the air, and the sound of the
door opening and closing again behind her hardly registered as she hurried down the corridor,
her only thoughts being a rush of anger and half-formed insults to hurl at her cousin.

“Aurora,” Theo’s voice called after her, lost in the rush of her head.

“Pansy knew,” she spat out, eyes blearing. “Draco knew how I felt, and he didn’t care, and
Pansy knew and she… Did you know?”

“I swear, I didn’t.”

“How do I know that?” It was the question eating her up inside, and had been for weeks now,
a persistent parasite, twisting in her gut, writhing upwards into her chest. She faltered, turning
to him as she slowed. “How do I trust you?”



“I…” Theo’s eyes were wide, expression both concerned and confused. “I don’t have
anything except my word. But I would have told you if I’d known, you know I would have.”

“Yeah, well…” She bit her lip, throat tightening as she looked at his earnest gaze. “I thought
the same of Pansy.”

She turned away again, hurrying to the common room before he could reach her side. There,
she stood in the doorway, until her gaze latched onto Draco smugly holding court by the
fireplace, and her anger flared again, compelling her to march over. It was Millie who spotted
her first, her eyes widening in surprise. She grabbed ahold of Lucille to whisper to her, and
then Draco snapped around to face her.

Aurora came to a still at the arm of the sofa he was lounging on. Her mind went blank and
yet roared at the same time, a cacophony of tangled white-hot thoughts, none of which she
could latch onto, and at his slightly faltering expression, all she could feel was rage. Her
wand arm raised, she snapped furiously, “Flipendo!” and her cousin went sprawling off the
back of the sofa, onto the floor.

An over-enthusiastic first year screamed as Aurora advanced, looming over her cousin,
whose wand lay helplessly on the coffee table. Him beneath her, she muttered a Stinging Hex
that made him cringe, shrinking back against the floor. "That,” she hissed, her wand pointed
at his chest, “was your first warning. Pull a stunt like this again, and I’ll do far, far worse.”

She'd be punished for this, in front of so many witnesses, but she didn't care. Snape couldn't
do anything worse than what Draco had done.

His gaze darted over her shoulder to Theo, then back again. “What are you on about,
Aurora?”

She was well aware of the wands raised tentatively in her direction; but she was equally
aware of Theo’s wand trained on Lucille, the most likely to act, and of his tense presence
behind her. “The Skeeter article. You spoke to her.”

“And why would you think that?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe because you’ve been an absolute twat all month, because you can’t
stand me disagreeing with you, because you’ve never liked her or thought her worth your
time and now you’ve decided that I don’t matter to you either? There are things in that article
only you know, the exact nature of our relationship, details about Marius. Not to mention that
anonymous quote!”

Draco was silent for a moment, before he said in a resigned way, "Let’s not do this here.”

“No, actually, I want to do this here.”

Draco stood with a stony glare, as someone behind them tossed his wand to him. He took it,
and Aurora tensed, ready, but he only said, in a low voice, "You’re causing a scene, Aurora.”



“Good!” she cried shrilly. “Maybe I want to for once, when my personal family information
has already been splashed across the front page! Because of you! I mean, really, that quote
certainly sounds like you, you’ve got your grandfather in it, I know you wrote to him and
your father after our argument, and all this stuff about how you might have stood a chance of
becoming Lord Black?” She let out a high laugh. “Well, it’s ridiculous, but it’s certainly like
you for its stupidity, and for its arrogance!”

“I could have been Lord Black. I still could be.”

“So you did talk to Skeeter, then.” 

His gaze darted to Theo, furious. "She would have found out anyway. She didn’t write
anything that wasn’t true.”

A dry, unamused scoff came with Theo behind her, and gave her strength.

“Just give me an answer,” she hissed, stepping closer. Tell me. Did you communicate with
Rita Skeeter?”

For a second he looked like he might deny it. Then the defiance came back into his eye, and
he merely said, voice haughty and bored, “She reached out to me. And to my grandfather, and
I had to support his statement—”

It was instant, her furious and sharp reaction; her arm swung through the air as if by its own
accord, her palm slapped across his cheek, stinging. “You didn’t have to do anything!” she
shouted, as Draco reeled backwards, eyes flashing. “Don’t give me that nonsense, Draco—”

“We all stand by our family, Aurora. Or at least I do.”

She took in a sharp, cold breath, stomach turning. “Yes. You’re right. Except I don’t believe
that you didn’t have a choice, I don’t believe that your grandfather made you give a
statement.”

“I’m not named.”

“You’re not denying it! And you told him about our argument, you’ve told him everything!”

“What was I supposed to do? You’d been toying with the Alliance for months, it had to break
at some point!”

“You didn’t have to break it!”

“I have to tell my family these things. That’s how it is, you know that.”

“Don’t try and defend it! I’m your family, Draco, or I thought I was! But you know what?”
She advanced again, and Draco’s hand went to his wand. At her back, she felt Theo raise his
own, wary, as she did the same. “Elise is my family, too. And if you somehow deluded
yourself into thinking I don’t care about family, correct yourself. I can never forgive you for
this, Draco. You may do what you will, say what you will to me, but you will not be cruel to
Elise, and you will not attack my family. You have crossed every line that I have.”



For a second, Draco’s face fell, his cold smile faltered. “I’m sorry,” he said, so quiet only she
could hear it, and she didn’t know if he meant it or not, but she also couldn’t bring herself to
care.

“You did this. For what reason I don’t care, and I don't care if you regret it now either. You
did it.” Her fingers flexed around her wand, itching for a hex or even a curse, an instinctive
restlessness beneath her skin. “Don’t try and defend yourself. It’s not going to work.”

In a last ditch panic, he looked to Theo. "I can't believe you actually told her, Nott. What
happened to friendship?"

"Aurora's my friend," he said in a low voice. "And despite having grown up around you all, I
do somehow have a moral compass."

“I only spoke to Skeeter because she reached out to me! My grandfather wanted me to, I had
to, for my family!”

She let out a cold, shrill laugh. “You keep telling yourself that,” she said, stepping away.
There was ice in her chest, yet her eyes still burned. “Go fuck yourself, Draco. And if you do
something like this again, you’ll find yourself in the hospital wing.”

“Don’t threaten me,” he snarled, raising his wand. "You’re being pathetic, Aurora. I’m only
doing what I had to do. You started this, now you see where kicking off and starting a fuss
gets you. Disloyalty has consequences.”

“Draco,” Theo said from behind her in a warning voice, “don’t.”

Her cousin seethed, looking between them, at Theo with his wand still raised in her defence.
Draco’s cheeks were coloured pink. “You’ll both regret it, you know. All this. Turning against
us — against me.” He came closer and Aurora flinched as he lunged for his wand. “Think
what your grandfather would say, Theodore. Think what Arcturus would say, Aurora.”

“He’d say you’re not worthy of my tears,” Aurora spat, “and don’t you dare use his name for
your agenda. If you pull something like this again, if you dare do anything that might hurt
Elise, you'll find yourself in the Hospital Wing. Don't forget who I am, Draco. There are
bigger monsters than you."

She smiled thinly, anger still rising. He dared to spin this round on her, to make it seem like
she was the villain and he the victim, to make her look like she was making a fuss, being
unreasonable, the pathetic and hysterical witch. Stepping back, she reached out slightly,
feeling Theodore just by her.

“You’re insane,” Blaise hissed at her, but she whirled on her heel and stormed out the room,
fearing what she might do if she didn’t leave and feel the rush of the outside air against her
skin. Half the common room was staring at her but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Damn
the consequences, she wanted to break something. It took all her self-control to keep a hold
on her wand and not fling a lamp across the room as she went, Theo hurrying behind her.



Once she heard the slam of the common room door behind them, the shaking of it send a
tremor through her own body and she let out a sob. Theo was at her side in a moment as she
stalled, and she dragged him into an empty cellar nearby, with just enough presence of mind
to lock it before as she stormed around the room in a fury, heart pounding.

“I’m going to kill him,” she muttered, “I could fucking — who does he think he is?”

“He’s an absolute idiot,” Theo said, and she was pleasantly surprised to hear the anger in his
own voice, on her behalf, “and a cruel one at that.”

“What did he say to you?” she asked, whirling around to meet Theo’s bright gaze. “You and
Pansy spoke to him, what did he say?”

Theo hesitated just a moment, and she glared at him, half-begging him to just say it and not
to spare her feelings. “He said it was within his rights, that he didn’t care and — we told him
how completely messed up this was of him, but he didn’t care! He’s been a bloody coward,
attacking a kid, and I told him so, but he didn’t want to hear it.”

“He is,” Aurora said, the words tumbling from her lips. “He is such a coward but he’s
winning! Or his grandfather’s winning — your grandfather’s winning!” She said it with more
venom than she wanted, and Theo flinched.

“They’re all cowards,” he said, “I know—”

“No, he — they all want to hurt me, Theo! It’s not that they don’t care, they care too much
about every move I make, every word that I say.”

“It isn’t right,” he said, “it isn’t fair of them, any of them. I’d gladly go back and hex Draco.”

“Oh, yeah, and incense him even more, make him even more concerned about the moral
panic of letting me just exist! Merlin, he hates that you’re still friends with me, doesn’t he,
and Pansy I suppose — if I can even count her as a friend."

“He did seem a bit… Unhappy about our choices. But I confidently am not. Pansy's stressed,
about her family, she wants to do the right thing, I know that. But Draco's got a hold on her
and he's just an absolute git, and a desperate one, and we all know that you are so much better
than anything he wants to accuse you of!”

“I know that,” Aurora snapped, throwing her hands up in the air, “but the rest of the world
doesn’t! How’s anyone gonna know anything beyond what’s written about me, and now
Skeeter and Draco and Abraxas and your grandfather are in charge and Merlin, how didn’t
you know anything about this?”

“My grandfather doesn’t tell me anything,” Theo said, with an edge of anger to his voice, “he
doesn’t trust me. Nor does Draco, clearly.”

“Well, that makes two of us. Merlin, I…” She let out a furious, shaky breath and sank against
the wall, tilting her head back. “Why’d he do it, Theo? Why does he hate me?”



“He doesn’t hate you,” he said, shaking his head, “I know that. But he’s desperate and he’s
clutching at some way to control the situation he sees and make it seem like he was some
power.”

“I don’t want him to have power,” Aurora snarled, “he doesn’t deserve power, and he’s not
getting power over me.”

“Don’t let him,” Theo said. “Any of them. Even my grandfather, he’s a prick and he’s no idea
what he’s talking about, Aurora. You shouldn’t have to put up with any of it and I’m so sorry
that you have to, but, it’s going to be okay.”

“It’s not,” she said, strangled, “everything’s going to be ruined, I’m going to be ruined, and
I’m so so stupid because I should’ve seen it coming! I should never have trusted him in the
first place, for the last five years, any of them, because he was right, what he said, when we
had our fight! I don’t belong. I’m not one of you and I never will be and without him, without
all of you…” Her breath rattled, her body straining over a sob, face pulled taut so she could
feel the stress in her muscles, the ache in her head at the building tears. 

“What he said in our argument, Theo... I didn't want to tell any of you, I didn't know how.
But he called my mother a mudblood." Theo sucked in a gasp, eyes widening — clearly,
Draco hadn't told him that part of their argument. "Yet still, he tries to be on the right side,
tries to pretend to be a victim, gets his side out, and anyone will always believe him anyway
because that’s easier. He said that he thinks my mother deserved to die and yet I’m hysterical
and crazy and stupid, for telling him to go fuck himself! And then he said I’d be nothing if it
weren’t for his family, they made me, and it’s as if I’m ungrateful and unfair if I decide I
don’t want them, when his father tried to kill me as a child, when they kept my mother’s
identity from me for over a decade, and they tossed me aside te second I became
inconvenient for them! I don’t want them to have made me, I don’t want them at all anymore
and yet, I’m so terrified that it’s true, that he’s right! What if I am nothing, what if everything
I am hinges on what other people, the right people, think of me, and what if — what if I can
never be right? What if I can never just live?”

“You are not nothing, Aurora,” Theo told her fiercely, grasping her hands. “I can promise you
that, no matter what anybody else who wants to tear you down says, you are not nothing. You
have never been, and never will be, nothing.”

“You don’t get to decide that, and nor do I. And I’m so, so tired of not getting a say in who I
am, Theo.” She slid down the wall and he went with her, kneeling before, still holding her
hands in a warm, comforting touch that both steadied her and seemed to turn everything
upside down again.

She broke off, voice splintering over a sob, and stopped, breathless from the effort of trying
not to cry. But she was tired — she was so, so tired — and this was Theo, and as he came
closer, his arms outstretched, she let that sob break over and the tears flood her cheeks.

“What if this is it?” she whispered as he wrapped his arms around her, and the warmth of him
made her chest lurch with yet another sob. “What if I’ve ruined everything? But I can’t go
back, I won’t, it’ll be worse, it — I don’t want to be like him, I don’t want to need him or any
of them or anyone at all, but I — I am them. At my core I have always had to be and I don’t



know who I really am or what I really want and I’ve no idea what my place is and without
them, without being surrounded by the right people, and I just — I’m scared, and I’m angry,
and I’m angry because I’m scared!”

“And you’re right to be angry,” Theo told her, “you’re so right, Aurora. But you don’t have to
be scared. You’re stronger than anyone I know and you are far, far better than anything
bloody Draco thinks you should be. I know you.”

“Then who am I, Theo? What can I bloody be, now, what do I know except who I’m not?”

“You’re Aurora Black,” he told her. “You’re the smartest person I know, the fiercest and the
strongest and even when you don’t want to admit it, you’re also the kindest. And it doesn’t
matter who your parents are, it doesn’t matter what Draco or anyone else thinks, I know you.
Not Narcissa Malfoy’s image of you. You’re so, so much more than that and you always have
been and just because Draco said that in anger doesn’t mean that any of us think it’s true!”

“But it does matter who my parents are, Theo,” she said, voice wavering as sobs threatened
her throat. “It matters because people make it matter, and it matters because they made me,
too, and I — I’m tired of pretending I don’t know who my mother was, like she doesn’t
matter, I’m tired of feeling like I have to cast that side of me off just to… I don’t even know
what, anymore!”

His grip on her tightened, but pleasantly so — like he never wanted to let go. And it felt like
she was being wrapped up, in his warm embrace, kept safe from much more than the chill of
the cellar.

“I want out,” she whispered. “I want away from all of it, from him. I just wanted to — to be
perfect.”

“Perfect is rather a lot to ask.”

“Wouldn’t you want to be? If you always knew that you were never good enough on your
own, wouldn’t you want to be perfect, so no one could dare criticise you?” Her voice was
catching higher and higher notes and she leaned back, shivering when she was released from
his arms, yet craving the ability to move, to shout, as she hauled herself to her feet and started
pacing in an effort to drive the anger out from beneath her skin. Theo got up after her, face
etched with concern. Yet she was glad he let her be, let her shout and wave her arms even if
she knew she probably looked mad doing it. “That’s the thing you’ll never understand, none
of you, that no one ever seems to understand is that I’ve never had anyone just let me be me!
I — I have all this expectation on me, to be the perfect heir, perfect lady, perfect daughter
who even if her blood doesn’t matter, still has to live up to the memory of her mother and to
everything her father believes in, still has to stand side by side with Harry fucking Potter and
somehow win! And I’m tired of it, Theo, I’m so tired of it all!”

She collapsed on the words, and turned to bury her face in his warm shoulder, as his fingers
curled in her hair.

“All I ever wanted was to be loved.” Theo breathed out gently, his light fingertips grazing her
shoulder. “Unconditionally, you know — the way families are supposed to be. And I suppose



I always knew Draco wasn’t that, no one is, but… You know, it still hurts, to be proven right,
sometimes.”

She tore herself away from him suddenly, all too aware of their proximity and the fact that
even if she trusted Theo more than any of her other friends, he was still not in a position
where she could count on him. He was loyal to more than friendship, but to his family too.
She didn’t want him to prove the same as Draco, even when in her heart she trusted that he
wouldn’t. Aurora walked back, holding his intense gaze as Theo continued to walk with her,
following.

“You are loved,” he said, “please, know that. I might not understand what it means, to have
your parentage called into question, or mocked, I know that I never will. But I do know what
it is to have to live up to something impossible, and I know what it is to lose people. And
anyone, anyone, who makes you feel like you don’t deserve that, that you’re not loved, they
don’t deserve the time of day.”

“I just want to be Aurora,” she whispered as he came closer, holding her gaze, and her
stomach turned. At what he said, at their proximity, at the fact she could still smell his
distinctive cologne, make out the glimmering blues of his eyes, that she wanted his arms
around her again even she was crying, and yet hated that vulnerability, and that she wanted to
be vulnerable. “I want that to be enough.”

“It is enough,” he told her, taking her hands again. Her stomach swooped, and her gaze
lingered on the earnest look on his face, the plush lips twisted in a gentle frown. She was
suddenly so conscious of his hands around her, their warmth and the spark it brought when
his fingertips brushed over her knuckles. It was terrifying. “Aurora — Arithmancy genius,
Chaser extraordinary, unwitting comedian — is more than enough. Don’t let anyone ever tell
you otherwise — promise me.”

“Theo,” she said breathlessly, forcing an unsteady laugh.

“Promise me,” he said again, firmer this time, staring into her eyes. She tensed her hands
around his and he came closer, just a tiny bit, enough that her breath was snatched from her
lungs.

For a moment, there was that desperation unlocked in her chest again, the craving for some
form of intimacy, whether it was because he was Theo or just because he was there. But she
burst into tears before she could do anything about it, before she could think about it, and she
whispered, “I promise,” as he pulled her in for a hug, rocking her gently.

It was terrifying being so close to him, terrifying that he chose her, and the realisation that
she wanted him to, more than anything, and that maybe a part of her even needed him to. But
she didn’t know how much of that was real and how much of it was just desperation, fear,
longing for something more than a person, only a feeling she had been chasing all her life.

A moment of silence passed broken only by her gentle sniffles and sobs, Theo whispering
soothingly in her ear, before she said, “I really didn’t want to cry about this.”



He laughed, surprised, and tugged her closer, tighter. “I’ll still hex Draco for you. Just say the
word.”

“Stop being chivalrous.”

“He hurt you.” Aurora brushed a hand over Theo’s shoulder, daring herself to let herself press
closer, simply be wrapped up in his embrace, and pretend that that was okay, that was
sustainable, that was the way they were supposed to be. “He’s disgusting.”

She choked back a sob, throat tight. “Do you think he knew how much it’d hurt me?”

“I… I think he knew it would hurt you. I’m not sure how realised how you would react. Like
I said, he’s a bit of an idiot.”

“He hurt Elise too. Merlin, she — I need to protect her.”

“I know,” Theo said, “I’ll help you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to. We all do: me and Robin and Gwen, and Leah, even Pansy, even with everything
she's dealing with. You're our friend. I really care about you, Aurora.”

“You shouldn’t,” she said, shaking her head and wresting herself from his embrace. “Theo,
this — our closeness is… You don’t need to do this. Sticking with Draco is easier, your own
grandfather gave a quote to Skeeter, you don't have to go against them."

“I’m not my grandfather," Theo said, stung, "and I don’t need Draco. I’m his equal, even he
knows that, and I don’t want to suck up to him, even if I thought I had to. I don’t have to
grovel to him, I don’t need him like the rest of them do.”

“Blaise said all of us rotate around him. Like he’s the fucking sun.”

“Well, then, we’ve fallen out of orbit.” His fingers brushed the nape of her neck. “There are
more important things than expectations. I know that’s easy for me to say, I can’t wait to be
rid of my grandfather and everything he wants from me, but, well, I might not be able to say
everything I think, or do everything I want, but I have got the luxury of choosing my own
friends.”

“And you choose me?” she asked, voice wavering with hope, needing him to say the words
she trusted him to say.

His cheek brushed against her forehead, close enough to send a shiver through her. “Yes,” he
whispered, thumb tracing a circle on her shoulder, “Aurora, of course I choose you.”

The sob bubbled up again, this time of relief, and she sunk against him. “Why?”

“Because you’re brilliant. You’re my best friend. Because you’d choose me and because it’s
what’s right. Because, believe it or not, I like you. I care about you."



“You don’t have to flatter me.”

“It’s true,” he said with a small laugh, the sound vibrating between them. “You will be okay,
Aurora. This will stop hurting. You’re strong and brave and I know you. I’m with you, Gwen
and Robin and Leah and Pansy are with you. It’s going to be okay.”

“How do you know?”

“I know you. And I know us. And I have hope.”

Hope. That terrible, treacherous word. She squeezed him tightly before letting go, wiping her
eyes. She didn’t dare look at his face, but when his fingers brushed her cheek, she couldn’t
look away. “Yeah,” she whispered, too aware of the warmth of his skin on hers. “Me, too.”

She cleared her throat, stepping away suddenly as her head cleared and she came to her
senses. The cold brought clarity, even to her clouded, furious head.

“What Draco’s done is messed up,” Theo said, “but there’s nothing that can change it. But
you can get through it and you can get Elise through it, too.”

“I can’t.”

“You can,” he said fiercely, holding her gaze.

“Promise me,” she asked, voice faltering.

“I promise,” he said, and added, “I’ll help you get through it.”

It felt like a promise too far, like tempting fate. But in the moment it steadied her, sated her.

“Can we stay here for a while?” she asked in a whisper. “I don’t want to face the common
room, or my room, where everyone’ll ask me things and fuss and pity me.”

“Of course,” he said, “whatever you want.” He reached out a hand, but stopped, left it
hanging between them. Instead, a moment later, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a
white silk handkerchief, pressing it into her hands. Aurora clutched it with shaking hands,
dabbing at her eyes. Then, Theo smiled, gracefully, gently, and guided them both down to sit
on the dusty, stony floor. "Don't worry about Pansy. I can talk to her if you want. She knows
what she should do, I think, she's just struggling to do it."

"Yeah," Aurora said softly. "Well, I suppose I can understand that. I just don't feel particularly
inclined to let it go right now."

"That's pretty fair. My offer stands."

She sat down beside him, knowing that she’d likely get dust all over her skirt and robes, but
she couldn’t bring herself to care. Her mind brushed over ways to get back at Draco, of how
to find Rita Skeeter, whatever her Animagus form was, and make her pay, too. They'd both
gone too far this time. She wiped the last tears from her eyes.



After a moment’s silence between them, Theo said, “You know, I read a really dull book on
magical geology the other day.”

Aurora swallowed tightly around the lump in her throat. "Wasn’t the one I gave you was it?”

“No, this was worse.”

“That was a good book!”

“This one was about the power of rocks to tell the future. Based on what colour you
gravitated to. Three hundred pages of colours.”

With a wry smile, Aurora forced herself to push on and ask, "What were the conclusions?”

He took a moment to frown before saying, "You know, I’m not entirely sure.”

“Is it possibly you just didn’t understand?"

“Excuse me, I’m top of our house!”

“Second top, actually," Aurora retorted, his indignant smile bringing a laugh to her lips.

“Oh, how rude of me to forget.”

She laughed despite herself, bumping his shoulder, and brushed the remaining tears lingering
on her lashes with the handkerchief.

“It was basic colour theory, except I’ve never really subscribed to the view that one’s
favourite colour says much about them, and I do think a lot of it was just, you know, choosing
a nice colour because it’s a pretty rock.”

“Don’t underestimate the power of a pretty rock, Theo.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not sure how much it says about you as a person what your favourite colour
is. The magical properties of minerals and rocks in general is interesting enough, though
admittedly more your thing than mine, but this was a bit of a reach. Of many more suitable
meanings, emeralds also represent patience, and harmony," he said, nodding to the ring on
her finger. "Then again, there's also wisdom, and elegance."

“I’m not sure I have those things either, sometimes. And anyway, emeralds aren’t my
favourite stone, and green isn’t my favourite colour.”

“No?”

“No. It’s just convenient.” She sniffled, brushing her hair back. “I don’t have a favourite
stone, but I do prefer silver to gold. And my favourite colour, believe it or not, is purple.”

“Purple?”

“Yeah. I think, anyway.”



“Lilac?”

“No, of course not. I mean a deep, dark purple, violet with a tint to it.”

“I’m not sure they make rocks that colour.”

“Oh, it’s far too pretty for rocks.”

Theo's eyes glimmered as he laughed. "Well, if that’s the case then I may as well through the
whole damn book out of the window.”

“No, don’t, I want to read it now!”

“Of course you do,” Theo said through an amused sigh. “I suppose I am due you a book,
aren’t I? I have far better options, but if you insist…”

“Well, I have to be able to tell your future, too, it’s only fair.”

“You want to one up me, is that it?”

“Of course,” she teased, swallowing around the lingering lump in her throat. “That’s always
it. But for the sake of argument, tell me your favourite rock.”

Theo laughed and shook his head. “You’ll laugh at me. Call me cliche.”

“Only if it is cliche.”

“Emerald.”

She swatted his shoulder, unable to stop the ripple of laughter that came from her. “You are a
cliche, Theodore Nott.”

“And you’re a tremendous surprise, Aurora Black.”

She smiled, a small warmth blooming in her chest. “Tell me more about this book of yours,
then. I’m in the mood for something boring.”

“I aim to please, Lady Black." She sighed, leaning her head on his shoulder. Her head still
spy with everything she'd read, everything she'd heard, and all the anxieties the day had
brought out in her still cut through her. But they were filled slightly by the sound of Theo's
voice, by the way he left her to solace but drew her out of her spiral, with an expert touch.
Like he knew her, more than she wanted to be known, and more than she had thought
anybody would want to know her.

Chapter End Notes
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The Split
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Aurora only wound up going to lunch that day because Gwen insisted that she would be
hungry and therefore grumpy the rest of the day if she did not. She knew he was right, and
also that she would only feel worse if she kept avoiding people for fear of lashing out again.
Besides, having her friends still at her side steadied her somewhat.

That was, until Snape came stalking down the aisle to the Slytherin Table and demanded that
she join him in his office in half an hour. Despite Theo’s offer to come with er and plead her
case, Aurora knew there was nothing she could do to change Snape’s mind about the week of
detention he had assigned her for a ‘vicious attack on a fellow student’ in front of ‘no fewer
than seventeen witnesses’.

The detentions begun the next night, scrubbing out cauldrons in the Potions classroom. As
she was walking there on her way back from dinner, already in a tremendously bad mood
from Pansy’s attempts to apologise fifteen times and the fact that she would have to deal with
Snape for a whole two hours, Harry Potter appeared out of thin air in front of her, outside
Moaning Myrtle’s bathroom.

She started, jumping back. “For goodness’ sake, Potter, will you stop doing that?”

“It’s fun,” he said with a shrug, whisking his Invisibility Cloak off and stuffing it into his
pocket. “I need to talk to you about Elise.”

“And you couldn’t have sent me a note like a normal person?”

“I was going to but you looked like you were going to set a napkin on fire at lunch.”

“The napkins here are ugly.“ She sighed and fell into step beside him. “You said you wanted
to talk about Elise? I assume you saw the Daily Prophet.”

“I spoke to Elise earlier and she’s really upset.” Something bitter and uncomfortable twisted
inside Aurora, the idea that Elise sought comfort from Harry as well as from her, that she
might have been more expressive with him than with Aurora. “We’ve got to do something
about Rita Skeeter.”

“As a matter of fact, I agree.” She took a deep breath, checking there was no one around
them, and said in a whisper, “I’ve found out she’s an Animagus. And unregistered, which
means I don’t know what form she takes, but that’s how she gets onto school grounds
undetected. Draco’s been in contact with her and I just need to get her form out of him, or
someone else.”

“An Animagus?” Harry echoed, eyes wide. “That makes sense — oh, I gotta tell Hermione
about this.”



“Do.” She sighed, squeezing her eyes shut. “I don’t really know what to do, but I’m going to
come up with some sort of plan. Blackmail, causing her to use the use of her hands, cutting
Draco’s tongue out…”

“You said Dracos spoken to her? Does he have something to do with that article?"

She let out a dark laugh. “Oh, yes. In fact he gave her a statement, very cleverly labelled as
anonymous.” Aurora scowled, scuffing her shoe over a loose stone on the floor.

“The git! I should have known! Did he tell you?”

“Of course he didn’t tell me. I worked it out and he told Pansy and Theo who told me and
then…”

“Then?”

“Well, then I earned myself a weeks worth of detention for hexing him in the common
room.”

“You hexed him?”

He didn’t even try to hide his delight. “Yes,” Aurora snapped, “and I wish I’d gone further,
frankly. But that’s not the point, the point is I need to find out what kind of animal Skeeter is
and then build a plan.”

“Organised. The detention isn’t with Umbridge, is it?”

She shook her head. “Just Snape. Cauldron scrubbing. Gross, but easy.” She bit her lip,
uncertain. “So, Elise came to talk to you?”

“Yeah, she was upset. Didn’t really know how to react, and it’s absolute bullshit that this
happened anyway. I wasn’t really good at helping her, but I think she’s alright now.”

“Right.” Elise had sought Harry out. Instead of her. Even though they’d already spoken, it
made her both guilty and, to her horror, jealous. “Good. That’s good.”

Harry eyed her carefully. “Are you alright—”

“I have to go to detention,” she said quickly, annoyed by the look in his eye. “Tell Hermione
about Skeeter, maybe she can figure something out that I can’t. I’ll see you later.” She got a
few steps away before stopping herself, groaning, and turning back around. “Oh, and by the
way, expect an invitation to the MacMillans’ Hogmanay Party. You should accept, Leah says
it’ll be a good night.”

“I’m not going to a stupid party!”

“I am!”

“That’s not convincing me to go.”



She smirked at him. “You never know, you might meet people who actually like you there. If
you manage to smile, that is.”

He scowled as she turned back around, heading towards the dungeons. “Enjoy detention!”

“I won’t have you around, so it’ll be an improvement on that front!”

To her annoyance, he followed her another few steps, appearing at her side. “Take the hint,
Potter.”

“I invited Elise to our… Club,” he said in a hush.

“You’re still going ahead with that?”

“Well, it’s good to learn to defend ourselves. Elise seemed like she thought it was
worthwhile. And you know, you can join too, if you want. The invitation’s always there.”

The idea turned over in her mind. It was dangerous and rebellious, but a part of her craved
that now, too, and if Elise was a part of it, she felt something of a duty to help her out.
“Maybe,” she said, “but I’m not in the mood for more detentions.”

“We’re actually really good about not being found out.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said firmly, not wanting him to press her further. “But I really do
have to go. Thanks, Potter.”

His smile didn’t seem as forced as she would have liked. It was genuine, and she hated it. But
at least it wasn’t pitying. “See you in class, Aurora.”

“You, too.”

-*

The next day of classes were truly wretched. The battle lines of Slytherin House were drawn
even more sharply than they had been before, Millie and Lucille downright glaring at Pansy
and Aurora, and Daphne locked in the middle, the last straggler lurking around either Theo or
Lucille, depending on unknown and invisible factors. Draco stayed whispering to Vincent
and Greg, shooting vindictive glared across the classroom or along the table. Of course, that
she had gained Pansy and eventually Daphne as defectors made Draco all the more annoyed
with Aurora, who was quietly pleased with his anger and also concerned at how he might
take it out next.

Despite her friend’s display of loyalty, Pansy didn’t say much to Aurora throughout the day,
until they reached dinner and she insisted on sitting alone with her. From the way she
kneaded her hands together, her face twisted in a frown, Aurora knew there was a reason, and
she knew Pansy was serious about it.

“Listen,” Pansy said, starting to cut into a chicken thigh, then stopping herself. She pressed
her mouth into a thin line before continuing, “I’m really sorry about what Draco did.”



“You didn’t know,” Aurora said stiffly, taking a few slices of lamb for herself. “We
established that.”

“I should have realised he’d react more. And I should have told you he’d spoken to Skeeter in
the first place, but I just didn’t want to ruin anything and I know that was stupid, and
obviously didn’t work anyway. He didn’t tell me what happened, I mean, the details of the
argument. Theo told me the truth yesterday, or at least what you told him—”

“What I told Theo is the truth, Pansy.”

“No, no, I know that, I just meant that he told me what you said to him. That’s all. It sounds
like Draco was really out of order.”

“He was.”

“Yeah.” Pansy swallowed tightly, readjusted her skirt. Aurora stared at the table, distinctly
uncomfortable. “I’m really sorry for what he said. It isn’t what all of us think, and I would
never have said those things about your mother, and I don’t condone him saying them. I’ve
missed you, and I’ve been trying so hard to hold all our friendships together, and I thought
that this was fixable.”

“Well, it’s not. And I’m fed up of me always having to be the one to reach out and fix things
when Draco’s in the wrong.”

“I’m sorry for that too.” Somehow all the apologies just annoyed Aurora more, but she bit
back her scathing comment. “I’m trying my best.”

“So am I, Pans! Trying to stop myself from losing my mind and my reputation because my
own cousin has decided to hate me for having an opinion of my own.”

“He doesn’t hate you.”

“Well he certainly isn’t acting as though he loves me.”

“I know, I know. Look, I don’t know how to tell you that I am sorry. For what happened and
for how I responded. It wasn’t fair of me.”

“Yeah, you’re right, it wasn’t.”

“But I know that and I want to still be your friend and I want to do better by you. I’m not
going to just hang about with Draco when he’s hurting you.”

Aurora knew Pansy had a duty to her family, that she didn’t have as much of a choice as she
wanted her to, when it came to Draco. But she didn’t say it. She wanted to keep Pansy like
this, making promises, and she wanted to imagine that she might keep those promises.

“I can’t fully stop being around him. When I argued with him, he said that, you know. We are
basically engaged to be engaged and everything and with things the way they are with —
well, you know. But that doesn’t mean I can’t have my own opinion and my own friends, and



I do think, or hope, that my parents will understand that and support me too. But I have to be
both.”

Aurora wished that she didn’t understand, and wished that Pansy would see why. Being both
wasn’t enough. Being a friend to both her and Draco simply was not sustainable anymore,
whether it was a matter of Pansy’s personal opinion or just because she had to abide by her
parents’ rules.

“I’m glad you want to stick by me,” she said carefully, “but I don’t know if you can be my
friend and Draco’s.”

“It’s not that I support him, I just have to stick with him.”

“I know, but… It still feels wrong.”

“I don’t have much of a choice, Aurora. I wish I did. But, if I can still talk to Draco then
maybe I can show him why he’s wrong, I can fix things.”

“Some things are beyond fixing,” Aurora said with a sigh. “I appreciate what you’re trying to
say, Pansy, I just don’t think it’s right.”

Pansy swallowed tightly, pushed her plate away from her so that it scraped over the table.
Aurora winced. “What is right then? What is it you want from me?”

The bitterness and frustration in her voice made Aurora’s own flare up, her chest burin as she
took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. She didn’t want to fight with Pansy, she knew her
friend meant well. But the conversation was still exhausting.

“I don’t know, Pansy! But what you can give me is something you have to figure out myself.
Because you know I want you to cast Draco aside for what he did and stay with me and just
choose me, stay by my side. And I know that’s not practical, I know it might endanger you
and I don’t want to have to ask it of you, Pansy, but I also can’t bring myself to just let this lie
because you find it difficult to go against your parents.”

“Like you would have gone against anything Lord Arcturus told you to do,” Pansy scoffed
back, eyes flashing, and the words were a knife to Aurora’s heart. “I’m sorry — I didn’t mean
to bring him up, but you know—”

“I grew up,” she said, struggling to control her voice as a cold, desperate nausea twisted
around her throat. “I learned. I became more than my surname and that’s why I know how
difficult this is Pansy, that’s why I don’t want to ask you to put yourself in danger but that’s
also why I have to.”

“I don’t want to be mean.”

“I know that too.”

They had always been too similar, after all. That had brought them together even when their
differences had made them look odd; they shared their sharp tongues and big dreams and a
desire to please, to be perfect daughters, perfect purebloods.



“I don’t know how to do this,” Pansy admitted in a small voice. “It’s easy for you, having a
father who wants you to turn your back on your childhood, having people who support you.
If I spurn Draco now, my whole family is in danger and they’ll never forgive me.”

And Aurora wasn’t family. At the end of the day that was what it came down to, and she had
always known it.

“I know he’s in the wrong! I know that my parents aren’t right about everything, and I know
what’s coming and I don’t want it, Aurora. But I don’t have a choice right now. I don’t have
power. I’m their fifteen year old daughter and all I am is my father and the man I’m supposed
to marry and I don’t know how to be more than that even though I want to.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t want you to just stand by me. I know it’s not that simple but I
have always valued your loyalty and I — I really need it, Pansy.”

“I am loyal to you, Aurora!”

“But you’re also loyal to your parents and Draco and I know that, I have known that all along
and those loyalties aren’t compatible with loyalty to me and they will always come first!”
The words slipped from her, sharp and angry, and she had to bite her lip, clutching the edge
of the table with white knuckles. There were so many people around, people with watching
eyes and listening ears, and she couldn’t say too much, couldn’t be too expressive. She
swallowed the bitter words in her throat and said, “I don’t think either of us see a way out of
this in the long term.”

“I’ll be your friend. I’ll always be your friend, your best friend. But if you won’t let me, what
am I meant to do?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora bit out. “Don’t, I suppose.”

The hurt on Pansy’s face was inevitable, and startling. “I love you, Aurora. You’re my best
friend.”

“I know,” she said, even though it hurt. “But that just isn’t enough. I need you to support
me.”

“I do, but I have to be with Draco! This is bigger than you, Aurora.”

“Yes, it is,” she hissed, “it’s about right and wrong and it’s about a war on the horizon and
you know it as well as I do!”

“You know what side I have to be on!”

“You don’t have to! Theo isn’t, Theo has found a way to be my friend—”

“Well Theo’s an idiot,” Pansy snapped. “And he’s naive. But I’m going to be your friend
whether you like it or not, and I’m going to have to still act like I’m happy with Draco.”

“And are you happy? You know, how far do you actually disagree with what he said, about
me and my mother and Elise?”



“I disagree completely!”

“I don’t know if I believe you.”

“I think he was wrong to say what he did about your mother. To call her a mud- that word.”
The hesitation felt disingenuous. Felt wrong. “To say she deserved it, that anyone deserved it,
it’s horrible, and hurting you by talking to Skeeter was really, really messed up. I know that.
But I need to talk to my parents.”

Aurora swallowed tightly and forced herself to take a bite of her dinner, which was now cold.
It tasted like cardboard anyway. “Of course,” she said softly, reaching for her satchel. “That’s
sensible of you. Run everything by your parents.”

“Don’t talk down—”

“I have to go.”

“Dinner’s barely even started, Aurora.”

“Well, I’m not taking this conversation any further here. There are too many people, and
we’re getting nowhere.”

“Aurora I want to fix things—”

“Not everything can be fixed. Not right now, and not by us.” Her eyes blaring with tears,
Aurora looked away. Her hand tightened around her satchel strap. “Just leave it, please. I
have to get to detention anyway.”

“That isn’t until half five.”

“I’ve got work to do beforehand.”

“You’ve barely eaten. I don’t like you avoiding me.”

“And I don’t like you still dating my blood supremacist cousin and yet claiming to be my best
friend!”

"I don't have a choice! I am your best friend!"

"No, you're not! A best friend wouldn't do this, a best friend wouldn't hide Draco talking to
Skeeter for the last year from me, a best friend wouldn't immediately take his side every
single time, and I know this might not be your choice, but I don't want to have a best friend
who can't act like it!"

"So you just want me to do and say whatever you want, like I don't have other
responsibilities?"

"I know I can't ask that of you, Pansy, I just wish that I could."



Pansy bit her tongue, looking away furiously. "I know how Draco's been talking to Skeeter,
by the way. I can tell you what Animagus form she has."

"You — you know that?"

"Well, Draco told me. Showed me."

"You've seen her? You were that close and you — did you talk to her?"

"No, I didn't I swear!"

"You didn't think to warn me in case she tried to spy on me?"

"So you want to know or not?" Pansy snapped, glaring at her.

Aurora swallowed her anger and her pride and forced herself to ask, "Fine. What is she?"

"A beetle," Pansy said softly, "a blue one. It has darker marks around the eyes, like her
glasses."

"Right." It didn't relieve her at all, nor did it endear Pansy to her. Somehow it only made her
more angry. "Thanks."

She snatched her bag up.

"I'm trying to help you, Aurora—"

"Thanks," she repeated, voice more venomous. "But that doesn't fix this."

She stood up and stormed away, before Pansy could even reply. By the time she reached the
double doors at the end of the Great Hall and turned around, Lucille and Millie had already
swooped in to take her place, whispering to Pansy, begging for scraps of gossip.

"Bitches," she muttered under her breath, and stormed out.

-*

Thankfully, there was only a week and a half left of term before the Christmas holidays.
Pansy still hung out with Aurora and her friends, but was quiet and sullen, things stuff
between them, which everybody seemed painfully aware of. She did have Daphne to talk to
when things got uncomfortable between everybody else, but with that and the general tension
of the Slytherin House, Aurora found herself wishing for the end of term to come even
sooner.

The morning of the final day of classes, Aurora was woken by Pansy’s voice outside her
door, which immediately set her on edge. “Aurora,” she called, knocking insistently. Gwen
groaned and threw a pillow across the room. “Snape wants to see you. Aurora?”

“Kill me now,” she muttered. “I’ll be ten minutes,” she yelled. Pansy did not respond, but it
sounded like her footsteps receded. Aurora sighed, stretching out before forcing herself to



crawl out from under her covers into the draughty room. She got ready quickly, still
straightening her tie as she rushed down the corridor to the near-deserted common room. It
was still fairly early, but Pansy was the prefect on duty, and Snape must have had to fetch her
for something. Aurora couldn’t think of anything she had done to warrant a summons to her
Head of House’s office, which could only mean something bad had happened outside of
Hogwarts, to a family member.

The walk reminded her of that fateful day in first year when Snape had called her to his
office, after Ignatius and Lucretia died, and the thought made her heart pound with nervous
fury. Her hands shook as she knocked on the door, thinking something had happened to her
father or Dora or Andromeda or Ted, perhaps even to Remus or to one of Elise’s family. After
the last few weeks it all felt so much more inevitable that someone she loved would get hurt.

“Come in,” Snape’s voice said, and she did not waste a moment shoving the door open and
hurrying in, a lump already forming in her throat.

“What’s happened? Is everything okay, Professor, why have you called me here?”

He met her gaze with a bored glare. “Close the door behind you, Black, surely you were
raised with better manners than that.” She did so, fury flaring quickly at his unbothered tone.

Once the door was closed she asked, “So what has happened? Is it my father? Is it…”

“Sit down, Black. Your father is fine — mostly.”

Considering Snape would rather her father dead in a ditch, this did not reassure her at all.
Nausea clutched at her, strangling, as she forced herself into a seat.

“What do you mean mostly?”

“He has a brood of Weasley children to content with, and Potter, which would be enough to
drive even more stable men mad.”

So not dead, not dying. She ignored the dig in favour of asking, impatient, “So what has
happened?”

“Don’t forget your manners. I am your professor.”

He was toying with her, the sick bastard. Chest tight, she asked through gritted teeth, “What
has happened, sir?”

He paused a moment, his eyes gleaming with sick pleasure, before saying, “Arthur Weasley
has been attacked at the Ministry of Magic while on guard duty.” Her stomach turned. “He is
stable, and being treated in St. Mungo’s Hospital. His children, and Mr. Potter, who witnessed
the attack via dream,” he sneered, and Aurora itched for her wand, “are being babysat by
your father at the Order Headquarters. Headmaster Dumbledore thought it sensible to inform
you of this development as soon as possible, to prevent undue speculation or unwelcome
news from house elves or family portraits. Miss Granger will also be informed this morning,
and you will both be able to visit when you return for the holidays tomorrow evening.”



As if she should need permission to visit her own house. She knew he really only meant that
she would be able to leave the school, which Dumbledore was within his rights to control, but
Snape took a sort of glee in telling her this, which she despised. “I see. Thank you for
informing me, sir. You said Harry saw the attack in a dream?”

“I cannot expand,” he said silkily, and she was sure he had only said anything to annoy her. “I
would thank you not to contribute to any speculation on the matter.”

“Of course not, sir.” As if she was stupid enough to go shouting about Arthur Weasley being
attacked. “Is that all?”

Snape nodded. “While I have you, though, Black, I do suggest you pay a visit to Professor
Dumbledore’s office this evening. I believe he would like a final conversation to end the
term.”

She had missed the last two scheduled sessions with the Headmaster; the first because of
detentions, the second because he was busy, though with what she did not know. “Alright.
Thank you, sir.”

She was only marginally calmer leaving than she was going in. At least her father was
alright, physically, her family were all safe. Arthur Weasley might not be, but Snape made it
sound like he would recover well, and she dearly hoped that it was so. Potter’s dream was
concerning though. He had had dreams before, of course, of the Dark Lord, but she hadn’t
known of any instance where he had witnessed an actual attack in real time, or at least not
one that he had recognised as such. He must have been terrified, she thought; they all must
have.

After a quick dinner with Theo and Leah, Aurora headed to Dumbledore’s office with no
small degree of apprehension, having waved off their attempts to study with her when she
said she was going to hide out in the library all evening. Theo seemed somewhat disbelieving
of the manner in which she did this, but she assured him she was fine and not going to obsess
over her homework by herself, and he was at least partially satisfied with this.

Dumbledore wasted little time beyond offering her the usual complimentary sherbet lemon in
the office. “I trust Professor Snape has informed you of Arthur Weasley’s condition?”

“He has,” she said, absently taking her notes out of her satchel. “He’s still stable, yes?”

“So I understand. Arthur is expected to make a full recovery. Now, I know that the plan for
the holidays was originally that the Weasley children would stay with their parents at the
Burrow, but given the turn of events, it had been more convenient last night and today to have
them on hand in London and cared for by your father. If you are happy for that continue, we
would be grateful.”

She nodded. “My father shouldn’t have to stay there though.” Dumbledore tilted his head,
and she said, feeling rather like she was stating the obvious, “He hates the family home. He’s
very uncomfortable there and I don’t want him to feel like he is trapped. Plus, we had plans
for a small family Christmas. I think we would all benefit from some privacy, when we can
afford it.”



“I will see what I can arrange. I’m sure many other Order members will be happy to take care
of the children when their mother has to attend to her husband in hospital.”

Somehow the way he said it made it seem like he thought she was selfish for asking, like she
should appreciate more the situation te Weasleys were in. Of course she wanted them to be
cared for, but she also had to worry about her own father, and it wasn’t fair for Dumbledore
to put all the burden and expectation on him.

“Hermione Granger has also requested to stay with the Weasleys for the break.”

“She can keep her room with Ginny from the summer,” Aurora said with a nod, “it seems
simple enough.”

“Very good. Well then, now we have those points of business out of the way, I thought we
might revise your learning over the course of the semester.”

“Actually, sir, I wondered if I could discuss some research of my own with you first?
Relating to curses.”

Dumbledore’s mouth pinched in an irate line. “Go on, Miss Black.”

Ever since she had put it together that her uncle had annotated Hydrus Black’s blessing, she
had had the idea that he had somehow used it swirling around in her head. Its actual effect, or
effects, were various and she had a feeling she had yet to realise many of them, but it made
sense in her head now, or at least the foundations did.

“I’ve been doing some reading on potential family curses in my line, and from a recent
manuscript, I think I may have an indication that my Uncle, Regulus Black, used an
enchantment upon me which was also used by Hydrus Black, the First.” The headmaster
nodded slowly, but she could read the unease on his face. “This is a copy of that
enchantment, with notes. It was intended to protect his children from being killed by one
another, a preventative measure. It seems my uncle may have attempted to make some
alterations, but his notes here are incomplete. But, do you think that this blessing, could be
related to the protection places upon me which prevented the curse from Bellatrix Lestrange
from taking hold?”

“I would not rule it out.”

“See, the original blessing was to include an oath, taken by each of Hydrus’ three sons, which
I’ve had confirmed they did.” Julius and the other snakes had finally come in handy. “They
had to promise that they would not harm each other. But I highly doubt the same could be
used in this scenario, because obviously Bellatrix was not going to swear that, and I was a
baby. Whether or not it means that I also cannot harm her, remains to be seen. If it is the same
spell used, and of course, that is still dependent on how long Regulus’ magic has stuck and
what other modifications he made. But knowing what you do about the Transmogrifian Curse
and coursework in general, do you think it’s possible?”

Dumbledore considered her for a moment in a long and steady silence, before eventually
saying, “I did not want to discuss the curse with you, Aurora. Its effects are many—”



“I know that,” she cut him off, “but I can’t find anything else that’ll help me and you have a
duty to do so, do you not? If nothing else, a moral one? I need to understand, it could save
my life. And it could, if circumstances come to it, save us the war.”

“I do not know any definite answer, Miss Black. And do not mistake me, I do wish that I did.
However.” He sighed, lacing his fingers together. “I do believe that some magic has power
even from beyond the grave. May I see the paper you have before you?”

It was one of the copies of the blessing. She slid it over hesitantly, defensive unease itching
beneath her skin, and watched as Dumbledore read. She jiggled her leg under the table,
thrumming with nervous energy, until he glanced up and she stilled herself, forcing a smile.
“Well?”

“Ritualistic magic does tend to have a more enduring hold over time than our simple, wand-
cast spells, that is true. And I can see the appeal of believing that a blessing such as this, with
its relation to your family history, might have been cast to protect you, too. It would make
perfect sense. The Transmogrifian Curse is unlike many others, in that its hold is permanent.
It may be dormant for some time, but its effects haunt the victims, on the rare occasion that
they live. And the only explanation for a baby surviving it, is some other protection. But
protections take many forms. It is a convenient explanation, but you must not take it for
granted.”

“But Regulus wrote notes. See here, in the margins, that’s his handwriting, I’m sure of it, I’ve
compared it to other fragments.”

“That does not mean he used it. I do not say this to dissuade or discourage you, Miss Black,
but to encourage caution. However, if I were to interpret these notes, I would say he was
preoccupied with finding a way to replicate the blessing without its limitations. That does not
mean he used it on you. That the spell protects body and spirit… It seems he wanted the soul
to give endurance to it. The body dies, the spirit renews, but the soul always remains.” He
raised his eyebrows, and sighed. “Whether he succeeded, I do not know. Though I do wonder
— was your uncle interested in soul magic?”

The question surprised her, but she shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps. My father said he
claimed he could see souls, but I don’t know how true that was, or how it impacted his
interests.”

“I see.” She could practically see his mind turning that over, as if it were a greatly exciting
piece of evidence for a case she had yet to be informed of.

“Does that change things, sir?”

He shook his head. “No. No, not on this matter.”

“Something else, then?”

“I do not know. It is merely interesting. Forgive an old man’s curiosity — if there is anything
I have learned as headmaster, it is that we rarely know enough about our students, and only
learn their true selves when they leave us. I am afraid there is little I can contribute to your



question right now, but I shall see if there is anything I can learn over the winter break. The
blessing has historical merit, if nothing else.” He slid the parchment back over to her and,
disappointed, but with a renewed determination to see her suspicions recognised, she tucked
it away in her pocket. “If that is all, then we had best get onto Alchemy. The time hurries
onwards and I do not think Professor Umbridge would like to see you out after curfew,
especially with me.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said, not meaning it at all. She forced a smile. “Let’s continue, then.”
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A Home for the Holidays

The Hogwarts Express left at eleven o’clock sharp, and even at that time, Aurora had to all
but haul Gwen on board. “I don’t know how you can be so tired,” she said, “it’s eleven
o’clock.”

“It’s the holidays!”

“It’s eleven o’clock! You went to bed the same time as me.”

“Yeah, but you’re a freak of nature.”

“Well, thank you very much.”

Behind them, Robin laughed, and looped an arm around Gwen’s shoulders as they made their
way to a compartment, sidling Aurora out the way. “Are you feeling left out, Black? Feeling
a bit boring?”

“Au contraire,” she said, flipping her hair, “I don’t think anything you two get up to could
possibly be exciting.”

“I’d disagree.”

“Disgusting, though, absolutely.”

“Aw, you’re jealous. She’s jealous of us, Gwen? Not seen Zabini in a while, I take it?”

“That was once and it was almost two months ago.”

“It was Zabini.”

“Piss off.” She glanced over her shoulder, seeing Theo following behind them with a faraway
look in his eye. Robin caught the trail of her gaze, and raised his eyebrows, gesturing for her
to follow as they finally found a compartment to slip into.

She hung back just enough to fall into step beside Theo, reach out to his arm and ask, “Are
you going to be alright?”

He looked up, startled by the question, and blinked. “I…”

“You look like you’re in a completely different world there.”

“Yeah. Well. I’m just thinking. It’s fine, I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

His voice still had that soft, nervous quality to it, afraid to voice whatever was on his mind.
Aurora’s fingertips grazed his sleeve as she smiled and said, “Of course. Just let me know if
you do.”



The grateful smile was worth the suspension of her curiosity, and even worth the ruckus of
the compartment Robin and Gwen had found, which also, to her consternation, included
Apollo Jones and Lewis Stebbins. Behind her, Theo took in a steadying, annoyed sigh and
braced himself for the two boys’ characteristics hyperactivity, and the regrettably high
likelihood of being hit in the face with some sort of joke missile.

“Always a pleasure with these two,” he muttered wryly as they sat down by the window,
squeezing past a pile of chocolate frogs.

Aurora laughed, letting Stella down from her arms so she could prowl about the
compartment. “Don’t worry, it’s only eight hours in a tiny enclosed area. What’s the worst
that could happen?”

He sent her a withering look, and she grinned. It was at least better than the melancholy of a
few minutes earlier.

“I got you a gift,” he said, digging into his bag as the train started moving off. “I figured it
was better to give you it now than risk owls flying about to Merlin knows where.”

“Sensible,” Aurora said approvingly, reaching in her own bag for the book and chocolates she
had picked out for him and painstakingly wrapped. He handed her a little gift bag with a shy
grin. “No peeking until Christmas Day though, please.”

“I wouldn’t dare even think of it.”

Gwen looked over to them with raised eyebrows as they exchanged and placed their
respective gifts in their bags, and Aurora stared back at her in challenge. After a few seconds
of staring each other out, Gwen rolled her eyes and turned back to Robin, whispering
something in his ear.

“Merlin knows I’ll need something to take my mind off Christmas dinner.”

“Not looking forward to it?”

Theo pulled a face. “My grandfather’s invited the Carrows.”

“Oh.” Her stomach twisted, something bitter and stirring in her gut. “As in, Flora Carrow?”

He nodded, not meeting her eyes. “He wants the house full of people, apparently. Family, or
people he wants to be family. Like he’s trying to compensate for… You know.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was inevitable,” he said, glancing up. She followed his gaze as it landed on Jones and
Stebbins, the way he tensed up when he acknowledged their presence. “We’ll all have to grin
and bear it.”

“Well, there’s something in there that should at least entertain you for a while.”

He smiled faintly, grateful. “I’ll count on it.”



“Hey,” Robin called over, waving to get their attention, “we didn’t have Snape homework for
the holidays, did we? Apollo and Lewis are pulling my leg.”

Aurora let out an exasperated sigh. “Two twelve inch essays.”

“Shit.”

“Dont worry about it, Oliphant, I'm sure Sape won't expect very much of you. Just handing it
in would exceed expectations."

She glanced back at Theo, who smiled in amusement as Robin groaned and bemoaned
Snape’s birth, drawing them in to a cathartic rant about the Potion Master. The journey
passed largely without event after that, and Aurora slipped out as they drew near London in
the darkened sky, to go and find Elise.

Her cousin was sat with a group of other first year girls, mainly Ravenclaws with a couple of
Hufflepuffs and Gryffindors, all quite merry and still indulging in copious stacks of chocolate
frogs. When she spotted her, Elise jumped up in excitement and hurried to the door, hauling a
bag behind her.

"Hey, Aurora! Are you excited for the holidays?"

"Very much so," she said, though her smile was strained. She did not know what the holiday
would hold, and she envied Elise's enthusiasm. "Are you? I suppose you'll have missed your
family."

"Lots," Elise told her, nodding, "but it'll be weird too. I'm not allowed to use magic at home,
apparently, 'cause I'm a child, so I can't show off like I wanted to. But I'm sure I'll manage."

"You have my sympathies," Aurora said teasingly, and Elise grinned. "But, as a matter of
fact, I do have something you might like to show off." She took from behind her pocket a gift
she had thought long and hard about giving, and held it in the palm of her hand. Cyphus the
snake hissed, eyeing Elise with interest. "This is a protective necklace, using centuries old
family magic. It's intended to protect members of the Black family, at the behest of the head
of the house. I have mine here, see — Julius. There are three necklaces and a key which locks
them together, each imbued with the spirit of one of Hydrus Black — our house founder's —
four children. I want you to have Cyphus."

"Cyphus," Elise said slowly, staring at the necklace.

"Hello, child," Cyphus said in a low hiss. "I have heard much about you. It is an honour."

"Oh." Elise blinked in surprise. "Er, thank you."

"You said she was amusing," Cyphus said, twisting so his eyes sparkled up at Aurora. "She
says little of wit."

"It's not everyday you get introduced to one of your direct ancestors in the form of a metal
snake pendant, in fairness. Give her a moment. Cyphus was Hydrus Black's eldest son,"
Aurora told Elise by way of explanation. "The second Lord Black. I give him to you, to



protect you. Just in case you need it. And, he knows an awful lot, even though he likes to
speak in riddles."

"Riddles are fun. I need some amusement after a thousand years."

"I figured a Ravenclaw like you might get more use out of the wretch than I can."

"Lady Black, you are cruel."

"He's... Strange." Elise frowned, thinking for a moment before saying, "Can I ask him
anything?"

"Yes. I suppose. Why?"

"Oh, I just want to make sure. He's cool. Thank you, Aurora."

"Now, turn around for me," Aurora instructed, unclasping the necklace. "Lift your hair up for
me." Elise did so, and Aurora placed the necklace around her neck carefully, clasping it at the
back. "There you go."

The necklace suited her; Aurora had worried the pendant might look bulky on such a small
frame, but Elise wore the necklace proudly, and it made all the difference. "Thank you," she
said, touching it softly, and Cyphus let out an affectionate hiss.

"I like it here," he said. "Lady Black tells me I will get to observe Muggles, and I must say I
am intrigued to see how they have survived without magic for so long."

"They've done pretty well," Elise told him cheerfully. "We have TVs! God, I've missed TV."

"What is a TV?"

"You'll see. It's ace. Oh, maybe I can show you Monty Python, that'd be funny. Or one of
those cool documentaries about castles and stuff. Oh, this is so cool."

"Be responsible with him," Aurora said, "and be careful. He's a family heirloom, and there's a
lot of strong magic. Now, nothing should go wrong, but if you feel any strangeness form
wearing this necklace, take it off, and write to me, okay? Or Callidora or Cedrella too, they
may be of help. But it should be fine." She swallowed tightly, seeing Elise's pride in wearing
the necklace. "Anyway. I just came to give you that. And to wish you a Merry Christmas."

"Oh, but I got you something too! One of the girls told me how to order stuff from
Hogsmeade shops, but you can't open it until Christmas Day, okay?"

That made Aurora ridiculously nervous as to what Elise had cooked up with her mischievous
smile. Nevertheless, she grinned and thanked her for the gift, hidden inside a sparkly pink
bag. "I'll treasure it. And I shall see if we can organise meeting up over the holidays, too. I
know Harry will want to see you."

"Me too! I noticed he wasn't in school yesterday, is he okay?"



"Oh, just personal stuff. It'll be fine. Now, you get back to your friends, they're all looking
quite intrigued and I'm sure you'll all want to make the most of your last minutes together.
But keep that hidden — or at least just say it's a gift, not the magical parts. It's important."

“I will," Elise said, nodding eagerly, as though the mystery made it all the more appealing.
"Thank you!" She hugged Aurora again, quickly, and Aurora patted her awkwardly on the
head for a moment before managing to catch up and return the hug. When they parted, Elise
was beaming. "Have a good Christmas then, Aurora," she said as she made to open the door.
"Tell your dad and Harry hi, if I don't see them on the platform. Love you!"

Then she disappeared into the compartment before Aurora could reply or even comprehend
what she had just said. Elise had just said that, so easily, so freely. Whether she meant it or
not, she could say it. Like it was normal, like it was easy. Aurora couldn’t quite wrap her
head around it. Love should not — could not — be so freely given, and yet Elise seemed to
think it could be.

It made something twist inside of her, a pressure in her head that made her eyes burn and
cheeks warm. Her cousin loved her, just like that. It was a strange thought, and yet it warmed
her heart. A smile spread over her face, unrestricted, and her heart was unusually light as she
made her way back to her own compartment, where her friends were beginning to get ready
to leave the train.

"Elise alright?" Gwen asked when she slipped inside.

"Yeah," Aurora said brightly, moreso than she had intended. "Yeah, she gave me a present,
and I'm slightly scared of what it might be. Some Zonko's products. Or Bertie Botts, the first
years are obsessed with Bertie Botts at the moment, I swear those and chocolate frogs are all
I see anybody eat."

Gwen laughed, shaking her head. "Listen, you don't know the novelty of being able to eat
something that tastes like it should kill you and doesn't."

"That seems sensible of me, actually," Aurora replied, and Theo and Robin laughed.

She and Theo were the last to leave when they pulled into the station. He had been lingering
too long, finding new things to double-check he had in his bag and trunk, just in case, but
Aurora knew he was just stalling for time before he had to rejoin his family outside.

“You really don’t want to go, do you?”

He let out a dry scoff, leaning against the window. “It’s our first Christmas without my mum.
I don’t know how to act, I mean… My grandfather doesn’t know how to handle us, so it’ll be
down to me to help my siblings, of course, and I don’t mind, I’m happy to be whatever they
need to be. But I’m also kind of dreading it, being the only one who can be. Y’know
sometimes I wish they could just sort their shit out themselves and I could breathe, but —
that sounds so awful of me, doesn’t it? It isn’t their fault, of course they’re upset, of course
they’re grieving and of course they don’t know how to deal with it because of course our
grandfather fucked us all up! But it’s fine.” His voice wobbled and he sniffed slightly, turning
away. “I’m the eldest, it’s my job to look after them and keep us all together, and same, and



make this a good time, like my mum would have wanted. I mean, I missed the last Christmas
with her and…” He trailed off, voice wobbling, and Aurora reached out instinctively to clasp
his hand. He turned, taking in a sharp breath. “I regret it. I didn’t know at the time but I
should have cherished all the time I had with her. And I know that if I say a word about this
holiday, any complaint, my grandfather will just throw that in my face.”

“He’s a git,” she said, and he squeezed his eyes shut as though he was holding back tears.
“Hey — sorry.”

“You’re right. I’m glad someone else could say it.”

“Be kind to yourself, Theo.” She squeezed his hand, and he flexed his fingers, holding her in
return. Warmth went through her, unexpected and yet pleasant. “I wish I could do something
to help, but, all I can say is that. You’ll be there for your siblings as best you can, because
that’s who you are, but it’s okay. You can be angry and you can be sad and you can be
whatever you want to be, and don’t let your grandfather make you think anything else.”

He grimaced, taking a deep breath. “It’s only three weeks. It’ll be fine.”

“You know you can always borrow a book from me.”

His smile was grateful but fleeting, both of them knowing how unlikely it was that they
would be able to see each other over the holidays, not least because Aurora didn’t even know
where she would be, and was fairly certain the Order’s Floo would not accept his call. “Can I
write?”

“Of course you can,” she told him. “Anything you need. If — if you think it's safe."

“Thanks.” He swallowed tightly, gaze darting about nervously before he looked at the door
and said quickly, “I’ve been in touch with the Fawleys. My mother’s family.”

“Oh?”

“My grandfather never talks about them, we never see them, but he had to let them come to
the funeral and we’ve been back in touch, and I might get to visit them. Which will be good.
It’ll be nice to finally connect. Except my grandfather doesn’t know.”

“Of course.”

“He can’t know. But I need to speak to them, you know? I need to know who she was as
Matilda Fawley, not Mrs Nott, wife of a Death Eater and mother of four.”

“I get it,” she told him. “It sounds like it’ll be good for you.”

He nodded, like he was trying to convince himself of that. “I hope so. And I hope no one
finds out.”

“I won’t tell a soul,” she promised. “Your secrets are safe with me, Theo.”

A pause, a moment of quiet, before he said softly, “I know. Thank you.”



“Please do write to me,” she told him, “I don’t want you to feel like you have to keep
everything you’re feeling to yourself. Even if…”

“I don’t know if I can send you letters. I don’t know if my grandfather will watch my mail, or
what he might do if he finds out.”

For the same reason as they exchanged gifts on the train, they couldn’t be sending important
messages, or spill their emotions, or anything that indicated anything other than a friendly
acquaintance between housemates. “Okay. Well, if you can, you write first? Then I’ll know
it’s safe to write back to you.”

He nodded, and tugged her by the hand just slightly, just enough to pull her closer to him. “I
will,” he promised, wavering on something.

It took her a moment but eventually Aurora gained the clarity of mind to ask, “Do you need a
hug?”

“I… Yeah?”

With a small laugh, she pulled him closer and wrapped her arms around him, hands resting on
his shoulders. He took in a deep, shaky breath, pausing a moment before his own arms went
to her waist, holding her to him. “It’s going to be okay,” she whispered gently, “I promise
you, Theo, you can get through it. And even if you can’t write to me, as soon as we get back,
we’re going to talk and you’re going to be able to let out whatever it is you’ve been bottling
up. I’ll be here.”

“I’m going to miss you,” he murmured, and something in his voice made her heart flutter.

As his arms tightened around her waist she said, “I’m going to miss you, too.”

There was a moment of silence in which Aurora simply let Theo hold her, holding onto
whatever it was that he needed. She let him break the hug first, wiping his eyes unsubtly.
“Everyone’ll be waiting for me. I’d better go before Grandfather sends out a search party.”

“Me too,” she said quickly, stepping away and reaching swiftly for her bag. “I mean, my
father, he’ll be waiting on the platform and he’ll no doubt be pacing by now and those two
search parties probably shouldn’t coincide.”

A dry laugh. “You’re probably right on that. Could be carnage.” He bit his lip, nodding, and
with a final glance around the compartment opened the door and held it open for her. “Ladies
first.”

“Such a gentleman, Nott,” she said as she hurried out, joining the last stragglers in the aisle.

“I couldn’t dishonour you, Lady Black.”

She grinned back at him, but it faded as they caught sight of Wilfred up ahead, waiting. “I’d
better…”

“Go,” she said quickly, “yeah, I know just — Merry Christmas.”



“Merry Christmas,” he replied, and hurried away.

Aurora waited a moment, alone, to collect her thoughts before heading out onto the platform,
where her father was indeed pacing, Hermione Granger in tow. She had forgotten they were
picking up a stray — apparently Granger wanted to be with Potter and the Weasleys after the
attack.

The relief on her father’s face when he saw her was so extreme that it unlocked a sick guilt
inside of her for worrying him. She rushed off the train towards him, setting down Stella’s
cage just in time for her father to sweep her up into his arms and wrap her in a tight, bone-
crushing hug. "What took you so long, Rory?"

The hug was firm yet gentle, and she could sink into him, because he was so familiar, and
warm, and just knowing he was there, for her, made the tension in her shoulders unwind and
an overwhelming sense of relief boil up inside of her, spilling into tears.

"Hey, are you crying? Aurora, why are you crying?"

"I'm sorry," she said thickly, shaking her head but reluctant to pull away from him.

"No, no, don't apologise. You haven't done anything wrong, sweetheart."

"I just..." She swallowed tightly as he squeezed her shoulder. "I've missed you."

"I've missed you too," he said gently, "I think we have a lot to talk about, don't we?" She
nodded. "You're alright, sweetheart. We'll be home soon, and then we can talk all this out."

"I know," she said, stepping back hastily to dry her eyes. She caught Hermione Granger
watching and sent her a strained smile. "So we've picked up a stray?"

An arm around her shoulder, still careful to keep her close, her dad said, "Hermione's worried
about Ron and Harry, and Molly and I said she could stay with us over the break. Mostly with
the Weasleys, but she might hang with us sometimes too — I said I'd bring her home."

"Oh, right." The idea of having intruders on her family Christmas made something sick and
cold twist in her stomach. "Yeah, sure. Should we get going then, I'm sure I've already made
you late — I was chatting on the train."

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah, absolutely. It'll be nice to spend some of the holidays with you, Hermione." She
picked up Stella's cage again, rolled back her shoulders, and forced an unconvincing smile.
"Shall we?"

"Come on then," her father sighed, ruffling her hair. “I said we’d walk home, and it’s cold
out, so you might want to do button up your coat. I can’t wait for these holidays,” he
continued as he led her and Hermione out the station, “I’ve been waiting to put the tree up so
I can do it with you, Aurora, I always loved decorating.”



“Oh,” Aurora said awkwardly, not knowing how to inform him that she had never in her life
decorated a tree herself. Her dad was already launching into his plans for Christmas as he led
them out the station, and onto the half-hour walk towards Grimmauld Place.

Outside, the snow had turned to trodden brown slush in most places, and was barely clinging
on in others. “It’s not exactly a postcard, is it?” her father commented wryly.

“I know. I have been here in winter before. It’s still a bit depressing compared to up North.”

“How’s Ron doing?” Hermione interrupted anxiously. “And everybody else of course —
how’s Mr. Weasley?”

“Recovering well, I think, everybody went to visit him yesterday, though Harry came back a
bit… Well, I don’t know. Won’t even come out and talk to me.”

“Why?”

Her father shrugged. “I don't know. Clearly something happened yesterday, but he refuses to
talk and I don't know how to make him. Seems to think he's being noble by being silent."

"You never have a problem forcing me to talk," Aurora grumbled.

"Yeah, well, Harry's different. He thinks he's doing everyone else a favour by keeping silent,
you usually just don't know how to start a conversation. He doesn't think anyone will
understand. He's been different since summer, too, he's less like..." He stopped himself, biting
his lip. Aurora stared at him, trying to work out what he had been about to say. "He’ll come
out when he's ready, or hungry enough. But the Weasley children are all alright, as much as
they can be, anyway. Arthur’s going to be alright, so they’re still worried, but managing to
stay positive.”

At least Mr Weasley was alright, Aurora thought, though she wondered what could have
happened that Potter wouldn’t tell anybody about. She was used to him running his mouth
about anything; this was new and strange, and she didn't quite understand what her father
meant. Though, she supposed, Potter rarely opened up about his emotions or things bothering
him, at least not to her, unless he was angry. That her father had said he thought Potter
believed himself doing others a favour by keeping silent, brushed a memory in her brain,
Potter saying he was better seen and not heard. Words she knew well.

When they entered, Aurora immediately had to stop her grandmother from screaming at their
apparently-too-loud arrival and then went to drop her trunk in her room and let Stella out, as
Hermione went in search of Weasleys and her father to talk to Remus and Dora. Upon
reaching her bedroom, however, she was met by Phineas Nigellus sidling into the landscape
of Cornwall which she kept on her wall, staring down at her imperiously.

“You should know that the Potter boy is hiding in the attic now.”

“Ew. Why?"



Phineas sniffed. “He was going to run away yesterday, you know, until I told him to stay put.
I hope you shan’t do the same.”

“I prefer to run in circles round a pitch.”

“I do have an affection for the Potters, you know. My granddaughter Dorea married one, and
I thought him quite respectable — just a pity the bloodline wasn’t as pure as I’d like, but she
was the youngest, you know, and she wanted it, and I could never deny her.”

Aurora sighed, glaring at his portrait. "Is there a point to this conversation, Lord Phineas?"

“Oh, yes! The other paintings are all getting rather antsy about him sulking about up there,
and he’s making a bit of a racket for the fourth floor, what with all the pacing. I suspect he
may have thrown something at some point.”

If it was anything important, she would kill him, though Aurora didn’t suspect Potter would
do such a thing and risk incurring her wrath. “I’ll go up now,” she said with a loud sigh,
rolling her eyes. “And get out of my room, please. You're creeping me out a bit, and you don't
suit that landscape."

He obliged, and Aurora went wearily up to the attic, where she could just hear somebody
rattling about.

She didn’t bother knocking before she climbed the narrow steps up into the cold space, and
opened the door. Potter was sat huddled on an old mattress, and scowled at her entrance.

“What are you doing here?”

“This is my house, Potter. You are aware of that.”

He regarded her with suspicion. “Who sent you?”

“Phineas Nigellus. Apparently you’ve been pacing. It's quite the crime, and if you don't stop
then I'm afraid it might inspire revolt among the paintings."

He didn’t seem to find this in the least bit amusing. Aurora closed the door behind her,
changing tact.

“My father’s worried, but doesn’t want to disturb you if you want to be alone. I, however,
have no concerns over what you do or do not want, and am merely fulfilling the orders of
Phineas Nigellus."

"Right," Potter said tightly. "Thanks." There was a tense moment of tight, bitter annoyance,
and Aurora sighed, sitting down on an upturned box.

"Well? Is there a reason you're up here, or are you just that fed up of the Weasleys?"

"I just want away from everyone."



"Come on, you're Harry Potter. You're never without one of your friends." She crossed her
legs and sighed, resting her chin in the palm of her hand. "If you don't want to talk to me,
fine, but talk to someone. You're not being noble. You are allowed to speak. And you know it
takes a lot for me to say that to you, which is how you should know I'm being serious."

He chewed his lip a moment, looking away, and then with a sigh managed to say, "I think I'm
the weapon Voldemort's after."

Aurora stared at him, first startling at the use of the name and then stuck on the absurdity of
the statement. "No, you're not."

"I am, they were all talking in St. Mungo's when we visited Mr Weasley yesterday. He’s after
knowledge, everybody’s keeping an eye on me, but Dumbledore won’t talk to me because he
knows I’m dangerous, and… This connection I have to Voldemort in my scar, it’s like I am
him! I was the snake, Aurora, and they all know it!”

“The — the snake that attacked Arthur?”

“Yes! I saw it in my dream, except it wasn’t a dream and… It was me. I was the snake. I
attacked him, and when I was with Dumbledore, I was angry with him, I wanted to kill him!
Like Voldemort would.”

“Sometimes you can just be angry, Potter.”

“It wasn’t that. That wasn’t me. It wasn’t me.” Denial about one’s anger was never a good
thing, Aurora felt, but perhaps Potter had a point. “You know a lot about Dark magic, Black.
Do you know what could cause this?”

She stared at him, trying to really see him. He was Harry Potter, annoying and reckless and
idiotic, and slightly unnerving. “No,” she said honestly, “other than the curse — the Killing
Curse. But that wouldn’t let him in your mind, that doesn’t make any sense. It’s purely
physical. Whatever this is, it’s not that. And you're not the weapon," she said firmly, almost
too firmly. "I'm sure you're not. It wouldn't make sense."

The weapon was the prophecy her father had told her about, she was sure of it. Potter
however, was convinced enough.

“But if I’m in his head, or I can see him, he can see me. What if he can control me? What if
I’m possessed?”

“Do you feel possessed?”

“How do I feel possessed?”

She chewed over this and settled on, “I think you’d probably know if you were. Or someone
would have noticed. And you couldn't have been possessed, gone to the Ministry of Magic,
and gotten back quickly enough in your own body. Plus, you're just not a snake."

"You don't get it, I felt him, I was him! I was the snake and the snake was Voldemort... I'm
not crazy!" he snapped to her incredulous look.



"I never said you were," she said coolly. "But someone has to be logical here. I'm sure you're
not a weapon." She softened her voice. "But hiding up here, wallowing in your self-hatred
and pity, isn't going to make anything better."

"I'm not wallowing, I'm trying to protect everyone!"

"From an imaginary threat," Aurora snapped back. "Don't make this about your saviour
complex, Potter, you're not a weapon and you're not a danger and you're certainly not doing
any good by being stuck in my attic and making everybody worry about you!"

"If you don't want to listen to me, then leave."

"This is my house, Potter."

"I don't care." He scowled, stuffing his hands in his pockets.

"Well, you should. Potter, I don't actually enjoy seeing you suffer. You've nothing to feel
guilty for right now."

"But what if—"

There was a knock from behind them and Aurora turned around, seeing Hermione poke her
head into the room.“Oh," she said, surprised. "Aurora. You’re here.”

“Again, this is my house. I was just telling Potter to move his arse and come speak to you
all.”

“I was going to say the same, except politer.” Aurora rolled her eyes. “They’ve lit a fire in
your and Ron’s room, and Mrs. Weasley made sandwiches. You should come down."

Potter grumbled, but stood, and threw Aurora a frankly indecipherable look as he followed
Hermione downstairs. How Granger made that so easy, and managed to hold a conversation
with Potter without losing her mind, Aurora did not understand. Perhaps it was the offer of
sandwiches. Potter was often rather food-motivated, come to think of it. A good bribery
method that she tucked away for later.

“Aurora and I walked here from King’s Cross with Sirius,” Hermione said breezily as they
headed downstairs, “I decided not to go skiing after all, it isn’t really my thing, and I told
Mum and Dad everybody stays at Hogwarts for winter break before exams, and they were a
bit disappointed, but they want me to do well.” Aurora wondered, not for the first time, just
how much or how little Hermione’s parents actually knew about the danger she and her
friends were in. “Dumbledore told us what happened yesterday but we had to wait before
setting off, especially with Umbridge so suspicious.”

She opened the door, continuing, “Dumbledore did tell her he’d given you all permission to
visit Mr. Weasley, since he’s in St. Mungo’s, but she didn’t like that at all.”

She sat herself down next to Ginny. Potter sank down next to Ron and Aurora perched
awkwardly on the edge of the girls’ bed, not wanting to look at anyone and wondering why
she had gotten caught up in what already felt like a very uncomfortable conversation, which



she by rights should not have to have any involvement in. Still she supposed it was her own
fault. Or Phineas’s. She preferred to blame him.

“How’re you feeling?” Hermione asked Harry, and it was such a redundant question that
Aurora had to try very hard not to laugh.

“Fine.”

Of course no one could have expected a truthful answer. Aurora sighed.

“Don’t lie, Harry,” Hermione told him. “Ron and Ginny say you’ve been hiding from
everyone ever since you got back from St. Mungo’s.”

“They do, do they?”

“Yes,” Ginny said boldly, even as her brother stared at his own feet. “Because you have! And
you won’t look at any of us!”

“It’s you lot who won’t look at me!”

“Maybe you’re all taking it in turns and keep missing each other.”

Aurora sighed again, and leaned back.

“You don’t have to be here, Black.”

“This is my house, Weasley."

“And it’s our room.”

“In my house. And you were too much of a coward to speak to him, so, now, I have to be
here.”

“Stop arguing,” Potter spat out. “None of you are funny.”

“Stop feeling all misunderstood,” Hermione told him shortly. “The others have told me what
you overheard on the Extendable Ears.”

“Yeah? All gossiping about me, are you? Well, I’m getting used to it.”

“They weren’t gossiping,” Aurora told him boredly, “they’re concerned about their friend.
It’s rather touching, actually.” It made her somehow jealous, and she hated that — and her
inability to understand why.

“We wanted to talk to you, Harry,” Ginny said, “but as we said, you’ve been hiding.”

“I didn’t want to talk to anyone.”

“Well, that’s rather stupid of you,” Ginny snapped, something changing in her voice, “seeing
as you don’t know anybody but me who’s been possessed by You-Know-Who, and I can tell
you how it feels!”



Aurora’s head snapped to Ginny, who had said all of this as though it were common
knowledge and Potter ought to have thought of it before, and all she could think of was when
the fuck had Ginny been possessed by the Dark Lord? A silence followed, and her head spun.
Second year, that must have been it. When she had been taken into the chamber of secrets.
She must have been possessed, that must have been how she got down there.

“I forgot,” Harry said in a small voice as Aurora tried to hide her shock.

“Lucky you.”

“I’m sorry… So, do you think I’m being possessed then?”

Aurora kept her mouth shut. It seemed she was not as much of an authority as Ginny. “Well,
can you remember everything you’ve been up to? Or are there big blank periods where you
can’t remember?”

“No.”

“Then You-Know-Who hasn’t ever possessed you,” Ginny said. “When he did it to me, I
couldn’t remember what I’d been doing for hours at a time. I’d find myself somewhere and
not know how I got there.”

Hours at a time. It wasn’t just the one incident then. The sickening thought crushed her;
Ginny had been possessed all year. She had been made to do all those things in the name of
the Heir.

“That dream I had about your dad and the snake, though…”

“You’ve had visions and things before,” Aurora reminded him, feeling rather faint. “In
dreams.”

“This was different,” Harry insisted. “I was the snake. What if it somehow transported me to
London?”

“One of these,” Hermione said with a long-suffering sigh, “you’ll read Hogwarts: A History,
and it will remind you that you can’t Apparate or Disapparate within the grounds of
Hogwarts. Voldemort couldn’t just make you fly out of your dorm room, Harry.”

“You didn’t leave your bed, mate,” Ronald told him, voice gentler than Aurora had
anticipated. “I saw you thrashing about in your sleep for about a minute before we could
wake you up.”

“Oh.” Harry’s frown cleared and his relieved smile spread. Then, he reached across the gap
between the beds and tucked into a sandwich, and somehow everybody took this to mean that
he was fine again.

Aurora slipped out not long after, on the pretense of needing to unpack. Instead, she headed
downstairs to find her father and inform him that Harry was, apparently, alright again, and
everything cleared up.



“It was no big deal,” she told him, “he only thought he was being possessed by the Dark
Lord. And that he’s his weapon, but I think that’ll be put to bed with the possession
argument.” She glanced over to the corner of the kitchen where Mrs Weasley was telling Fred
and George off for making the spatulas sing Jingle Bells. “Did you know Ginny was
possessed by him, once?”

Her father nodded gravely. “Molly told me at the start of summer. She was worried all this
might impact her differently and wanted us to be aware.”

Aurora fiddled with the hem of her sleeve. “I’d no idea.”

“I don’t think many people know.”

“Still. It must have been an awful experience.” She let out a deep sigh, and leaned against her
father’s shoulder. “When can we start decorating for Christmas? And are we going to go to
Arbrus Hill?”

“Dumbledore said he would prefer if Harry was kept in one place for the main period, just in
case of a security breach. You can go where you want, but…”

“You want to be here.”

“Someone has to be here for the kids while Mrs Weasleys goes back and forth to the hospital.
It may as well be me.”

“But you’re miserable here! You always are! It's not somewhere you want to spend
Christmas, and I told Dumbledore I wanted you to be able to be wherever you wanted to and
he told me you could!"

But she had made no such comment on Harry's behalf. And of course her father would want
to stay with him.

"Harry's best off here. He'll be with his friends, too. I'm sure I can suffer it for a few weeks,
for his sake — and yours. As long as I've I’ve got you around, I’ll be fine. I'll find something
to smile about. And, I’ve got plans for some hideous decorations which will really brighten
the place up!”

“How hideous?”

“Worse than Snape.”

Aurora laughed, and he wound an arm around her shoulders, squeezing her tightly. “I’m still
going to make this the best Christmas you’ve ever had. And, I’m sure the Weasleys will go to
St. Mungo’s altogether on Christmas Day; the three of us can still head over to Andromeda’s,
as planned.”

“Good,” she told him, “but you’re going to have to teach me about the rules of Christmas
decorations, because I haven’t done it before and I don’t want to mess it up.”



He just laughed, gave her that brilliant fatherly smile as he kissed her affectionately on the
forehead. “You could never mess it up, sweetheart. But if you want instructions I’m sure I
can draw you up a list. Now, I do want to ask about the Rita Skeeter article I saw a few weeks
ago. I assume that's what you were upset about earlier?"

"One of the things," she said with a sigh, glancing uncomfortably. "It's been one hell of a
term, and I couldn't possible put it in all in writing. But I don't really want to discuss it in
front of everyone, because I know I'm just going to get upset and I don't want them all to see,
but I do want to tell you, because I just need to talk to you about it, but I'm almost definitely
going to cry, so I need to be... Not in front of other people."

"Of course, sweetheart," he said, putting an arm around her shoulders and gesturing to Molly
that they were leaving, "come on, we can go to the front lounge? We've got it all done up and
cleared out of cockroaches now."

"Delightful," she murmured, but followed him quietly, past the curtains that hid her
grandmother's portrait, and into the cold room that looked out onto the square. Snow fell in
soft spirals outside the window now, stark against the dark sky.

She curled up on the sofa as her father closed the door behind them, wondering where on
earth she could begin.

"So," her father said, turning to her as he sat down next to her and laid a hand on her
shoulder. "That article? It seemed bad enough on its own, but I'm gathering there's more to it
than just a few lords giving unwelcome comments?"

"Yeah," she said, already slightly shaky. "I — I don't really know how to start. I mean, you
saw Abraxas Malfoy made a comment about me." He nodded. "Well, I think Draco also
informed on me to Skeeter."

"Draco did? You're sure?"

"Oh, yes. I am sure. He basically admitted it, to me and to Pansy and Theo, and he's been in
contact with her for over a year now, according to Pansy, all behind my back. I think my
friendship is well and truly ruined."

"Oh, sweetheart. I'm so sorry."

"Yeah, well — I should have seen it coming. Near enough everybody else did, I just didn't
want to see any of it. And now he hates me and I thought I was doing the right thing, and I
am, and I know I am, but — sorry, I'm probably not making sense, there's just so much going
on — and he's furious and he's never going to get over this. I know he just wanted to do
anything he could to get back at me."

"Back at you? For what?"

"For stopping being friends with him. And embarrassing him on the Quidditch pitch,
apparently. I always knew he was vindictive but I didn't ever think he'd use that against me.



And now he has, and I feel awful that I never cared enough before, but... I should go from the
start." She took in a deep, steadying breath and gripped the edge of the sofa."

"It's okay," her father said, frowning, "take your time. You don't have to pour everything out
if you don't want to."

"No, I do, I have to, I just... It was after our match against Gryffindor. I'm sure Harry told you
all about how he got banned. Well, Draco didn’t take well to losing; was looking for a fight
with Harry and the Weasleys and, though I generally don’t like the idea of violence against
my cousin, I can’t say it was entirely undeserved. It certainly wasn’t unprovoked. He said
some things about Harry’s mother, pertaining to her being of Muggle birth, and insulted the
Dursleys, again because they’re muggles and, it just wasn’t right and I couldn’t keep being
silent about it, you know? It’s not the first time he’s said things like that and even if it was it
doesn’t make it okay, but I confronted him, afterwards, and he called Harry’s mother,
explicitly, a… Well, that word. And I snapped and then we fought and he was horrible, Dad,
he said that I — I’m nothing without his family and I know he’s not wrong, in that I wouldn’t
be who I am now without them but that doesn’t mean they can hurt people, it doesn’t excuse
what his father did, and he — he said about my mother…” She broke off, unable to speak the
words to her father, who was staring at her in horror with each unravelling word.

“What did he say, Aurora?”

“I… I don’t want to repeat it.”

“What did he say?”

“He… Well, he called me a blood traitor, at one point, after I told him not to say what he did
about Harry’s mother. And then I brought up my mother, and he said that she — that she and
Lily deserved to…” The words stuck in her throat like sharp, rough icicles. “To be killed.”

Her father’s eyes flashed furiously, his face paling. “That bastard! How dare he — does he
have any — how did you put up with him?”

“Well I don’t anymore!”

“I could fucking kill him—”

“Don’t—”

“You just told me he said…” He clenched his jaw, seething, and turned away. Guilt churned
in Aurora’s gut, at making her father upset, at doing this to him, when she could see the pain
the words caused to fall across his face. “What else? I mean, not that that isn’t enough for
him to get a sock in the jaw—”

“Well he all but said that he thinks I’m lesser than him. That it’s always been obv-vious that
I’m lesser than h-him and everybody else and that him and his family are the only reason I
have any friends and that they’ve tried to f-fix me, but I can’t be fixed! But I don’t want to be
fixed! I don’t know what needs to be fixed!”



“You are not lesser.” Her father’s voice was grave but furious, lower than she had ever heard
it. “Don’t you ever, ever allow yourself to believe that. Aurora, you are far better than him,
and his family.”

“They’re my family.” Even now she was not sure that she could believe the words; they
wobbled on her lips and fell away as she spoke. She knew her father realised. He put an arm
round her shoulders and tucked her in to his side, as she let out a small sob. “No, that’s not
right. I know that now. I thought they were my family, once. But,” she said shakily, “it is true.
Not that I’m lesser,” she continued at her father’s outraged look, “but that I do owe my
friendships to Draco. I owe half my childhood to his family. That’s not something that can be
ignored. Merlin knows none of the rest of society can ignore it. Everybody — Lucille and
Daphne and Millie and all my friends, they’re all on Draco’s side, everyone but Theo and
Pansy, and even Pansy, I don’t really know where she stands, and if push comes to shove
she’ll choose him over me because she has to. Which is obvious, it’s not unexpected, but…”

“It’s ridiculous. It’s fucking ridiculous, the way that whole sorry show of a society works!”
His hand slammed against the edge of the table and Aurora flinched. “So he’s just turned
them all against you, has he? And trotted off to the press with a story. Merlin, I knew this
family was fucked.”

“They’re all doing what they have to, even though it’s wrong, I can’t ask anything else—”

“So none of them have stuck by you? Not even Pansy?”

“Pansy… She is on my side, after the article, but, she has to still be friends with Draco. I
mean they’re basically betrothed, their parents are too close friends, it would endanger her
family.”

“Oh, and she doesn’t care about you being her friend, then?”

“She does care, but I’ve told her too, I can’t keep on like this! I can’t be her friend when I’m
always going to be second best, I don’t want things to continue like this but she’s been my
best friend for years and I — I’m scared to lose her, like I was scared to lose Draco. But I
have to, I know I do, I just… I don’t know how to be brave that way. I’m not brave. I just
want everyone to be on my side, I want things to be simple, and they’re not, and I can’t
control it.” That loss of control terrified her more than anything, a terror that burrowed
beneath her skin.

“You are brave,” her father said after a moment’s pause, turning to face her again. “And I’m
sorry for shouting, just then. I shouldn’t have. I’m not angry with you, I promise. You've
done the right thing, despite everything. I'm not going to say that you not standing up to
Draco earlier, or turning a blind eye, was right. But I think you know yourself, you had to
stand up to him and call him out." Her lip wobbled treacherously, guilt and shame burrowing
into her chest. He might say she was brave, but it didn't feel like he thought it. She told
herself it didn't matter, but it did.

“I know that I should have said something to Draco sooner. It’s true what he said, I needed
him. I didn’t… Up until I came to Hogwarts, I didn’t know hardly anyone. Draco was the
first child my age that I ever met, or at least that I can remember meeting. I was five at that



point. I didn’t meet Pansy until almost a year later, and only briefly met other children when I
lived with Arcturus. Theo, Daphne Greengrass, Azias Carrow… Always with their parents,
always briefly, and for so long all I had was Draco and whoever he introduced me to. I don’t
know who I am if I’m not his friend. Clearly, to the rest of the world, I am very little.”

“Not the rest of the world,” her dad reminded her, rubbing her shoulder. "A very small, very
cruel bubble.”

“It doesn’t feel like that.” She blinked, wiping away tears from her eyes. “It’s a very loud
bubble.”

“I know,” he said softly, putting an arm around her. He stroked her shoulder gently as he said,
“I didn’t realise just how few people you knew.”

“Yeah. Grandmother wasn’t really big on socialisation. Arcturus liked to show me off, but
she… Well, she didn’t get out much either. I really thought it was fine. I felt fine. I was
happy. I read and I entertained myself. It wasn’t so bad, I just feel it now, I feel like I don’t
know where my own place is. I’m not certain that I have one, really.”

“You’ll find it, Aurora,” he said softly, pulling her into his arms, so that she could lean on
him. It was soothing; she was warm in her father’s arm, and somehow, felt a sense of great
relief and clarity wash over her. She was safe. She was understood, and loved no matter what,
and that wrenched her heart even more. “You’ve taken the first step,” he told her. “But I
know it hurts. Losing people like that, people you cared about, because they don’t care
enough to stay or to question themselves when you call them out."

She swallowed tightly, nodding as tears fell over her cheeks. “It’s not everyone. I have Gwen,
and Robin, and Leah MacMillan. And Theo.”

“Theodore Nott?” There was a worried edge to her father’s voice.

“Yeah. He’s been a really good friend through all this actually.”

“The one who’s father’s a Death Eater?”

“Yes, but Theo’s different. He doesn’t care what his father thinks, or his grandfather, he just
cares about me, and he’s made it very clear whose side he’s on. He’s… One of my best
friends.”

There was a moment’s pause, before her father said, “Right.”

“He is. I mean it, I really, really trust him. He just gets me, you know, and I him. Don’t judge
him, Dad, please.”

Another long pause. “I'm not judging him."

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly, “for crying, I just, I’ve felt so lonely and apart from Theo I
haven’t really had anyone I can open up to, and I know it’s foolish to feel alone and act as
though I need Draco and Pansy and Draco’s family. I mean, I have you and Andromeda and
Dora and Ted and everyone, and Gwen and Robin and Theo and maybe Leah and I — I know



I have so much and I’m lucky to have these people but, I guess I always held out some sort of
hope that I’d be accepted, that’d I’d be okay, I’d be able to live up to everything that…” That
he and Regulus couldn’t. The legacy she had been brought up to repair. “That Grandmother
and Lucretia and Arcturus and Narcissa tried to make me. But I also don’t want to, and I just,
I don’t know what that makes me, Dad. I’m not anything and I don’t know who I am or who I
want to be, and all my friends are talking about what they want to do after school because we
have O.W.L.s and have to choose our N.E.W.T. subject and I don’t have a choice! I’m just
what I was made to be.

"There’s so much I have to do and I can’t do anything. I can’t change myself and I certainly
can’t change Draco and I’ve tried, I’ve tried to take the high road and talk to him but it’s
impossible and I — people should be able to change! People should be able to listen! But no
one ever listens to me! I don’t ever listen to me! You know before this year I never even
thought about what I would do with my life if I wasn’t Lady Black! Would I be a healer or
Auror or Arithmancy or would I study runes, would I deal in antiques and history and the
things I love? Would I even love those things if I had a different life? And I just — I’m not in
control of anything!

“And I — I’m scared.” This she admitted in a very small voice, pulled down from the high
terror the rest surged with. “I guess I thought things with Draco were salvageable and they’re
not now, not like they’ve been before. And I don’t really know what I was hanging onto, or
why, just… What I thought that I should do. Cause I don’t know anything else.

“I’m trying, I want to try, but…”

“Try what?” her father asked and she couldn’t even come up with an answer to that. Tears
streaming down her face, she curled her knees to her chest, and curled deeper into her father,
who held her so tightly it made her want to cry even more, because she didn’t know what she
had done to deserve this love.

“Aurora,” he told her gently, rocking her, “I promise you, no one knows who they are at
sixteen. Not even the ones who say they do. I didn’t. And I don’t always like who I was at
sixteen. I didn’t know who I was going to be either, or who I wanted to be.”

“Well, that’s different.”

“How is it different?”

“You had time to figure it out! You had space to be you, and be loved for it!”

“You’re always loved, Aurora.”

“Not there! Not in Hogwarts! I know I have people there who care for me but I rarely feel it, I
always feel alone, and I know part of that’s my own fault I just don’t know how to — to fix
myself!”

Her father stroked her hair gently, letting her lean into him as she cried. “I’ve fallen out with
Draco before,” she said. “We’re family, it’s what we do, and this… I guess it’s been building
for a while. Forever, maybe.



“But this time’s different. This time, I don’t want us to make up and be friends again. If
anything I want things to go back to the way they were before, but I mean way before, years
ago, but I was ignorant back then, and I don’t really want to go back to the person that I was
even three years ago. I don’t even want to go back to the person I was three months ago. And
even if things went back to normal, I think we’d still end up here, months or years later, and I
think it’s inevitable. He’ll never change, and I’ve changed too much to let myself keep trying
to be the one to make him change. I just wish it wasn’t like this."

“But he’s… He’s always been this person, that I don’t like now, and never always entirely
liked, I just chose to ignore those parts of him. Because I was just so desperate to pretend
that…” Her lip wobbled. She couldn’t finish the sentence, couldn’t admit that she didn’t
know if Draco had ever really loved her, if he could hurt her like this. She had spent years
pretending she fit their perfect picture and mold. Now she didn't even want to, and she felt
sick at her own past.

Her father squeezed her hand tightly, fingers curling around hers. “People can be both good
and bad, Aurora. It’s okay to love the people you grew up with, and hate the things that they
stand for, and it’s okay to wish things hadn’t been that way. It doesn’t make you bad.”

“I don’t want to be friends with him again,” Aurora said, “just like I don’t want to pretend to
be pureblood, and I don’t want to hear my grandmother’s voice and I don’t want to play nice
with people who would have others killed because of who their parents are. I just wish none
of it had to be this way.”

“So do I,” he told her, voice still so heartbreaking and gentle. Aurora didn’t understand what
she had done to make him just accept her, that she didn’t really have to justify herself to him
at all; that he heard what she had to say and loved her for every word. “But you're doing the
right thing, you're learning, and I have so much faith in you, Aurora. It's going to be okay —
you're going to be okay. And I’m so, so sorry that you couldn’t tell me, that I couldn’t be
there. You deserve to have someone who can support you, Aurora. More than one person,
you deserve the entire world, okay? I love you, no matter what."

“I know,” she said, voice coming out in a wail. “That makes it worse. No one — no one just
let me be who I’m discovering myself to be! And I don't deserve it, I've failed, and I've not
always been good. If I hadn't met you, if I hadn't lived with the Tonkses, I don't know who I
would be, or who I'd want to be."

He pulled her closer, and she wrapped her arms firmly around him, glad to have something to
hold onto. “I love you,” he told her again, "I love you, more than anything in this world, and I
love you absolutely unconditionally, alright? I’ve loved you since the moment I laid eyes on
you when you were a baby and I loved you throughout Azkaban and I loved you when I met
you again and you hated me more than anything, and I loved you since and I love you know
and I will never stop loving you, Aurora, never, ever. I love when you smile and when you
cry and when you scream, and I love you even when you’re not sure who you are. Love...
Love isn't something that should be taken back in single moments, and it isn’t snatched away
as a punishment, or threatened to be lost. It just is. I'll always love you. And I also know you,
and I know that you are becoming a wonderful, kind, brave young woman, and I am so, so
proud to call you my daughter, okay? I have faith in you. And I'm so excited to see who you



discover yourself to be. And anyone who isn't, isn't worth seeing that wonderful person
anyway."

She sniffled, nodding, trying to wrap her head around everything, trying to allow herself to be
okay. “I don’t know what I’m going to do when I go back to Hogwarts. I don’t know what I
think or what I feel and I’m all over the place in general — I mean I snogged Blaise Zabini,
for Merlin’s sake, and I don’t even really know why, I just did it!” she blurted out, crying
again, and if she had had the emotional capacity for amusement she would have noted how
that was the thing that really shocked her father, "I don’t know why, I don’t even like him, I
just had to do something and I knew it’d piss Draco off! And I want to do something, I’m
restless, I want to fight, I want to do anything I can, I just don’t know what! Harry has this
defence club and I said I wouldn’t join because the risk is too high, but I want to! Because of
the risk, because maybe it’s worth it, because I have to and because I’m angry that Umbridge
made it necessary in the first place! And I feel like I’m being really, really stupid, but I’m fed
up of trying to be clever and failing anyway.”

“You’re a teenager, Aurora. Though I will say I really don’t need to hear my daughter say the
word snogged.” She laughed weakly, wetly. “It’ll be alright,” he whispered, “I promise.
You're sixteen, sweetheart. You have time. You're going to fail, you're going to reckon with
yourself, you're going to question yourself and the world around you. That's normal. That's
just part of growing up. Do what you wanna do, take whatever risk you wanna take, and I
will love you, and I will love watching whatever you unleash upon the world."

Aurora swallowed tightly, drying her eyes. "I know. I know you do, you will. I just... It's been
difficult."

"I know. And I wish I could do more. But I believe in you. You're strong, Aurora, more than
you know. And it's not forever. Things will turn around. And, for now, we have the whole
holidays to spend together, to figure out whatever you need to figure out." He pushed her hair
back behind her ears and cupped her cheek, smiling. "Chin up, sweets. It's going to be okay. I
promise."



Happy Holidays?

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Aurora’s father managed to dig out some truly hideous decorations for Christmas, just as
promised. They spent the day after her return putting up a tree and various banners all over
the house, making Grimmauld Place the most cheerful she had ever seen it. There was silver
and gold glitter all over the hallway, an angel in a wide-skirted frock and high wig atop the
tree, and some horrific, puce-coloured baubles to go on the branches, which her father and
the Weasley twins helpfully transfigured into various faces.

“I have to say, it is strange to see my disembodied head on a tree branch,” Aurora muttered
when Fred showed it off to her, looking far too pleased with himself. “And you’ve got my
eye colour all wrong, they’re meant to be brown, not grey.”

“I think it’s a good likeness. Sorry I didn’t pay you that much attention, Black.”

“You didn’t even consult me! You got Potter’s eyes right on!”

“Been looking at Potter’s eyes have you?”

“What?” Harry asked, turning with a confused look on his face. “What’s this about my
eyes?”

“They’re like fresh-pickled toads,” Aurora snarked back, grinning as he went red and shot a
glance at Ginny, who also went pink, to Aurora’s curiosity. Perhaps she really had been the
one to write that Valentine, after all. Then she turned back to Fred and said, “Change it. I
don’t look like that.”

“You look fine,” he said flippantly, going to hang it.

“But I don’t look like that!”

“Okay, I’ll change the eyes,” he said, pulling a face as he changed their colour from grey to
brown. “Merlin’s pants, you’re not half tetchy today.”

Aurora just scowled and turned back to her own box of decorations — gaudy, glittery silver
and green bows — as her dad started teaching Harry and Hermione the lyrics to God Rest Ye
Merry Hippogriffs. It had been Draco who taught her that song, one Christmas long gone
when she and Arcturus had hosted the Malfoys, along with the rest of the extended Black
family. There was not one person there who she thought she would ever sing carols with
again — they were either dead, or hated her. For a moment, the thought was sobering, made
her cold.

But then her father joined her, an arm around her shoulders, and his enthusiasm was so
infectious that she could not help but join in — after a suitable display of grumpy reluctance



— and smile herself, allowing for a moment of joy.

-*

On Christmas Day, Aurora awoke in her childhood bedroom, to a life completely different to
that she had eleven years ago. There was a small pile of presents awaiting her when she got
downstairs, carrying those which she had been given by her friends earlier. That last year in
Grimmauld Place had been a somber occasion, just her and her grandmother and Kreacher.
She had had to wear frilly pink robes which she now could only imagine Pansy wearing.
Narcissa Malfoy had sent her a pearl necklace which she wore to her grandmother’s funeral
less than a year later.

This year was different in a good way. Breakfast was raucous and joyous, everyone chatting
and laughing over plates of bacon rolls and pigs in blankets. She was sent no pearl necklaces,
but far more practical things: new boots from the Tonkses, a broom compass from Harry
(which she had thought of as a useful insult until she discovered he had gotten the same thing
for all the Weasley children), a scarf and ornate comb from her father, books from Hestia and
Remus, and from Gwen and Robin, from Elise the suspected sugar quills and some lavender
hand cream, and from Theo, a book on the history of Astrology, and a pair of pretty purple
silk hair ribbons.

After their loud breakfast — which really was more of an early lunch by the time everybody
dragged themselves out of bed — everybody went to St. Mungo’s Hospital to visit Mr.
Weasley, who was still being treated for his snake bite. Aurora hadn’t seen him yet, but going
to see him on Christmas with everybody else seemed only polite. She had never been to the
hospital, and as the visit wore on, she realised quickly that she never wanted to again.

It was obvious, but it was full of people dying. She could practically feel death pressing in
through those whitewashed walls. The walk to the ward Arthur was in felt endless, as the
clinical smell from covering up illness sank in. She didn’t dare to look at any other wards or
windows, or the Healers in their lime-green robes. It all just reminded her of the last weeks of
Arcturus’ life, and her terror then, that they should have brought him here and gotten him
proper healers, and he might have been with them a little longer, were it not for his pride.

Their conversation with Arthur went quickly; Molly began to argue with him over the use of
an apparently novel medicinal invention, called stitches, and Aurora slipped out of the room,
beginning to feel faint at the thought. It all felt so much more real, that Arthur, someone she
knew, was a casualty of the war that had yet to be acknowledged at all, but took from their
ranks anyway. 

It was quickly apparent to Aurora that she had nowhere to go, and in all honesty with herself,
was not sure how to find her way back to her group. With no choice but to plow on rather
than admit the embarrassment of a meek return, she headed downstairs, finding a sign that
pointed towards the Malfoy Wing. Dedicated to hospital donor, Lucius Malfoy. Aurora’s
heart dropped. She had forgotten Lucius donated to the hospital, so much so that he had
apparently had a wing named in his honour, as Draco had told her many months ago.

Out of curiosity, she tiptoed inside, slipping past the Healers on duty who were talking
briskly and paying no mind to the heavy flow of visitors coming in and out for Christmas



Day. It was just like any other ward, just with a particularly awful person’s name on the front,
though then again she realised, she didn’t know what any of the other wings’ namesakes had
been like.

And then, she saw the door labelled Mr. Bartemius Crouch. The door was wedged firmly
shut, an enchantment shimmering around the doorframe. Even as she passed she could feel it
radiating softly, warning her away. Her head grew drowsy. She had to go somewhere else, she
thought, though could not remember well. This was not where she was to be. There was
nothing there for her, and the patient was absolutely fine.

She left as quickly as she could, deeply unsettled and not even listening as someone called
after her, their voice lost as tough trying to cut through deep water.

She blinked when she reached the exit, wondering what she had thought the point of entering
was. She started making her way back along the fourth floor, considering going to the tea
room to bring something back for everybody, when she found Potter, Granger, and the
youngest Weasleys wandering along the corridor.

“Hello,” she said stiffly, stopping.

“Aurora,” Harry said with a relieved sigh, “we wondered were you’d gone.”

“Just wandering about,” she told him, shrugging. “I don’t really like hospitals. It’s all very
uncomfortable.”

Potter nodded. “We’re just trying to find the tearoom, but we’ve ended up on the wrong
floor.”

“Yes, we’ll have to go back upstairs. That’s where I’m headed too, I’ll go with—”

“That’s Professor Lockhart,” Hermione gasped suddenly. Aurora turned around, surprised, to
see their former Professor wandering out of the Janus Thickney Ward, a dreamy look in his
eye.

“Hello,” he said brightly, bounding along towards them. “I suspect you’d like my autograph,
wouldn’t you?”

Aurora merely stared. She had not known why Lockhart had had to leave Hogwarts, but now
she was beginning to get an idea of what had really happened that night at the end of their
second year. From the looks of it, he had lost his memory entirely.

“How are you, Professor?” Ronald asked, a guilty edge to his voice.

“I’m very well indeed, thank you.” Lockhart pulled a purple peacock feather quill out of his
pocket with a flourish. “Now, how many autographs would you like? I can do joined up
writing now, you see!”

Perhaps more than merely mental memories, too. It was mildly horrifying, to see him in this
state, detached from his previous self.



“We don’t want any at the moment,” Ronald said, “thank you. Um, Professor, should you
wandering about the corridors? Shouldn’t you be in a ward?”

Lockhart’s face fell, unsettled by recognition. “Have we met?”

“We… Yeah. We have,” Potter said uneasily. “You used to teach at Hogwarts, remember?”

“Teach? Me? Did I?” He had an unsettled look about him, as though he were reaching for
something that wasn’t quite there, and had yet to work out where it had gone. Then in an
instant that look was gone and he brightened. “Taught you everything you know, I expect, did
I? Well, how about those autographs, then? Shall we say a round dozen and you can give
them out to all your friends, and then nobody will be left out!”

Before any of them could reply, a Healer poked her head out from the door, and cooed,
“Gilderoy, you naughty boy, where have you wandered off to?” She hurried up the corridor
towards them, and Aurora stepped back in alarm as she smiled warmly around at them.

“Oh, Gilderoy, you’ve got visitors! How lovely, and on Christmas Day, too! Do you know, he
hardly ever gets visitors, poor lamb, and I can’t think why, he’s such a sweetie, aren’t you?”

No visitors, even on Christmas Day. Aurora felt a deep and unexpected sorrow for him, as he
was taken by the arm and led back to the ward, and despite the futile excuses of the other
children behind her, she followed. This was the ward for permanent spell damage, apparently,
for long-term residents who saw little improvement in their condition. It astounded her, that
with all the supposed power of magic, the idea she had grown up with that it made one
infallible, so many people suffered anyway, and would suffer for the rest of their lives. Even
Lockhart, though she did not know how he had been afflicted — despite a worrying feeling
that she might get an answer from Potter — seemed so dispossessed of himself, and so alone
in the world, abandoned in a time of need.

She hardly heard the conversation the others were having, watching instead as the healer
made her way through the ward with tender care for each patient in each bed, speaking to
them with soothing words, showing them in any way she could that they were loved and
cared for. And then the Healer turned as a curtain moved on the other side of the ward, and
asked, “Mrs Longbottom, are you leaving already?”

Aurora’s stomach plummeted as she followed the Healer’s gaze to see Augusta Longbottom
appear, with Neville trailing behind them, downcast and subdued. Her heart hammered as she
tried to distract the others, knowing the last thing Neville wanted was for anyone to know
what had happened to his parents, but Ronald was too quick and called tactlessly, “Neville!”

Neville jumped as though he had been punched. Aurora glared at Ronald, who seemed
entirely unaware. “It’s us, Neville,” he pressed on cheerfully, “Have you seen, Lockhart's
here? Who are you visiting?”

“It’s not your business,” Aurora muttered under her breath to him, as Neville floundered for
an answer.



“Are these friends of yours, Neville, dear?” Augusta asked, and Aurora turned away as the
old woman came nearer, certain she could see her family resemblance, know her name,
recognise her guilt.

“Yes, yes,” she crowed, holding out a hand to Harry. “I know who you are, of course. Neville
speaks very highly of you.”

“Er, thanks.”

“And you two are clearly Weasleys. I know your parents — not well, of course — but fine
people, fine people indeed. And you must be Hermione Granger? Yes, Neville’s told me all
about you, too. Helped him out of a few tricky spots, haven’t you? He’s a good boy, but he
hasn’t his father’s talent I’m afraid. And who’s your other friend with you? Turn around
dear.”

Aurora turned, still at a loss for what to say, and settled on a horribly meek, “Aurora Black,
ma’am.”

Augusta Longbottom’s extended hand went limp, for just a second, as she stared at her.
“Lady Black, is it?” She looked her up and down assessingly, pursed her lips, but then shoved
her hand further forward. Aurora shook it hesitantly. “Yes, I believe our families are
acquainted. My dear brother-in-law, Harfang, was married to your… Oh, what will it be? A
distant cousin, Callidora?”

“First cousin,” she said. “Twice removed, I believe. We were actually re-acquainted a year or
so ago.”

“Interesting woman, Callidora. Not that I see much of her nowadays. I heard you helped
Neville out with his Potions some time ago.”

“Oh. Yes, I did. And he helped me with Herbology too, he’s rather good, and I’m afraid I’m
hopeless.”

“Hm, well — that’s one talent he has, I suppose. Nothing like his father, of course.” She
pointed over her shoulder to the space where the curtains had been drawn.

“What?” Ronald asked, agape. “Wait, you mean to say that’s your dad in there, Neville?”

“What’s this, Neville?” Augusta asked sharply. “Haven’t you told your friends about your
parents, Neville?”

The poor boy had gone purple, flushed with embarrassment and overwhelmed. That secret he
had kept to himself all these years had been exposed, and she saw the tremble of his lips as he
stared at the ceiling and shook his head.

“We all know he is proud of them,” Aurora cut in sharply, before Augusta could make things
worse for her grandson. The older woman faltered, looking at her with interest. “Very proud.”

“As he should be,” Augusta said. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Neville! They didn’t give
their health and their sanity so their only son would be ashamed of them!”



“I’m not ashamed,” Neville told her faintly. But he would not meet anybody’s eyes.

“Well, you’ve got a funny way of showing it,” Augusta snapped. “For those of you who don’t
know, my son and his wife were tortured into insanity by You-Know-Who’s followers.”

Ronald, who had been craning to get a look at the beds at the end of the ward, fell back down
sharply, aghast.

“They were Aurors, you know, and very well respected within the Wizarding community.
Highly thought of, the pair of them. I — yes, Alice, dear, what is it?”

Neville’s mother had come down the ward now, looking frail and tired, with wispy white hair
that fell limp around bony shoulders. She did not speak, mouth pressed firmly shut, but she
held something out to Neville.

“Again?” Augusta asked, voice weary. “Very well, Alice, dear, very well — Neville, take it,
whatever it is.”

Neville already had, some sad sort of smile just trembling at his lips. In his hand was an
empty wrapper for Drooble’s Best Blowing Gum. “Very nice, dear.”

“Thanks, Mum,” Neville said, voice impossibly soft.

Aurora stepped back, behind Harry, as Alice turned to them, a glimmer of curiosity in her
eyes. It turned, suddenly, into something darker, a terror gripping her body. She began to
shake, raised a hand, and Aurora turned away, busying herself with looking at the pile of
autographs on Lockhart’s bedside table, her heart pounding. Her fault, her fault. The child
they had tried to help, the child that she knew looked so much like the woman who had
tortured her. There was a mirror on Lockhart’s table and she saw Bellatrix Lestrange reflected
in it.

“It’s alright, Alice, dear,” Neville’s grandmother was saying behind her. “Come now, let’s get
you back to bed. You’ve said your goodbye to Neville.”

A moment later, Aurora braved the scene enough to turn around. Neville’s mother was gone
and he was staring defiantly at them all as though daring them to laugh. But nobody made a
sound.

“Well,” Augusta said as she re-emerged from the curtain, pulling on a pair of green velvet
gloves. “We’d better get going. Very nice to have met you all. Neville, put that wrapper in the
bin on your way out, she must have given you enough to paper your bedroom wall with by
now.”

But Neville slipped it into his pocket when Augusta wasn’t looking. Aurora watched them
go, cold and shaken.

“I never knew,” Hermione said tearfully, once the door had closed behind them.

“Nor did I.”



“Nor me.”

They all looked between Aurora and Harry, who seemed himself to have some knowledge. “I
did,” he told them, with a nervous glance at Aurora. “Dumbledore told me but I said I
wouldn’t tell anyone. That’s what… Someone, a Death Eater, used the Cruciatus curse on
Neville’s parents and cause them to lose their minds.”

“Who?” whispered Hermione. “That’s so horrible…”

“I don’t know—”

“It was Bellatrix Lestrange,” Aurora told them in a clipped voice. Hermione sucked in a
breath, and looked at her like she never had before. “My father’s cousin. A few nights after
You-Know-Who’s death… Or whatever we can call that.” She shook herself, taking a
steadying breath. “We ought to go to. Everyone will be wondering where we are, and we do
have to keep to time — Harry and I are going to Andromeda’s with my father later.”

She swept away, ignoring Lockhart’s protestations, her heart hammering so furiously in her
chest that she was scared it might just break through her ribs. Augusta had every right to hate
her and to look at her with scorn, and Alice had every right to stare at her like she was a
monster. Her grandmother had told her that Bellatrix had gone after the Longbottoms because
she knew Aurora had been put there, and thought Potter might follow; it was her fault, her
father’s fault, this was the price blood traitors paid, why it was dangerous to associate with
them. She knew in her head it was not the whole truth, it was more to it and at the least, she
was not to blame herself. But it didn’t stop her conscience sickening and waning.

“There you all are,” her father said with a sigh of relief, grinning. “We were just about to
head.”

Aurora smiled back at him with watery eyes and hugged him tight when she reached his side.

“Hey,” he said with a startled laugh, as the others spoke to Molly Weasley, “what’s this for?”

“Nothing,” she told him, “just wanted to hug you. It’s Christmas, right?”

“That it is,” he said, surprise still evident in his voice as he held her tightly. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m okay.” She looked up at him with a feeble smile. “I love you, Dad.
Just wanted to remind you.”

-*

Aurora, Harry, and her dad went to Tonks Cottage with Remus after they returned from the
hospital, for Christmas dinner. Ted’s side of the family were not there that year, half of them
having gone to Wales, and the others preferring a quiet Christmas to themselves. Privately,
Aurora suspected they wanted to keep the circle smaller this year, with everyone who was
there. In truth, it may even be a target, seeing as Harry was deemed likely to be murdered
anytime the Dark Lord got a chance.



Not that anyone else seemed bothered about that. It was a loud, chaotic affair, filled with
laughter and gossip, Andromeda interrogating both Aurora and Harry about their term at
school and their O.W.L. progress, Dora changing her face every five minutes, Ted starting up
an impromptu karaoke session between their main meal and pudding. Of all the differences
between her family, Aurora determined that the one thing they all had in common was being
truly atrocious singers.

Andromeda maintained a degree of civility over pudding, though said nothing to Aurora and
Harry being snuck glasses of wine by Dora while she and Ted were in the kitchen. By the
time they finished and decamped to the lounge, though, the sound of their chatter was at an
all-time high, and Dora put on something called a CD player, containing all sorts of new
music which only she and Harry seemed truly familiar with. This did not stop Andromeda
and Aurora’s father from trying to dance along, pretending as if they did know it perfectly
well and acting affronted whenever Harry or Dora called them out on an incorrect lyric.

“They all look ridiculous,” Aurora commented to Remus, who just grinned, shaking his head.

“And should they not be allowed to look a bit ridiculous? It is Christmas, after all.”

Aurora shrugged. When her father extended a hand to her to haul her up to join them, she
made the same reluctant show as when dragged into Christmas carols, but secretly,
surrounded by her family and friends, without anyone to judge her, she found her heart was
lighter than it had been in a long time.

The revelries continued throughout the next week, seeing a different relative or friend every
day. Her father was keeping himself entertained, she realised; he was happiest when he was
not in Grimmauld Place, and so determined to get out somewhere else every day, even if it
was to St. Mungo’s, which Aurora had visited once out of politeness towards Arthur Weasley,
and she never wanted to go there again. No matter how big the hospital was, it made her feel
immediately claustrophobic, like she could feel death pushing in.

On the morning of New Year’s Eve, with everybody else visiting Arthur Weasley in hospital,
Aurora took the time to wander the halls of Grimmauld Place on her own. Things were oddly
quiet without everybody there; only Hestia Jones remained downstairs in case of an
emergency, and the house elves were taking the day off in the back of the kitchen. Apparently
there was some sort of tension between Tilly and Kreacher, which Dippy was reticent to give
any hints as to the nature of, other than that they disagreed on the nature of duty. Aurora put it
down to Kreacher merely being more crotchety than usual. She hadn’t seen him in quite a
few days until he reappeared a few days before the New Year, complaining about her father’s
presence yet again. Aurora gave him a wide berth, to let it all out of his system, and
instructed the others to do the same. She would get the truth out of him eventually, she was
sure, when he was willing to speak up as she wished he would.

Instead, that day, she decided to go to the one room she had never entered; her Uncle
Regulus’s childhood bedroom, right across the hall from her father’s. She entered with
trepidation, a cold chill working at the back of her neck.

It could not have been more different to her father’s old room, which she had seen before; it
was painted in emerald green, Slytherin banners hanging from the walls, along with dull



landscapes of a gentle sea and dark caves. There was no warmth to the room, and Aurora felt
oddly weightless when she was inside it. The windows were darkened, and she could barely
make out the white street below.

Around her neck, Julius hissed. “What is it?” she asked him in a whisper. “Julius?”

The snake fell silent. Then, after a moment, “This room is not right, Lady Black.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

Cold crawled over her skin, raised the hairs on her arms. “He is still here.”

“Who? Regulus?” Julius hissed again and said no more. “You are rather useless at times, you
know.”

“I cannot help it. I still retain something of my old self, and he is scared. I am only human.”

“You’re a piece of metal.”

“Am I, now? How rude, child. Like calls to like, and I can sense him.”

“What do you mean, like calls to like?” Julius hissed. “I asked you a question, Julius. Stop
being annoying and tell me.”

“I do not know what he is, so I cannot say. But I feel him. I am dead, and he is dead, and yet
we both occupy this space now, do we not? We share our blood.”

Aurora frowned, puzzling over his words. “But how do you occupy this space? What
mechanisms — I mean, you’re not actually Julius in the sense of a reincarnation… Do you
mean he’s like a ghost?”

“No. I do not know. But his is not the only spirit I feel in this house… They linger. I cannot
escape. I will say no more,” he said, more defiantly this time. “Pretend I am not here.”

“Well, if anything tries to attack me, you’re supposed to protect me.”

Julius hissed again, this time a more imperious, derisive sort of sound. “You don’t need
protected. Not here.”

That was somewhat comforting, at least. Aurora crept over to the desk, covered in layers of
dust which she swept away to reveal old parchment, a dried-out quill, and a drizzle of candle
wax still tacked onto the mahogany wood. In a corner of the desk was a stack of strange gold
contraptions; one with interlocking circles, with a handle that made them turn and create a
sphere. There were runes inscribed along their curves — or at least, what looked like runes
— but Aurora did not recognise them at all.

Next to the sphere was what may have been a mirror, with black velvet curtains drawn over a
milky, slightly cracked surface, and then a crystal pyramid, again with those unfamiliar runes.
But the pyramid itself seemed familiar; it reminded her of an Agrippan pyramid, with one’s



Arithmantic numbers inscribed upon it to charge its power. Together with the runes, though,
she did not fully understand its purpose.

“You don’t happen to know what these runes mean, do you, Julius?”

She held the pendant aloft and away from her so that he could see. His emerald eyes
twinkled. “They are old,” he said, “I was never taught, but my father wrote with them. Soul
runes, he called them.”

“Soul runes? What does that mean?”

“What it sounds like, I suppose. They were part of his rituals. Perhaps more popular in
Normandy than in England.”

“Did he ever use those in the blessing?” she asked before she could stop herself. Julius was
silent. “You know, when your father cast the blessing upon you and your brothers, so that you
could not harm one another.”

“I do not know. My father did not deign to inform me of what he ordered us to do. We only
knew to obey. That is why he bound us in the first place. He was afraid we would not obey
him, and that we might not obey his successor. Cyphus. I was the youngest, but everybody
knew I was best suited to lordship. He did that to bind me, confine me to a pitiful existence
trying to achieve immortality and failing, no doubt because of his ridiculous bargain.”

“What bargain?”

“Oh, how should I know? Father never told us anything, least of all me! We are bound still,
and we had no say in the matter.” He quieted for a moment, leaving Aurora to ponder his
words. “But yes, I think he may have used those runes. He always did. He loved
experimenting, especially when it came to us. He sought immortality, you see. He never got it
— and a good thing, for the sake of the entire world — but oh, he would never stop.”

“But if you never learnt these runes, how does my Uncle Regulus use them?”

“Who is to say he did? He may only own something with those runes on it and not know
what they mean.”

“No,” Aurora said, with inexplicable confidence, “no, he must have understood. He was
bright.”

“May I ask what your evidence for that is?”

“I just know.”

Julius laughed flatly. “You just know.”

Aurora ignored him and pulled gently on the handle of the top drawer of the desk. It was
stuck firmly shut, but she wiggled it about, trying to free it from sixteen years of disuse. The
wood groaned, but gave way, and the drawer sprung open. Julius let out another hiss of
displeasure, and she stifled his protestations by clasping the pendant tight.



The drawer was neat, even neater than Aurora’s own. Everything was divided into sections,
sheafs of parchment were bound together, nothing seemed at all amiss from the meticulous
collection of specimens.

She took to the parchment first, searching for anything he might have written that would give
her clues. Everything was blank, but for a few splodges of ink around the edges, as though
the writing had been scrubbed off and only a few spots missed. She reached to the back of the
drawer, finding a handful of ciphers, packaged together. She didn’t know how to differentiate
them or categorise them, but flicking through, she only searched for something with runes on
it, and was sorely disappointed when there were none.

She placed the ciphers back carefully, gaze lingering on the remaining quills and disused ink
pots and, poking out from the bottom of the pile of parchment, an old photo frame.

Aurora lifted it out, finding cracked glass and splintered wood around a small oil painting of
two young boys, unmistakably her father and his brother. They could only have been around
ten and eleven, both in black silk robes edged with green, both with perfectly gelled hair and
straight, strained smiles. Children. Her uncle had kept this, hidden away, but he had kept it all
the same.

Aurora smiled, placing it back for safekeeping.

“I do wonder about this mirror-thing,” she said to Julius. “It’s odd.”

“I do not like this room. I can feel him. It is too much.”

“Regulus?” She looked around, though of course her uncle was not there. Her gaze landed on
the Black family crest painted above the four-poster bed, and the yellowed newspaper
cuttings beneath. Curious, she walked over to inspect them, wondering what sort of thing her
uncle had been interested in, what he had a passion for.

They were all about the Dark Lord.

It should not have been a surprise, and to the rational part of Aurora’s brain it was not. Yet, it
was somehow difficult to work into her self-curated image of her uncle, this collection of
cuttings spanning the wall, pasted up there like a shrine to some wicked god, someone who
had killed so many people, someone whom Aurora had been determined to believe her uncle
had died fighting.

He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named Calls Minister Jenkins ‘Pitiful and Weak’, ‘Muggle-Lover’;
Senior Ministy Official Disappears; Bellatrix Lestrange Suspected Death Eater; Three
Muggleborns Dead in You-Know-Who’s Tirade Against Impurity; Journalist Who Claimed
You-Know-Who To Be Halfblood, Found Dead in Winchester.

Over and over, more and more.

Who Really Is You-Know-Who — A Lifetime of Murders; In Defence of the Pureblood
Regime (from a now-defunct paper, Merlin’s Herald); Inside the War.



It turned her stomach, this stark evidence of who he had been, even if it had not been who he
died as. It made angry tears bloom in her eyes, as she realised him, and as she realised her
own ignorance, too. She hadn’t seen Draco’s room in years; might it be like this, might he
collect stories and anecdotes and idols and dream of joining up some day? It wouldn’t have
surprised her.

She turned away sharply, feeling nauseous, and went back to the desk, doing a last rummage
through and finding nothing. She didn’t want to disturb the room too much; Julius was right,
there was something strange, a presence that ought not to be there.

The pressure of who her uncle had been haunted her. Not a good man, not if he was obsessed
with someone like that, a murderer whose ranks he sought to join. There had been an image
in her head, that perhaps he was to be pitied, forced into the ranks of the Death Eaters, even
though she had known her grandmother herself had been reticent to give any overt support to
the Dark Lord. But here was evidence of his personal interest, even intense passion, for the
cause that had almost killed her, had killed her mother and so many others. It had taken him
in the end, too, and she hoped he had changed.

But that shrine on the wall disgusted her and rocked her to her core. She could feel him, in
her torturous imagination, cold hands of a phantom around her neck. Only her imagination,
she knew.

Still, she was on sudden alert, listening for every movement with her heart in her throat. The
past came back to haunt her in unexpected ways, spectres she hadn’t even known existed.

“Lady Black?” Julius said, voice soft. “Are you quite alright?”

“Yes,” she said thickly. She shook her head, rolling her shoulders back. “I just didn’t
expect… Well, all of this. All of him.”

“Families have a tendency to disappoint,” Julius told her. “It is true. I do not know enough of
this Dark Lord, but I can measure the shape of him. This family does not bow to false lords.”

“Well, they did,” Aurora snapped back, heart racing. “No matter what else he did, or they did,
they bowed. And even if they had not bowed, they certainly never would have fought against
him.”

But her father did, Andromeda did, those who had been exiled did. They had been cast out,
away from the family’s power, but they had fought. Now she had that power.

She turned sharply back to the desk, rifling through for Regulus’ ciphers, and the sheafs of
indicipherable, coded notes. “I still need to know what he did. Even if he isn’t the person I
wanted to believe he was, he saved my life and I must know why.”

“And if the answer is not to your liking?”

She swallowed tightly and let the question linger in the air. “It will be an answer
nonetheless.” She placed the notes and ciphers in her pockets and closed the door tightly, as



though that might contain the history within this house from spilling over. “You said you
could feel more than one spirit here, Julius?”

“I can always feel spirits. There are so many at your school it overwhelms me. There are only
a few here, and they are different. Not ghosts. There was another, once, a strange and wicked
one, but it is gone now, and I am glad.”

“Who?”

“I do not know. It came after the boy’s death and it kept us locked away. But we are safe
now.”

Regulus’ spirit, she thought, it must have been. something must have changed between then
and now, to make him more amenable, whether her father’s presence or just as a result of
time.

Downstairs, she heard the front door unlock and the hallway flood with whispers. They were
all back from hospital, and she knew it would not be more than five minutes before her father
came looking for her after his arrival.

She made sure everything was back in place before slipping out the door, closing and locking
it softly behind her. Then she hurried back to her own room, just managing to stow the papers
and ciphers away in her trunk before her father appeared at the door to say hello, and remind
her about the MacMillans’ party that evening, as if she was capable of forgetting.

Before getting changed or anything of the sort, though, Aurora had to speak with Potter. She
managed to get a moment alone with him after lunch, in the library, on the pretense of
working on a Potions essay together.

“I’m almost certain Rita Skeeter will be there tonight,” she told him, “in her Animagus form
— the beetle.” She had managed to tell him, Granger, and Weasley that detail a few days
before, but only in passing, due to how many people were around them all the time. “This
could be our chance to unveil her, or to capture her.” That had been Granger’s suggestion, to
blackmail Skeeter into keeping quiet. Aurora had had to admit it was a good enough idea, but
she also had a desire for revenge lodged deeply within her. Skeeter keeping quiet would be
good, but Skeeter thoroughly ruining her own reputation and exposing her own lies, would be
better.

“We have to make sure we get ahold of her somehow. She’ll be keeping watch on everyone,
of course, but I suspect she’ll be watching out for us, too.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to go,” Harry muttered, and she shushed him.

“You shouldn’t have to worry about her. And soon enough, you won’t. Hermione made me
this jar,” she told him, pulling over the enchanted jar on her bedside table. “She had to get
Fred and George to enchant it, but it won’t break, and there’s a hole in the top just enough to
let her breathe. Hermione thinks we should keep her there for a couple of weeks. Give her
time to reflect.”



“A couple of weeks?” Harry stared at the jar. “Stuck in there?”

“Yes, I’m not so sure. I’d like to make use of her as soon as possible, but we can decide the
details later, once we actually have her. Now, you’ll have deeper pockets than me, so I think
you should keep this.”

“Trying to plant the evidence on me already?”

“No,” Aurora said sharply, then calmed when she realised he was only teasing. He raised his
eyebrows. “Just take it, Potter.”

Grudgingly, he did, though still glaring at her. “You’re not really going to keep her in a jar,
are you?”

“I don’t know. It’s not up to me, Hermione came up with half the plan. But this will trap her
for the meantime. Personally, I’m inclined to just expose her secret right then and there, but
that’ll only get her thrown in jail, and not so much damage the credibility of what she’s
actually said. If anything, it’ll make her more credible, that she may have heard what others
could not, and therefore know the truth.”

“I suppose,” Harry said, glaring at the jar as if it, too, had done him a personal injustice.
“You’re sure she’s a beetle?”

In truth, she had questioned multiple times whether she could trust Pansy’s word on the
matter. But she had seemed genuine and it was all that Aurora had to go off of. It had to be
the truth. She couldn’t stand for it to be otherwise.

“I suppose we will find out tonight,” she said, pushing the jar into Potter’s grip as she stood.
“Be ready for eight o’clock, please.”

“We don’t have to be there until nine!”

“Yes, but I want to be organised. And make sure you comb your hair.”

“Of course I’ll comb my hair!”

“Just checking,” Aurora retorted with a snide smile. “And mind that jar!”

Harry barrelled into the lounge at twenty-five to nine, much to Aurora’s consternation,
dressed in new dress robes the same bottle-green as he had worn the year before. She had
forced him to buy new ones, having seen him try them on a few days prior and realise the
hem was three inches up his calves. She looked him and down with scrutiny, lounging against
the sofa.

“And here I thought boys always blamed women for being slow to get ready.”

“You said to comb my hair!”

“I have five times as much hair as you do, and I have been here far longer than you.” In truth,
she had only been waiting five minutes. She had known Harry would be late; the eight



o’clock deadline was a preventative measure.

“Where’s Sirius? He’s later than me.”

“He’ll be here. He’s still picking out a bow-tie.”

Potter pulled a face. “You made him wear a bow-tie?”

“He wanted to wear one! Anyway, just sit down, we’ll only be a moment.”

She herself was in a new inner robe, which was really more a dress Dora had seen in a shop
and thought would suit her well; deep purple velvet embroidered with stars, which fell to just
above her ankles. It was worn beneath a matching velvet cape and secured with a slim silver
belt. It was a tad unorthodox, but Leah told her everybody would be, and that slightly shorter
dresses were acceptable given the buoyant dancing that would be taking place. In her hair,
she wore the purple ribbons Theo had given her for Christmas, threaded through the braids
which held the front of her hair up at the back of her head, letting her natural curls flood
straight down her back.

Potter sat, thrumming his fingers against his knees, impatient. When he got bored of that, he
ran his hands through his hair, and when he got bored of that, started pacing around the room.
Aurora glared at him as she watched.

“Tonight will be fine,” she told him with a sigh, “if you only stop working yourself up about
it all.”

“I don’t like… People. It’s going to be like one of the stuffy dinner parties my aunt used to
have.”

“I think it will be quite a bit bigger than that. And from what Leah said, it won’t be that
stuffy. Anyway, if it’s that bad, you and my father will suffer together.”

Potter fiddled with his hem. “You really do this all the time?”

“It’s not so bad. Just give it a chance. I didn’t make you come, you chose to, you can at least
be a bit more cheerful.”

“You basically coerced—”

“Bickering already?” her father asked as he breezed into the room, turning in his midnight-
blue robes as the tail whirled around him.

“No,” they said in unison.

He looked between them dubiously and sighed. “Will you be able to stop bickering while at
the party?”

“Maybe.”



Pinching his brow, his muttered, “Well, at least I’ll have some entertainment. Come on, we’ll
be late. You’re both alright with the Floo, yes?”

They both nodded, and followed him to the kitchen, where they went through the fireplace to
Arbrus Hill, and from there, on towards Fort MacMillan. Aurora had seen the grand fortress
in pictures, its imposing grey stone set within misty mountains full of pine trees. She had
imagined it would be cold inside, given the winter weather, but the lord’s hall was pleasingly
warm from the constantly roaring fireplaces. Aurora stared around at the ancient portraits and
busts of lords and ladies long gone by, and the grand golden sceptre glistening with sapphires
which was held up beside the doorway.

“Aurora!” Leah’s voice cried as she barrelled towards her across the grand hall, in icy blue
silk and silver beading that made her glisten with every step. “You’re late!”

“I am not,” Aurora retorted, hurt. “It’s ten to nine. You said to be here at nine.”

“You’re always early for everything.”

“They’re not,” Aurora said, jabbing her thumb towards her father and Potter, who were just
stepping out of the fireplace behind her, looking bewildered. “They’re absolute nightmares.”

“Oh, they’re Gryffindors,” Leah said dismissively, wrapping Aurora tightly in a hug. “And
you’re here now, come on, please, my mother is dying to see you, and she’ll be so excited
about meeting your father and Harry Potter! My dad’s a big supporter of Dumbledore, too —
most everybody here is, so you don’t have to worry about anything awkward here — and he’s
delighted we’re the ones to finally get you out of your seclusion.”

“Is that right?” Aurora’s father said faintly. Potter said nothing, but followed them through
the entrance to the grand blue ballroom, and then on to the high table where Lord MacMillan
sat conversing with Vaisey.

“Father?” Leah called. “Lady Black and Lord Potter. And Sirius Black,” she tacked on, an
uncertain twinge to her voice.

Lord MacMillan beamed, as did Lord Vaisey. Felix grinned at Aurora and Leah, though his
gaze glinted curiously at Potter.

“Lady Black,” MacMillan said smoothly. “As charming as ever. And Lord Potter; it is lovely
to see you outside of the Assembly Chamber. My son speaks very highly of you.”

Ernie smiled as though Potter could receive no higher recommendation than his. “Er, thanks,”
Potter said awkwardly, running a hand through his hair, then pausing as though he had just
remembered being told not to do that. It made him look nervous.

“Now, Mr. Black… Why, I remember you from my schooldays.”

“You do?” he asked in a cool tone. “Oh, dear.”

MacMillan chuckled. “No, no — I was in my sixth year when you started, I’m sure. Your
father was quite the character, Lady Black. Come, come — the children want to socialise, I



can tell, how about we catch up?”

Her father stared at him, but somehow propelled himself into action, with a few clumsy steps
towards the adults at the high table. Ernie hurried down, followed by his youngest sister
Louise, and Felix Vaisey, and took Aurora by the arm, whispering, “Hannah and Susan are
somewhere about, though you might want to avoid Zacharias Smith, he’s been an awful bore.
Blaise Zabini’s here, too, from your house.”

“Blaise? Why?”

“My father’s cousin is having an affair with his mother.”

Aurora let out a cold laugh. “Has he written his will yet?”

Ernie stared at her for a moment and forced a nervous chuckle, as if the entire Wizarding
world didn’t know of Estelle’s reputation. Annoyed, Aurora thought Theo would have
laughed, had he been there. She needed a good conversation at these things, to direct her from
the awfulness of most of the people around her. But Ernie continued his ceaseless chatter
about who was there and why, and of course who liked him the most. At least, Aurora
thought, listening to the list with at least a more interested expression than whatever Potter
was managing, Rita Skeeter would get plenty of gossip out of tonight.

Meeting up with Hannah and Susan was fun, at least. Aurora liked the two girls, especially
Susan, who she secretly thought should have won the title of best duellist in their fourth year.
“That’s Amelia Bones,” Harry whispered to Aurora, pointing out Susan’s aunt, “she stuck up
for me at my trial."

“Of course she did,” Aurora said simply, “she’s fair, and she’s solidly Dumbledore, too. Most
people here are.”

“Leah said. I didn’t realise you two were such good friends. And I’ve been thinking, about
the D — that thing I told you about, Elise came to our last session and I think that — what?"

Aurora was staring fiercely at the beetle perched on Terebell Huntingdon’s shoulder a few
paces away. “Nothing,” she said breathlessly, “how about we get a drink?”

She dragged him away with a half-hearted offer to bring back drinks for everybody else, and
once they were out of earshot, bent over champagne flutes, whispered, “Skeeter’s on Lady
Huntingdon’s shoulder.”

Potter made to turn around and Aurora shoved his shoulder. “Don’t look, you idiot, that’ll
make it obvious we know! But she’s here, that’s got to be her, there aren’t many beetles
hanging out on people’s shoulders in the highlands in December.” She took a long sip of her
drink, handing Harry his own glass, which he appeared baffled by. “We have to get her, this is
our chance, if we can start a conversation in that area—”

“Lady Black,” said a familiar, velvety voice. Her stomach dropped instantly. Her hands
tightened around the glass as she took another long drink and turned to face Blaise.



“Zabini.” She looked him up and down slowly, with a cold, deliberate smile. “I had thought
you’d be with the Malfoys. Such a disappointment.”

“Mum thought she’d get more out of this party,” he explained, while looking Potter up and
down. Potter glared stonily at him in response. “You look good, Lady Black. If I'd known, I'd
dressed up a bit more."

Aurora swore she heard Potter whisper, “What the fuck?” under his breath.

“Your mistake," she retorted. Blaise picked up a glass, smirking.

“You wound me, Lady Black.” His gaze flickered to Harry again. “Is he going to be hanging
around you all night?"

Heart pounding, Aurora replied evenly, “I’m on babysitting duty while my father talks to the
grown ups. If you’d give us a moment, actually—”

“Aurora,” her father’s voice cut through the crowd behind them. She withheld a groan at
Blaise’s curious expression. “Are you aware — oh. Who’s this?”

“Blaise Zabini,” she said in a small voice, trying to play it cool.

Her father’s expression hardened. “Ah. I see. Pleased to meet you. You two, come with me a
moment?”

Surprised, Aurora bade Blaise a quick and relieved goodbye, following her father to a quieter
spot. Potter kept glancing back over his shoulder, trying to see if Skeeter was still on Lady
Huntingdon’s shoulder, but she appeared to have gone now. If it had even been her.

“Are you aware,” her father asked her quietly, when they were away from others’ earshot,
“that the MacMillans are considering you might want to marry their son?”

“Oh, do they? That’s nice.”

“Aurora!”

“Well, I kind of thought that might be the case — we haven’t discussed it, and I don’t know if
I would or not, but it’s good to know I’m seen as a desirable match, for anyone."

“Well, we’ve just been discussing it! Lord MacMillan asked me if I’ve put any thought to
your dowry in the last two years. And Lords Vaisey and Thorel did too — or I think it was
them anyway.”

Aurora withheld a laugh at the flustered expression on her father’s face, trying to keep down
the growing knots of nerves inside of herself. “This was always going to happen. I’m… A
young woman, now. I’m of age next year. Which will be this year, as of a few hours' time."

“You’re not marrying Ernie MacMillan.”

“I never said I was. He's far too dull for me."



“Well, they're considering it — I’ve been ambushed, they asked if you’ve got any suitors, I
said no, then I remembered about that Blaise bloke—”

“Blaise is definitely not a suitor!”

“But I still said no, ‘cause it’s not like anyone’s asked me, but I don’t really think I like
anyone asking me anyway, you’re far too young.”

“I am sixteen.”

“That’s too young!”

"You were nineteen when I was born, you hypocrite! And I know you and my mum were my
age when you got together!"

He scowled and whisked Harry’s glass out of his hand, downing it. “And you’re too young to
drink, too, Harry."

“You told me you started drinking at school when you were fourteen.”

“Well, that was a different time. God, I hate this stuff. What is wrong with people? I thought
we’d at least moved on a bit since I was your age.”

“The lords of the assembly never move on,” Aurora muttered, watching the cliques coalesce
before her. “Not even the progressive ones.”

Just then, there was a loud screech from the band at the top of the room, as someone started
up on the fiddle. Her father’s mood brightened, and he grinned as a wizard announced the
first dance: a riverside reel.

“What is that, exactly?” Aurora asked, never having heard of it before.

“Much more fun than anything you’ve done with the Malfoy lot, I guarantee you.”

“That doesn’t really answer—”

“Lady Black,” said Ernie MacMillan’s voice from behind. She turned, putting on a smile as
he inclined his head to her father and then offered his hand to her. “Would you do me the
honour of the first dance? If it is alright by your father.”

Her dad let out a strangled noise. “Would it matter if it weren’t?” she asked before she could
stop herself, voice tense. Ernie’s forehead creased in a momentary frown. “Yes, Mister
MacMillan. I would be delighted.”

At least he, presumably, knew what he was doing with this dance. She gave her stunned
father a sarcastic little wave and let MacMillan lead her to the ballroom floor, where Leah
was locked into a pairing with Felix Vaisey, both of them just about managing to look happy
about the situation.



“I’m afraid I’m not all that familiar with these dances,” Aurora told Ernie over the chatter as
people rushed to find their partners. “In fact, I’ve never been to an event of this sort before.”

“Oh, it’s quite simple,” Ernie said. “I’m sure you can pick it up. If not, just copy what I do,
this one’s easy to do that with. When I reach for you, take my hand, and I’ll turn you. When I
skip or hop, you do the same. And when I turn and run, you do the same then, too.”

“Run? How do I run, in a dance?”

Ernie shrugged. “However you want to. Sometimes you have to scream.”

She stared at him, sure this was a joke, but he was entirely serious. “Alright then,” she said
faintly, “screaming it is.”

“You’ll find its rather cathartic, actually. And trust me, it’s far better than any dull waltz or
structured quadrille.”

“I like a quadrille.”

“This is still far better.”

“I think you may be rather biased. But, you may be right. I suppose we shall see.”

Then and started up again as everyone fell into positions, and Ernie guided Aurora to stand
across from him, between Felix Vaisey and Robert Huntingdon. “We’re supposed to alternate
pairings formations,” Ernie explained, “because we wind up turning as a four at one point. It's
not that difficult, just copy me, I'm really good."

“He’s useless,” Leah said, eyeing her brother with disdain. “You have to pas de basque twice
— like a pas de chat, but smaller — then Ernie’ll do it, then you again, then Ernie, then you
turn each other, then turn to the top couple — Felix and I — do the same again, turn to your
own partner, put your hand in the middle and walk clockwise for four counts, turn and walk
back for another four, walk in to meet Ernie in the middle, turn under one another to swap
positions, stand back so me and Felix can run down, and then do the same again but with
Hannah and Huntingdon.”

Aurora tried to remember even half of that. “Don’t worry,” Felix told her, “I’ve only done
this twice and it really is easy enough to look like you know what you’re doing.”

“I prefer to actually know what I’m doing,” she said, and Felix laughed.

“You’ll be fine. I’m sure you’ll be better than me anyway, you know I’ve two left feet.”

She did recall numerous particularly inelegant Quidditch dismounts recently. “Don’t knock
into me, then,” she told him, “I shan’t have anything make me worse.”

But it actually wasn’t so difficult as she had thought. The music was lively, quick, and the
dance repeated again and again, only sometimes more intense. It was easy enough once she
got the hang of it, just fast, and Ernie clearly a lot more confident than her, but the music



propelled her and kept her right, as did the symmetry of movement all around her. All the
turning made the room a blur, made her head spin and breath catch, but in a good way.

It went on forever and yet was over too soon, the music swelling to a close just as Aurora felt
she knew what she was doing. They went through another four different dances, alternating
partners, before Aurora noticed her father hadn’t moved at all all night, merely watching on
the sidelines, another empty glass in his hand. He looked forlorn, alone, so ill at ease with
everyone and everything around him. Aurora’s chest tightened with guilt that she had talked
him into this, when he was so unhappy with it.

“Will you excuse me for this one?” she asked Felix, who she had just been dancing with. “I
should speak with my father.”

“Of course,” he said, nodding. “Everything alright?”

Aurora nodded. “Absolutely — I’ll be back soon.”

She hurried away across the room, and reached her father at just the same moment as Potter
did, leaving him rather bewildered when he finally noticed them.

“Enjoying yourselves?”

“Very much so,” Aurora told him breezily. Potter pulled a dubious face.

“I’m not really sure who I was dancing with, to be honest.”

“Lord Thorel’s niece, Alina Carroll.”

“That doesn’t mean much, but thanks.”

“Are you alright?” Aurora asked her father, ignoring Potter’s comment. “You’ve been in the
same spot all night.”

“‘Course I’m alright,” he said, a blatant lie. His grip tightened around his wine glass, which
Aurora regarded with suspicion. “I’m just not used to being at such big events. It’s really full
of people. All a bit much.” He forced a strained smile. “You looked like you’re picking it up
alright.”

“Yeah,” Aurora said enthusiastically. “It’s actually really fun. You should join in.”

“Oh.” Her father blinked. “No, no, dancing isn’t really my thing.”

“Yes it is. I’ve seen you dance.”

“Not like this. Not socially. I’m too old for all this.”

“Lord Abbott’s about three times your age and he’s still up there. Come on, Dad, it’ll be fun!
You need to enjoy yourself.”

“I am enjoying myself.”



“You look bored out your mind,” Aurora said flatly. “Doesn’t he, Potter?”

“I…” Potter glanced between them both, as if unsure of whose side he was supposed to take.
Aurora gave him a firm look and he acquiesced. “A bit. But dancing’s a bit crap, anyway.”

Aurora sighed, glancing over her shoulder to see everyone gathering in groups of three.
“Come on, look, this one calls for three. You two are coming with me.”

“Aurora, I really don’t think—”

“Put your glass down,” she said firmly as she grabbed his hand, and then Potter’s. With a
sigh, her father did so, and she smiled. “It’s fun when you get started, just you wait.”

Apprehensive though he was, her father started off the dance moodily, but Aurora knew as
soon as he started that he knew it, innately, from some deeper memory she had yet to realise.
She didn’t know what to do beyond the quick instructions Lord MacMillan gave them while
standing across from her before they started, but her father led the way for her and for Potter,
and eventually, as she put every ounce of enthusiasm in her body into swinging him around,
he began to smile, even to laugh at Potter’s flailing and her snapping every time that she
messed up herself.

When the dance finished they were all breathless, and though her father’s smile faded
quickly, it had been there, however fleetingly. “That wasn’t too bad,” her father said, already
making his way to leave the dance floor, “but I think I’m a bit tired out.”

“No, please—”

“Lord Vaisey,” Potter whispered in her ear suddenly. Aurora jumped, staring at him, as he
hurried off the dance floor behind her father. She had no option but to follow.

“What about her?”

“There’s a beetle on his right shoulder.”

Her heart picked up. She turned ever so slightly, to see the beetle out the corner of her eye.
“That’s her. It’s got to be, hasn’t it.”

“Got to be who?” her father asked, frowning.

“Doesn’t matter,” Aurora said quickly, turning around at the edge of the table. “Hey, Leah’s
hailing us over, we should go.”

“That’s change of tune. Am I just to stand here now?”

“Well…”

“What’s going on?” Her father glanced between them, suspicion creasing his brow into a
frown. “Why are you two sneaking around together?”

“Sneaking around?”



“Us?”

“Never!”

“We wouldn’t dare.”

“Not a sneaky bone in either of our bodies.”

“Yeah, right, cause I’ll believe that. You've both got way too much of your dads in you. Come
on, spill. I’m cool, you can tell me.”

Potter and Aurora exchanged glances. Aurora raised her eyebrows in a way that asked,
Should we tell him?, and Potter shrugged in a way that said, I dunno, up to you, and she
glared at him in a way that said Make up your mind, and he sighed in return and turned to her
father.

He leaned over to whisper in his ear. Aurora’s father’s eyes widened. “You’re joking? Ha!”

“It’s not funny,” Aurora said in a clipped tone.

“Do you just like capturing unsuspected illegal Animagi? Is this a new hobby? Should I be
worried?”

“Keep your voice down,” Aurora hissed, trying to keep her gaze subtly focused on the flitting
beetle. “Actually — well, you are decent with an immobulus?”

Her father stared at her, the corners of his mouth lifting into a barely concealed smirk. “You
want me to attack someone at a formal event?”

“It’s not an attack—”

“I’ve got plenty experience causing a scene.”

“Dad…”

He grinned, fingertips already twitching towards the wand in the pocket of his dress robe.
“Am I the coolest dad, and godfather, in the world?”

“If you do it right, you might be in contention.”

Her father grinned, a spark in his eye as if there was nothing in the world that brought him
greater joy than causing mischief. “This is a lot more fun than dancing, I must say.” He
turned, eyeing up the beetle that was now fluttering around Lord Vaisey’s shoulder. “We need
to move closer,” he said, “and if anybody asks, nobody knows anything. Least of all you
two.”

“Got it,” Aurora said, unexpectedly thrilled by the prospect. She and Harry stood next to each
other, following her father, trying not to catch one another’s eyes lest they laugh or give away
any other entertained expression.



They kept up an idle chatter of mostly gibberish, approaching until they were close enough to
Vaisey, and her father turned, asking Harry if he had spotted the MacMillans again anywhere,
slipping a casual, “Immobulus,” under his breath as Harry responded.

The beetle by Vaisey froze, and her father made a clumsy step back, barging right into him.

“Father!” Aurora cried out, trying to look as shocked as possible, reaching for him as both he
and Vaisey wobbled on the spot, Vaisey’s wine going flying. “Oh, gosh, Lord Vaisey, I am
ever so sorry — my father — he’s dreadfully clumsy, I’m so sorry.”

Her father made a great show of having fallen onto the floor, and as he stood, grabbed
something off the stone. Aurora’s cheeks flamed with embarrassment, while Potter watched
on, nothing less than supremely amused.

“Ah, dear,” her father said, “looks like someone’s been rather vigorous with a mop here.”

“Father!”

But Lord Vaisey laughed along with him, somewhat unsettled but with his usual decent
temperament. Felix Vaisey caught Aurora’s eye over his shoulder and grinned, as the crowd
around them turned back to usual conversation, seeing no real gossip was at hand. Her father
slipped a shiny beetle into his pocket, and clapped Vaisey on the shoulder.

“Think I’ll go check on my robes. You two, with me.”

Aurora and Harry followed, hiding smiles until they were in a deserted hallway, and Potter
burst out laughing.

“This isn’t funny,” Aurora reprimanded with a smirk. “You’ve got her, then?”

“A marauder’s work is never done,” her father responded with a deep, theatrical bow,
sweeping back the tails of his robe and beaming. “And you can always count on a marauder
to get the work done.”

“Mischief managed?” Potter asked, grinning, and Aurora and her father simply could not
resist their own smiles.

“Mischief managed.”

“To be contrary,” Aurora said with a smirk, “mission accomplished. But yes, the mischief has
been managed, too.”

“What are you going to do with it now, then?”

“Potter has a jar,” Aurora said, and he helpfully took it out, right on cue.

Her father stared between them. “You’re putting a journalist in a jar?”

“Yes. It was Hermione Granger’s idea. What we do after that is still up for debate.”



“Aurora and Hermione disagree.”

“Debate is healthy. But, she did come up with this presumably indestructible jar — the
Weasley twins helped — and she has some sort of plan. We’ll see her and Ronald tomorrow
to discuss it.”

“So that’s why you wanted to have them over to Arbrus Hill?” Her father laughed, shaking
his head. “Hand it over, then, Harry. I have to say I wasn’t expecting this. Do be careful,
though. Skeeter’s dangerous with a quill.”

“She won’t have any in there.”

“No but presumably you’ll have to let her out at some point?”

“She committed the bigger crime. She’s not going to out herself.”

For a second, there was a fleeting frown of worry over his face. But it cleared, into a grin, and
he said, “We’ll make marauders out of you yet.”

Chapter End Notes

Merry Eurovision weekend to all who celebrate (Cha Cha Cha Finland)!



New Plans

"We've got her," Aurora and Harry told Hermione and Ron late the next morning, after
calling them to Arbrus Hill. Grimmauld Place was far too important to let her in on.

"My dad helped," Aurora said proudly. "Caught her with an Immobulus — see, Granger, I
knew she'd be there!"

"Oh, yeah, we all know you're always right—"

"Ron..."

"Anyway, we figured we should bring her here, so. I think Rita knows that we know, and also
that we are all more than willing to go the authorities with information about her. She's done
a fair share of damage to the Ministry over the years, too, haven't you?" There was a
fluttering of wings from inside the jar. "Don't be like that, Rita. I'm sure you would have gone
straight to the press if you knew anything even half as scandalous about me, or Hermione, or
Harry."

Quiet, and stillness. "So what do we do?" Harry asked. "Me and Aurora—"

"Aurora and I."

"Aurora and I," he continued, glaring at her, "were talking about what we could make Rita do
for us. We thought obviously the press, but, there's still a limit to what the Prophet and stuff'll
say."

"Oh, I know," Hermione said, with a grin, "but I've been thinking too. The greatest scoops
sometimes come from the most unexpected place, and we have press connections too."

"We do?"

"Luna, of course."

Aurora stared at her. The girl, somehow, appeared to be serious. Merlin, they were in danger
if she was thought to be bright.

"No one's going to listen to the Quibbler, Granger!"

"Some people will. And when they hear that nobody else would listen to Harry Potter, but the
Quibbler had the story everybody's been clamouring for for months now, the Quibbler's
saying what the Prophet doesn't want you to read, then they'll say, well, a broken clock's still
right twice a day, isn't it? And it'll be out there."

"With a paper — no, a magazine — even less credible than Witch Weekly!"

Hermione went pink. "Do you think anybody else'll publish it? Do you think you've got any
better connections?"



She did not, and it rankled. She had not curated her press connections nearly as well as she
should have.

"They wrote that my father is a rock musician called Stubby Boardman."

"And Colin Creevey thought it was true," Harry pointed out. Aurora looked at him in disgust.

"I don't care what Colin Creevey's stupid enough to believe! Right, okay. I like where you're
going with that, Granger, but we need more. Not just one article, not just one issue."

"I'm not giving any more than one interview."

"I didn't say you had to. No, we have to do more. Fudge has a stranglehold over the Prophet,
and if we can't break that, we need to use another article. This interview could be a jumping
off point, to establish Skeeter as opposition, exposing the truth. Even if you are set on the
Quibbler — I suppose there's always a chance someone might try to pick it up." Even though
she wanted to paint Skeeter as a liar, to undo everything she had said, and even though she
wanted to burn her reputation to the ground, she was an asset right now. Revenge could wait,
and maybe this could even be better. "Then we go after the regime itself. Dig up any dirt we
can on Fudge, on Umbridge — she may hate you lot, but she's neutral on me, at least on the
face of things, and I have connections in government who can find out more. MacMillan,
Vaisey… And I mean I’m sure the Order Aurors can find some information Fudge doesn’t
want coming to light, between them. We go after Nott, Malfoy, Rosier, increase speculation
on them and their affairs. We expose You-Know-Who's return through them, and then — then
we can expose Fudge, too, by proxy, we show the government up for their complacency and
all the problems they've allowed to arise over decades, again and again! Right? Someone
needs to be opposition, and Skeeter loves nothing more than scandal. We can recreate her
reputation. And," she added, "much as I hate to give her any more credibility, if she is stuck
to our agenda, she can't hurt us. But we can use that to our advantage, politically."

Granger fixed her with a hard, suspicious look. "We can make her print retractions, but if she
has a reputation as a hard-hitting analyst, more than just some scandalmonger in the margins
of Witch Weekly, then she owes us for that, too." In the jar, the beetle flapped its wings
urgently. "Everybody wins."

"What is our advantage," Granger asked, voice cold and doubtful of Aurora, "politically?"

"To strike back at the Conservatives and the Insular Alliance — and the Moderate
government, to be honest. Show people the truth of the cruelty and complacency, make
people angry about it! So something, anything, might change!"

"Change what?"

"I don't know yet — we can do something! We have to do something! Right?" She looked to
Potter, for support, and after a moment he nodded. She breathed out a sigh of relief.

"Right," Granger said, pursing her lips. "We'll figure the details of that out, once we've
secured this first deal. Yeah?" Aurora nodded. "Okay." Granger paused a moment, hesitant,
then nodded to Harry, who brought out a modified camera, and started recording. 



Then, Aurora leaned out of the shot, Granger showed the camera the jar, and whipped off the
lid. As she did so, the enchantment her father had added for them the night before, to return
Animagus Rita into her human form, did its work, and the beetle became a woman, with
glitzy glasses and a still rather tremendous head of platinum blonde hair.

"Hello, Miss Skeeter," Hermione said with a smile. Harry stopped recording. "We'd like a
chat. And I think you'll find what we have to say to be very, very interesting."

She was sent on her way fifteen minutes later, waved off by Aurora's father, at whom she
threw a furious look. "I think she got the message," Hermione said, as they all watched her go
from the window. "But what if she doesn't give us what we want?"

"She can't tell anyone, or she'd have to come clean about being an unregistered Animagi."

"Plus," Aurora's father put in, "she can't run. A certain someone in the Auror office already
has her details — just in case she tried anything like Obliviating someone." He grinned at
them. "Always good to have a backup. And who knows — the Order might find a use for a
journalist, some day."

-*

There was not a single Skeeter article in the last week of the holidays, though she had replied
to Hermione's letter about setting a date for the interview with Potter. It seemed she had been
rattled appropriately by the situation. So long as she kept complying, Aurora was happy. She
was dealt with, and wouldn't be publishing anything other than what they wanted her to for
some time yet. Now, it was up to her to decide what angle she wanted Skeeter to look at, and
who she wanted to tackle first.

In the aftermath of the Skeeter debacle, Aurora found the Weasley children and Hermione
were all considerably warmer towards her. It was even, she dared to think, a comfortable,
cheerful environment, for a while as the holidays came to a close.

She was fully living in Grimmauld Place for the last three days before they went back to
Hogwarts, and it was there, while everybody else tackled inspection of the self-strangling
curtains on the third floor, that she set about making her plans in the corner of the library,
watching snow fall outside the window. Though Rita Skeeter could make a useful ally,
Aurora did not intend to let her do all the work. If she was going to actively oppose the
government and the Death Eaters, then she had to make her own choices about what she
wanted to be put into the world. For now, she knew, she still could not openly aggravate
Fudge — Umbridge was dangerous within the walls of Hogwarts — nor be too outspoken on
the Death Eater threat, lest she risk their wrath or the discovery of the Order and her
membership of it. She had more than merely herself to think about, too; she did not doubt
that many might seek to use and hurt Elise to get to her.

Having a plan made her feel safe, like there was something to anchor and guide her, even if
she didn’t yet quite know her way or her destination. First, she would have to gather
information, that much was obvious. Umbridge did not trust her, but she was sure she could
find a way to someone that Umbridge did trust, especially in the Slytherin Common Room.
Knowing what Umbridge and the Ministry’s ultimate goal was within Hogwarts would make



it that much easier to construct a narrative against them and their goal. She needed evidence.
Then, she could expose Umbridge, and Fudge’s complicity.

Second, to attack the root causes of the war the Ministry wanted to deny was on the horizon.
It was becoming more and more clear to her that Voldemort and his supporters were not an
anomaly, nor were they outliers, and that the Wizarding World as a whole was, more or less,
willing to let the issues of blood purity go unquestioned. Even when the Death Eaters had
resurfaced at the Quidditch Cup the year before, the outcry had been at the failure of security,
not the blatant display of anti-Muggle sentiment. The media was too quiet. The supporters of
the Dark Lord had been allowed within the Ministry for far too long, and those who
implicitly endorsed his beliefs were even more rife.

It felt like more than merely this war was on the horizon. No one else seemed to want to
discuss it, caught up in patrols and strategy and a desire to fight. But Aurora saw something
more, the inevitability of it all, the ever-building pressure on the Wizarding World. She
couldn’t fight, not yet, not openly. But she had to do something, and she was in a position to
change things, if she could only balance that with protecting the people she needed to.

Running her fingertips over the dried ink of the parchment she had jotted her plan — not very
detailed, but at least existing — down on, Aurora sighed. Already the world seemed too big
for her to deal with. But she had to tackle it one step, one day, at a time.

Above her, she could still hear the Weasleys and her father fighting with the curtains. With a
sigh, she pulled up a book that she had taken recently from the stacks of the library: the
personal writings, diary, and spellbook of Castella Black, her five-times great-grandmother.
The pages were stiff and yellow. The date in the front read 1835; if Aurora remembered her
family tree correct, that would have been Castella’s late teens. She was already married by
then, to her cousin, Dionysus Black. She had acquired Grimmauld Place for the family,
specifically for her second son, Marius, filled every crevice with wards and spellwork even
Dumbledore had marvelled at.

The book was full of spells and potion recipes and Castella’s own notes on everything from
herbology to arithmancy. Every time Aurora touched a page, the book seemed to grow in
length, getting wider and thicker from the weight of memory, and of being remembered.
Aurora toyed absently with the necklace she was wearing, drawn to it.

She flipped to the middle of the grimoire, where the pages were heavy from ink that spiralled
across the page in looping, difficult handwriting. It got darker; there were spells to crush
organs, to remove or to destroy souls, to render the victim unable to control their limbs. But
there were others too; spells to make carnations bloom and stay alive without water or sun,
one to keep a child’s heartbeat going when their body failed to do the work itself, or to see
the future and change another’s memories. And then a spell, remarkably like the rituals she
had attempted herself, to draw out the spectre of Death, and call a spirit to one’s place.

It was so much more simple than what Aurora had expected. One simply had to draw a circle
and a triangle, interlocked, marked out with salt, and place an object of value to the sought-
after spirit, in the middle, between sulfur and mercury. Then there was an incantation, said as
one traced the pattern of the salt with their wand.



Aurora still had the little block of cooled mercury Dumbledore had given her, and the sulfur
powder, in her trunk upstairs. She wondered, briefly, what she could do with it, if there was
so much more magical potential yet for her to unlock, that her headmaster would never let
her. But she could not do that here. Still, she needed answers. And if Regulus’ spirit still
lingered somewhere, as Julius had implied… She did not know how to let that escape her.

-*

Snape came by before dinner the final evening of the holidays. The Weasleys were visiting
their father again, and so Aurora, left alone, devoted her efforts to trying to listen in on the
conversation between Snape, her father, and Harry, which was going on in the kitchen.
Apparently, Potter was to receive Occlumency lessons to shield his mind from the Dark Lord.
No one appeared too happy about this, by the sounds of it.

As she heard Snape’s footsteps nearing the door, Aurora made to move back and make
herself look busy. But then her father’s voice said, “Wait a moment,” and his footsteps
stopped.

Snape’s voice was still frustratingly low, but she could hear his sneering tone, and her father’s
reply.

“If I hear you’re using these Occlumency lessons to give Harry a hard time, you’ll have me to
answer to.”

"How touching," Snape sneered. "But surely you have noticed that Potter is very like his
father?"

"Yes, I have in fact," said Aurora’s father.

"Well then, you'll know he's so arrogant that criticism simply bounces off him," Snape said
sleekly.

There was the sudden sound of a scraping chair and then Harry’s voice yelling, “Sirius!”

Aurora tensed, hand shooting to the door handle.

"I've warned you, Snivellus. I don't care if Dumbledore thinks you've reformed, I know
better. Tell me, how is Lucius Malfoy these days? I expect he's delighted his lapdog's
working at Hogwarts, isn't he?"

Aurora’s blood went cold. Her hand lingered in the door handle. Just as she was about to
intervene, over Snape’s muffled sneer and Harry’s defiant cry to stop, she heard the front
door open and the sound of chatter run lowly through the upstairs hallway.

"Are you calling me a coward?"

"Why, yes, I suppose I am.”

“Harry — get-”



Aurora pushed the door open and hurried in, raising her voice to shout, “Dad!”

Her father stopped suddenly, his wand pointed at Snape and his face livid. Aurora’s heart
pounded. She didn’t like the look on his face, ugly and vindictive as it was.

“The Weasleys are back,” she said breathlessly, forcing a smile. “They sound in good spirits.”

In other words, don’t ruin the mood by murdering my teacher, please. Snape glared at her in
return for her troubles.

“Monday evening, seven o’clock,” he told Potter sneeringly, then one last scathing look
around the room, he swept away.

There was a commotion in the hallway, and a second later the Weasleys returned, with Arthur
in tow. Her father was still scowling, but straightened a chair and tried to look composed.

“What’s been going on?” Arthur asked, still in his hospital pyjamas.

“Nothing, Arthur,” Aurora’s father said, short of breath. “Just a friendly little chat between
two old school friends.” From the look on both his and Potter’s faces, it was far more than
that. Potter even looked shocked. “So.” Her father put on an extremely forced smile. “You’re
cured. That’s great, Arthur. Really great news.”

He left stiffly, after a brief explanation of what had happened from Molly, ostensibly to make
dinner, but when Aurora ventured down to the kitchen a couple of minutes later, he was
nowhere to be found. She had to call Kreacher to ask him where her father had gone, and the
only reply she got was that he had gone upstairs and, according to Kreacher, stomped all over
the place like 'a brat having a tantrum'.

With a sigh, she set off in search of him on the first and second floor and then, when she
could not find him there, to his old bedroom on the very top floor, across from Regulus'.

Aurora paused outside the door to her father’s current room. Perhaps he wouldn’t want to see
her or would turn her away. He seemed in an awful mood, and Aurora hated that, just like she
hated Draco’s moods and Arcturus’s and her grandmother’s, just like she was nervous around
their volatility. But her father wouldn’t act the same as them, she reminded herself. He
wouldn’t lash out at her like Draco might.

Tentative, Aurora held her hand up to knock on the door, but stopped herself. She didn’t
know what had happened and she knew that she wouldn’t know how to help. Maybe, she
thought, he would just want her to try. But maybe he wouldn’t, maybe he would be annoyed
that she tried.

That wouldn’t make sense, she knew. He at least wouldn’t be annoyed with her.

So she knocked on the door and held her breath. There was a faint rustling inside, and her
father’s voice called out, a very obvious annoyed tone, “Yes?”

Taken aback, suddenly nervous, Aurora took a moment to reply, “It’s me. I just wanted to see
if you’re okay?”



Silence, for a moment. Then, he sighed. “I’m alright, sweetheart. Snape just got to me. You
go back downstairs with the others and I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“Are you sure?”

“Go,” he said, voice a bit more clipped now. Aurora’s heart sank. “I just need a moment to
myself.”

“Okay,” she said in a small voice, stepping away. “If that’s what you want.”

There was a pause as she turned to leave, and her dad called out suddenly, “Love you.”

She smiled softly to herself. “I know — I love you too.”

He was noticeably tense at dinner, moody and brooding, even though he had Aurora and
Remus on either side of him. She wanted to tell him that whatever Snape had said didn’t
matter, because Snape was an arsehole anyway and her dad would always be a hundred times
the man that he was. When Remus went away to fetch pudding, Aurora’s father said quietly
to her, “I’m sorry if I was in a poor mood earlier. Snape has a habit of winding me up."

"Understandable," Aurora said lightly, "he is a git. But..." She chewed her lip. "Are you
okay?"

"'Course." He forced a smile, one she knew all too well. "But I'll be glad to get out of here
later. You don’t have to worry about me.”

She wanted to tell them that she already did, anyway, but she kept quiet, only managing a
small smile. “I’m going to miss you when I’m at school,” she told him, and he smiled.

“I’ll miss you too, Aurora. But it won’t be too long, and your exam term’ll fly in. Besides.”
His gaze darted along to Harry, a few seats away. “I’ve something to give you anyway.
Tomorrow. Little late Christmas present for the two of you.”

She looked at him curiously, but he just winked. Remus sat back down, handing them bowls
of ice cream and meringue.

The next morning, as Aurora and Harry were about to leave the house to head to Hogwarts on
the Knight Bus with her father, Remus, and Dora, her father pulled the two of them aside, and
presented them with a slim package wrapped in brown paper.

“What’s this?” Aurora asked, frowning at him.

“Two-way mirror. Harry’s dad and I used them to communicate when we were in separate
detentions in Hogwarts. All you have to do is to say my name and you can reach me, and
likewise. You’ll have to learn how to share, I couldn’t make another one, but you can both
call me any time you want to, alright — anything you need. And Harry, let me know if Snape
gives you any grief. Aurora… Anything you need. Both of you. Really, I should have given
you this some time ago."



They glanced at each other, and nodded. Potter pocketed the mirror. “Thanks, Sirius. Are —
d’you think you’ll be alright here, when we go?”

“Oh, I’m going back to Arbrus Hill. I’ll be fine. Got some work lined up for the Order, that'll
keep me out of trouble. Or in it, which is likely more fun anyway." Aurora didn't like that
thought, or the nervous energy she had been detecting inside of her father. His smile was
strained, but he hugged them both tightly, ignoring Molly’s demands that they all hurry up
and get out the door.

“Honestly, it’s a good thing you didn’t get the train,” she said, “or we’d be too late to catch it!
Quickly, you three, everybody else is ready.”

Her father grimaced momentarily, but it was so fleeting only Aurora noticed. She kept close
to his shoulder, a tentative tactile gesture, as they went onto the bus and sat down near the
back, observing Remus and Dora’s conversation a few rows in front of them. Despite having
morphed her face to resemble a sixty-year-old woman, Dora appeared to be attempting to flirt
with Remus, which was one of the most distressing things Aurora had ever witnessed. Her
father seemed to be trying to ignore it, pointedly engaging in conversation with Harry about
the mundanities of Herbology — of all things — while his gaze strayed to the two of them
every so often, expression unreadable.

Aurora just tried to read over her homework and forget what she was going back to, and what
she was leaving behind.



The Breakout

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

"Mass breakout from Azkaban?” Gwen read over Aurora’s shoulder at breakfast on the
second morning back at school. Across the table, Theodore’s brow twitched, and he glanced
up. “Antonin Dolohov, Augustus Rookwood, Bellatrix Lestrange…”

Aurora snatched the Prophet back before she even knew what she was doing. Her gaze
fixated on the woman in the photograph, finding an alarming familiarity in the tilt of her
brow and line of her jaw and the eyes, those eyes she had seen so many times and on so many
people. Arrogant, disdainful; with a bath and a haircut, she could have been Aurora, in a
certain moment. With a smile, she could have been Andromeda. The thought turned her
stomach.

“Are they all… You know?”

“Convicted as such, yes,” Aurora said, afraid to say the words out loud. Theodore was staring
at his own copy of the Prophet, face stony. His own father was listed as one of the escapees,
convicted for the torture and murder of seven muggleborn schoolchildren.

At the bottom of the page, it read, as though a mere footnote: Peter Pettigrew, 36, was also
found dead in his open Azkaban cell. The Ministry suspects he was murdered by one, or
more, of last night’s escapees; though their exact motive is unclear, it is possible that it was
an act of vengeance, as Pettigrew mistakenly led He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named to his death,
or for his intentional framing of Sirius Black, cousin of fellow escapee Bellatrix Lestrange. 

Why her father had to be mentioned — in any sensible press, at least — was beyond Aurora,
as was the phrasing of 'fellow escapee' as though he had anything to do with the co-
ordination of this. But of course, the Daily Prophet was not sensible. It did not escape her
notice, either, that the Prophet said so explicitly that the Dark Lord was dead, and yet avoided
any mention of Harry's name. She read the sentences over again, glanced back at the photo,
and found her appetite was entirely gone.

Bellatrix was out. She was surely coming for her now, whenever she could. Aurora chanced a
glance along the table at Draco and immediately regretted it. He was staring back at her, his
face unreadable, lips parted like he wanted to call to her but didn’t know how to make his
voice work. Theo left the table in silence, his toast half-eaten, clutching a newspaper close to
his chest.

“His father,” Gwen said, her voice sounding faraway, “he’s one of them.”

“I know he is,” Aurora said, still looking at her cousin. “Theo isn’t.”

Gwen said nothing.



Aurora managed only a few more bites of toast, and the rest of her glass of orange juice,
before she left the Great Hall, feeling faint and rather nauseous. All day, she felt like she was
swimming through class. The knowledge of what had happened, and of what was surely
going to happen, weighed heavy in her mind.

“Did you see?” Potter asked her after lunch, catching her in the corridor. “The Daily Prophet?
It’s Voldemort, I know it is!”

“Of course it is,” Aurora replied, voice sharp. “Did you see the part about Pettigrew?”

His expression darkened. “Yeah. Yeah, I did. It must have been them, right?” Aurora nodded.
“Well… Good. I suppose.”

“He would have gone back to him, if he’d had the chance,” Aurora reminded him. “Dead, he
can’t hurt us. But… I don’t know if my dad’ll be alright.”

He had wanted to kill Pettigrew himself. Maybe he’d be glad. But he would certainly be
concerned about Bellatrix breaking out, and her father was also changed since then. Still, she
didn’t know how to broach the subject with him, if she even could.

“You don’t think I could use that mirror?” she asked Potter. “Tonight? You can join, if…”

“I spoke to him last night,” Potter said, and Aurora found herself glad to hear it, “after my
class with Snape.”

“Remedial Potions?”

He nodded. “It was dire.”

“I’d expect so.”

“I’ll get it to you after dinner.”

“Thank you, Potter.”

The only thing more obvious throughout the afternoon than the tension in the school, and
Umbridge’s foul mood, was the conspicuous absence of Theodore Nott from any of his
classes.

“He doesn’t want to be disturbed,” Robin said at dinner, “and, well. I don’t exactly know
what to say to him about this, so I?”

She stared at him. “What do you mean? He’s your friend, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, but…” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Well, he’s got to be thinking about his dad,
and I don’t know what to do about it! He’s a Death Eater.”

“But Theodore isn’t. And I doubt he’s very happy about this, is he?”



“I know that! But it’s still weird. Listen, I’m not judging him or anything, but a bunch of
Death Eaters have just escaped from Azkaban, it’s pretty hard to just skirt around that!”

Perhaps it was. It was still unsettling to Aurora, too, and not least because she had seen the
terror in Gwen's eyes as it all became that bit more real. But Theodore had been there for her,
when her father had escaped. Without judgment. Only bringing friendship. She had needed
that, more than almost anything.

She collected the mirror from Potter after dinner, but on her way downstairs was waylaid by a
frantic Elise, rushing up to her, holding a copy of the Daily Prophet in her hand.

“What’s this?” she asked, voice high and feverish, coming to a stop, grasping at Aurora’s
hand. “My classmates have been talking about this all day — who’s Bellatrix Lestrange?”

Even hearing the name from that innocent voice was like a punch to the gut. “She… She’s
my father’s cousin.”

“She tortured people?” Aurora nodded slowly, and Elise’s face paled with fright. “I thought…
Everyone’s been saying these people were the followers of You-Know-Who, the one Harry’s
been saying is back, and that they want to kill people! People like me!” Aurora didn’t say
anything. She didn’t know what to say. “They do? But she — she’s our family? If she’s your
dad’s cousin!”

“She’s not our family,” Aurora said firmly, “just like your grandfather’s parents, the people
who were cruel to him for not having magic, they’re not our family either. I won’t let her hurt
you.”

“Do you think she’ll try to?”

“I — no. No, you’ll be okay.”

Elise didn’t look convinced. She shrunk into herself, confused and afraid, and Aurora was hit
by an overwhelming wave of guilt. In that moment, Aurora just wanted to protect her and
shield her from the world. “They’re bad people. Really bad.”

“They are, yes. But people will fight them. They won’t let them hurt you. Okay?”

“How do you know?”

“I just do. Trust me. I — I won’t let Bellatrix anywhere near you, or any of the rest of them.
You’re going to be safe, Elise.”

Elise chewed on her lip, glanced over her shoulder. “Do you think they’ll find them? The
Ministry, whoever’s in charge.”

“I certainly hope so,” Aurora said. “But we’re safe at Hogwarts. Promise.”

It was an empty promise, a lie she hadn’t believed in many years. But Elise was young and
she wanted to believe in it, and she wanted to believe in her elder cousin. The guilt of that
would haunt Aurora for a long time. But she couldn’t bring herself to scare Elise with the



truth she herself was still grappling with; she tried to believe it would be over soon, that she
could protect her family. Elise was too young to bear the weight of knowledge, the burden of
other people’s hatred.

She went back to her friends and Aurora watched her go with guilt burning in her eyes and in
her gut. When Elise was out of sight, she turned, headed towards the kitchens.

Theo had been so visibly upset that Aurora couldn’t help but want to go to him. She just
didn’t know what on earth she could do. Dealing with emotions was difficult, but she knew
he would try for her. He already had. So she went in search of some food, so he was tided
over until the morning, or whenever he felt ready to come out, and in the hopes that maybe,
she could offer him some comfort. Cake felt too celebratory, but she recalled him remarking
on the scones that had been laid out at breakfast a few days ago, and knew his favourite fruits
were strawberries. Something more savoury wouldn’t go amiss — if he got nauseous like she
did when upset, an abundance of sugar would be the last thing he wanted to eat — and so she
made a note to ask for a toasted sandwich, and some soup.

The house elves were all too willing to oblige. “We can keeps it warm for Lady Black’s
friend,” the one called Topsy told her, and she beamed at him.

“That would be incredibly helpful, thank you.”

Topsy smiled at the praise, and soon enough Aurora found herself with a basket of food,
heading back to the Slytherin common room. Pansy glanced up when she passed, but Aurora
shook her head, and shrugged in the direction of the boys’ dormitories. From beside her,
Blaise sighed. “You’re not going to get anywhere, Aurora. He’ll come out at some point
when he gets hungry.”

She tried not to roll her eyes. “I don’t need him to come out, Blaise. I need him to eat.”

He and Pansy exchanged a slightly exasperated, but knowing look, and returned to their
Charms homework. Aurora slipped away, heading for the door she knew to belong to him and
Robin. She knocked sharply, twice, and waited. Someone rustled about inside, but didn’t
speak.

“Theo?” When there was no response, she adjusted the basket perched on her arm and said,
“It’s just me. Aurora. I… Well, I brought you some food, since you didn’t come to any meals.
And I thought you might like someone to talk to — but if you don’t, that’s fine too. I’d be
more than happy to just leave this at your door, but I knew I should offer. Just let me know
you’re in there? And you’re… Okay?”

Now, she heard the rustling of sheets and light footsteps. A moment later, the door clicked
open and Theo stood in front of her, eyes red. “You really didn’t have to do this.”

She folded her arms, fixing him with a stern look. “You’re my friend. I wanted to. And
clearly, someone did need to come and check on you, because by the looks of it you’ve been
crying on your own all day.”



“I haven’t been crying,” he said defensively, but he stepped back to let her in. “I just didn’t
want to see anybody.”

“Oh?” Aurora asked as she breezed into the room. “And why’s that?”

“You know why,” Theo said with a sigh, closing the door behind them. “I’ve been trying to
figure out what to think.”

“What to think?” she asked mildly, setting the basket down on the table between his and
Robin’s beds. “About your father breaking out of Azkaban?”

“Yeah.” He sniffled slightly, then covered it with a cough. “About everything it means. Look,
you probably shouldn’t be here — I’m being pathetic honestly, there are far more people with
far bigger things to worry about because of this. I’ll be fine.”

“But you’re not right now, and you’re my friend, and that’s what I’m worried about. You
didn’t judge me for my father, so I’m not going to judge you for yours.” She placed a flask of
soup down, and he went to stop her, his hand placed over hers. Aurora’s breath caught, and
she turned to face him, eyebrows raised. “Do you understand?”

“You don’t have to be here comforting me—”

“Well, I am, Theo. Deal with it. You don’t need to feel guilty, or ashamed, alright?” She
turned her hand slightly, squeezing his, a nervous warmth going through her. “Please, Theo.”

His fingers brushed against her own, and the look in his eye was as though he was
considering something carefully, lost in his thoughts. Eventually, as she held his gaze, he
said, “I’m really not hungry, Aurora.”

“Good thing I put heating charms on everything, so you can eat it whenever you want.”

He sighed, shaking his head. “You’re very determined about this, aren’t you?”

“Like you wouldn’t do the same for me.” She smiled at him, softly as she could, and for a
second contemplated the feeling of their hands pressed together, the comfort that it gave her
even though she wasn’t the one in need of it. “Whatever you have to say, or think, you can
tell me. Or if you really want me to sod off, you can tell me that too. But I’d rather you said it
out of something other than self-pity.”

Theo took his hand off hers and turned, pacing down the room and back again, wringing his
hands together. Aurora watched him carefully, seeing the anxiety etched into the frown lines
of his forehead. “I know I shouldn’t be moping about, I know that but, I’m so worried, you
know? I know things are going to change, and I spoke to Wilf earlier and he just — he thinks
this is a good thing and I don’t know how to show him otherwise, because he doesn’t
understand why our father and grandfather are wrong, he refuses to see it. And, Merlin, I hate
it but I’m angry!”

“At who?”



“At everyone!” He flung his arms up in the air, whirling around. “I mean, who let this
happen? The Ministry obviously knew this was a risk, people have been saying the Dark
Lord’s back for months, Fudge hasn’t listened and now this? They’re all so stupid, and
incompetent, and they’re going to get people killed!” His words rang in the room as they
seemed to sink in with him. Theo caught Aurora’s gaze, his face paling and eyes widening.

She swallowed tightly, looking away. “Yeah. I’m sure that they will.”

“This isn’t okay,” Theo said, voice almost pleading. “People are going to die — my father’s
going to kill people and I don’t know what I can do.”

“Not kill people, I hope.” Aurora looked at him flatly, and he wrung his hands.

“Yeah, I mean, I just—”

“I know you’re not like him, Theodore. I know you don’t believe in the things he and your
grandfather do. But the reality is that they are in power over you. You have to choose whether
to just stand by, or… Not.”

Theo took in a deep breath and looked away and Aurora found herself at a loss for words,
caught between sympathy for a friend and being deeply unnerved by what he said and the
choice he would have to make. It was in that moment that she was hit with the realisation of
just how desperately she wanted him to make the choice to walk away, turn away from his
family, ren though she knew it was selfish, she knew it might endanger his siblings, but more
than anything she wanted Theodore to do the right thing, and that she wanted to be able to
say that he was on her side, the right side, not standing quietly and watching, and that she
thought, deep down, that if he could not do that, something would be wedged between them
forever.

“I don’t know what to do,” he whispered, catching her gaze again. “I don’t know what I can
do. I’m just… I’m just me. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I don’t know how to deal with
this, with my siblings and my family, there’s going to be even more pressure, and if I do
something wrong, it’ll be taken out on them. I’m responsible for them, Aurora, because no
one else is going to do right by them.”

“I know,” she told him, instinctively crossing the space between them, her heart twisting. “I
know that, Theo.”

“My mum told me this would happen, she warned me. She told me it wasn’t over, and that I
had to lead my siblings, and protect them, from our family and from themselves. But I don’t
know how.”

He collapsed down onto his bed, staring at the wall. “How am I supposed to stand up to
them? It was bad enough when it was just my grandfather, and now — and my siblings don’t
understand. They don’t know who he is, they don’t understand that this is awful and
dangerous and, Merlin, in perspective I’m so damn lucky that I’m safe as long as I’m quiet
but I don’t want to be quiet but I don’t know how to speak and still protect my siblings!” He
clutched the bedsheets tightly, knuckles going white. She could hear the fear and anxiety in



his voice and the panic of his breathlessness. “I’ve got a year,” he said, voice torn. Aurora
sank down next to him, their shoulders brushing.

“A year ‘til what?”

“‘Til I’m seventeen. Well, just over a year, but, you know. Then I can take custody of my
siblings, like my mother wanted, and get us all out but until then, we’re stuck. Her family
might’ve been able to help us but so many of them were killed during the war, Lord Fawley
won’t risk it again, and they were all divided enough back then, they might just hand us back
over anyway and then we’ll be screwed.”

“You can take custody of your siblings?”

Theo nodded. “My mother wrote it in her will, that as soon as I’m of age, my siblings are in
my care, not my grandfather’s. Course, that was when my father was imprisoned but I
assume turning up to deal with that in a legal court is a bit of a stupid idea for an escaped
convict.”

“Suppose so,” Aurora said, still somewhat taken aback.

Theo wrung his hands together again, pressed his palms together and took a deep, rattling
breath that broke off on a small gasp as he shifted away again, to look through the basket
Aurora had brought with a frantic energy, like there was so much inside of him that he was
desperate to get out and yet terrified of speaking into the world.

“Strawberries… Scones… Cucumber sandwiches?” He turned around, staring at her.

“What’s wrong with cucumber sandwiches?”

“Why — why did you bring all this here?”

“Because you’re my friend and you need to eat—”

“I need to sort my life out!” he snapped back breathlessly, and Aurora blinked, surprised. “I
can’t have you pitying me, I — I need to know what to do! I need someone to tell me what to
do!”

“I’m not going to tell you what to do,” Aurora said bluntly. Even though she wanted to, she
wanted to scream it at him, she didn’t want to have to have to, and it scared her how badly
she wanted him to stand by her.

“I don’t know how I do this, Aurora,” he told her, breath catching. “I’m scared.”

His voice faded to a whisper at the end, as he met her gaze with a look so haunted and afraid
that it made her heart pull to him, like a healer to a distress signal.

“I know you’re scared,” she said, softening her voice deliberately. “You’re quite right to be.
But, you need to eat, and breathe. And we’ll figure this out. I promise.”



“You shouldn’t be here,” he told her, “you, of all people, you shouldn’t be feeling sorry for
me.”

“You’re my friend,” she reiterated, as harshly as she dared. “Don’t tell me what I should and
shouldn’t feel for you, Theo. Now.” She stood, and flounced over to the basket, standing
beside him. “Scone or sandwich.”

“Aurora—”

“Scone or sandwich?” she repeated, fixing him with a hard stare as she picked up one of both.
“You’re not getting away with not eating. You’ll feel better for it.”

He swallowed, clenched his jaw as though annoyed and then said with a defeated sigh, “Are
they cheese scones?”

“Fruit or plain. And there’s strawberry jam.”

“Why does everything you brought begin with an S?”

This, she did not know the answer to. She handed him one plain scone and one fruit, and a
pot of jam with a small knife, and watched sternly as he reluctantly sat down on the edge of
his bed. “Thank you,” he said softly, meeting her eyes as he began to eat. “I know you’re
trying to help. I just…”

“Don’t know how to accept help?”

“Takes one to know one.”

She shrugged. “Fair enough. I’m trying to be better about it, though.” With him, anyway, it
felt easier to accept help. He made her feel like she deserved it.

Theo took a bite of his scone and looked at her contemplatively. “I saw Bellatrix Lestrange
escaped, too. And that Peter Pettigrew was killed. I don’t suppose anyone’s asked you how
you’re holding up?”

She shook her head. “No, they haven’t, actually. But I suppose that’s to be expected. Gwen
and Elise and Harry have their own reasons to be frightened, Leah has her anger, and Robin’s
mainly worried about Gwen, so.” She shrugged. “I’m bloody terrified, but, what can you do?
It was always going to happen.”

He swallowed the last of another bite and reached for the strawberries, holding the small
basket of them out to her. “I think you need something to eat, too.”

With a small laugh, Aurora shoved his knee lightly with his own and took the strawberries.
“Shift over then, will you?”

He obliged, shuffling back to sit cross-legged on the other side of the bed, and she toed her
shoes off before sitting opposite him, placing the basket in between them. “So, what is it you
need right now? A plan, a cry, or a distraction?”



“No idea,” Theo said honestly, “but I think I’d better take the distraction.”

Aurora plucked a strawberry and asked, “Why?”

“Well, you’re already here and seem designed to distract me. And I’m sure you’d find a way
anyway.”

She raised her eyebrows, teasing. “Do you find me distracting, Theodore Nott?”

“No,” he said quickly, flushing. Aurora grinned, chest fluttering. “It’s the scones.”

“I see.” Her grin widened. “Well, after all the effort I put in to procure them, I’m glad they’re
offering a sound distraction. Have you ever visited the Hogwarts kitchens?” He shook his
head. “You should try it, there’s this whole series of passageways to get there and there’s a
portrait at the end with a fruit bowl and if you tickle the pear then you can get inside. It’s
really cool to see behind the scenes — you know so many students don’t even know
Dumbledore employs house elves. Employs them, not owns them. Oh, and the Malfoys’ old
elf is there too, he wears loads of funny hats.”

“Why?”

“He’s there because Harry Potter helped set him free and he fancied working for Hogwarts as
a free elf. He wears the hats for unknown reasons.”

“You know, I never fail to be surprised by a new piece of trivia about your godbrother.”

“Oh, I’ve lost the element of surprise completely. He could tell me he wrestled a squid and
I’d believe it, because it’s the sort of ridiculous thing he would do, in the same vein as flying
a car from Kings Cross to school and inflating his aunt like a balloon.”

Theo choked on his scone. “When did he do that?” he asked, eyes watering.

“Oh, a couple of years ago,” Aurora told him evasively. “I’m not sure why he did it, exactly,
the general gist is that she’s a nasty piece of work, and having met his other aunt and uncle,
I’d say that sounds about right.” She ate another strawberry, savouring it as Theo laughed and
tried to regain his breath. “He’s told me some fascinating accidental magic stories, actually.
Apparently he flew onto the roof of his school once. And, you know how he did Parseltongue
that one time in second year — yeah, he spoke to a snake at a zoo and vanished the glass and
sort of set it on his cousin, who’s also a piece of work.”

“Merlin,” Theo said through laughter, “and he didn’t work out anything was amiss?”

“Apparently not. Though I don’t think his family are big fans of the whole magic thing, so
maybe he just wouldn’t entertain it. Anyway.” She didn’t like to discuss Potter’s family, or
her relationship with him, even if it did feel somehow easier with Theo. “There’s a lot of this
castle that actually goes completely unexplored. You can cut the time it takes to get from
Potions to Transfiguration in half with the right passageway, but no one else seems to know
or even consider that there are these secret passageways. The founders built them in as
protection from siege, the idea being that students would have a better instinct for the castle



than anyone else would, and the castle would help them in response. There’s even one
passageway I found which takes you to this sort of crawl space in the ceiling above the
entrance hall, which would be perfect for throwing things at intruders.”

“I’d be amazed if Peeves hasn’t tried that one yet.” Theo’s lips were quirked in an odd smile
as he watched her ramble.

“As far as I know he hasn’t, but it’s entirely possible. I actually haven’t seen him very much
since we got back, I think Umbridge might have threatened him with discorporation over the
holidays.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Theo said with a short-lived laugh. He set down his scone, shifted
the basket aside and asked, “How’d you think she’s reacted to this? I mean, you’ll at least
have seen her.”

“Not well, that I can say. She looked furious, and a bit embarrassed. It’s certainly shown up
Fudge’s incompetence, plus it undermines all their messaging. They’ve no explanation for
any reason why they’ve all broken out. I do hope to see her squirm over it in class.”

“Think Potter’ll yell at her again?”

“Possibly, though I hope he’s more sensible than that by now.” She shook her head. “She’ll
get what’s coming to her, I’m sure. They all will.”

“We can hope, anyway,” he said with a scowl. With a restless flex, he asked, “Don’t you ever
feel like there’s just no way of fixing any of this? Like, I don’t know, I just feel so powerless
over the world, and so stuck in it. I can’t move, you know?”

“I know how you feel,” Aurora said, deliberating, “but I think we have to believe that we can
fix things. The world’s absolutely suffocating right now, and I don’t know what to do either,
and I’m terrified, and trapped, and I feel like everything’s spiralling out of my control. But I
have to believe a better world’s possible, even if I don’t know how to achieve it.”

“I just want freedom,” he said softly. “To have my own thoughts and feelings and to own my
choices.”

“Freedom does sound pretty good,” she agreed, even though she thought control was better,
control over oneself and one’s future. “And one day, that’s what you’ll have. If you fight for
it.”

Her hand lay in the space between them and he took it for a moment, flexing his fingers as
though he just needed to feel her there. Aurora’s breath caught in her throat. “I want to,” he
whispered to her, “I really, really want to.”

“I want you to,” she told him, squeezing his fingers gently. “And I know you have it in you, I
just…” Her words escaped her. None of them were right for the moment; how she wanted
Theodore to be able to stand by her side no matter what, even while understanding perfectly
why he could not, and yet feeling with dread that at some point, the balance of their
friendship might fall away.



“It’ll be okay,” she said finally, then cringed. “I’m sorry, I’m not very good at this, am I?”

“You’re wonderful,” Theo told her softly, gripping her hands tighter. He dipped his head and
caught her gaze, carefully, as though considering something. “Thank you. And you’re right. I
still have a choice to make. It’s just…”

“Dangerous. And difficult. But I believe in you.” She said it with a shrug, though the words
were not light at all.

She picked at her scone, going quiet again and allowing Theo to ask, “How did you do it,
cope with it, when it was you?”

“Well, I think you know I was in a right mood all year. It was pretty rough. To be honest, I
don’t think I could really be said to have coped with it. It’s like everything else, you just kind
of have to keep existing and figure out who you want to be afterwards. But, I guess it’s
important to know who you want around you, and that those people know who you are.”

She watched the bob of his throat as he swallowed and digested this with a nod. “You guys
do. I mean, you and Gwen and Robin and Daphne.”

The exclusions were just as important as the inclusions there, she felt. “It will be okay, Theo.
I know we’re not exactly in the same position, but, you just have to keep yourself.” She
smiled gently, in what she hoped was a reassuring way, even though she felt she must be
failing.

“Yeah,” he said, gnawing at his lip. “I know. I do, I just… It’s scary. All of it, you know? Not
just him but all of them.”

Aurora sighed; there was meaning an weight in his gaze, as though imploring her to speak.
“Yes, well, I have somewhat come to terms with Bellatrix Lestrange’s personal bloodthirst
towards me.” Theo winced. “I can’t really remember how much I’ve told you about her, but
she was pretty set on murdering me when I was a child, and I know she still wants the same.”

“You know that?” Theo asked, picking up on her tone.

She shook her head quickly. “I mean, I don’t know, of course, but I’d be pretty shocked if she
turned around now and decided she doesn’t mind half bloods and blood traitors that much
after all and wanted to make nice and pledge fealty to me.”

Theo coughed. “That does seem rather unlikely.”

“I’ll just have to survive, I suppose. I’ve made it to sixteen, might as well try for a few more
years.”

Theo’s expression was caught in a weary grimace somewhere between laughter and concern.
“Here I am going on about my family, and yours is… Well…”

“Fucked?”

“For want of a better word.”



“No, I think that’s entirely appropriate, actually.” This time, Theo’s laugh was a little looser.

“Seriously, though, I know you’re trying to make light of this, but…?” He let the question
hang, somewhere between are you okay and can you articulate what you’re feeling.

“But I’m terrified, yeah.” Her laugh was breathy and shallow. “She’s more than capable of
killing me and I still don’t know why I managed to avoid dying last time. I got lucky, or I had
someone watching out for me, I don’t know, and I definitely don’t know how. She’ll try to
kill me the first chance she gets, and…” The wave of panic hit her suddenly, the way a
tsunami draws back and then races back towards the shore. In a flash, it flooded through her,
clogging in her throat; the face from the Prophet leered at her in her mind’s eye, cackling
rang in her ears, her heart beat to the tune of a death march. For a moment she was unable to
speak or even breathe, as the reality she had been ignoring all day reared into view, and the
knowledge thatsooner or later she would be confronted with an attempt on her life, seized her
chest with a cold iron fist. Seconds passed too quickly; Theo was speaking and the noisy
panic in her head drowned him out, her thoughts repeating over and over: I’m going to die,
my father’s going to die, Andromeda and Ted and Dora are going to die, everyone I love is
going to die and leave me, I can’t do this, I can’t lose them again, and not like this, not
because of her.

“Aurora.” His voice was distant, like he was calling from the top of a deep, dark pit and she
was at the bottom. “Aurora, breathe, what’s—”

“I can’t do it,” she said, words strangled by her ragged breathing. Her mind wouldn’t work,
wouldn’t see anything beyond the immediate panic that was determined to crush her for
avoiding the truth too long. “I can’t — I can’t — they’re going — and she — I can’t do it—”

“Aurora.” His fingers grazed hers and she moved away, panicked by his proximity,
embarrassed that she was doing whatever this was in front of him. “Look at me.”

“Elise is scared and — and I can’t —“ Cant help her, or fix this, or protect her, she wanted to
say, but the words wouldn’t form, stuck in her throat. She drew her arms to her chest, then
moved them frantically, as though she might pull her words out of her chest by doing so.
“This is just — I’m so sorry I don’t know — I was fine, I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” Theo told her, wide eyed, keeping his distance. She wanted him but at the
same time wanted to flee the room entirely. “Aurora, listen to me. Breathe in slowly, alright,
count to eight.”

“I can’t — I don’t — Theo, I need to — to stop—”

“Breathe in,” he said, and in the silence she heard him drawing his own breath, but hers was
shallow and frantic as she tried not to choke on her words.

“She’s going to — she killed my mother — and my uncle did — I don’t know how — I can’t
do it — she hates me and - and Narcissa and Lucius and Draco, they’ll — oh, Merlin, I can’t
—”

“You’re not going to die,” Theo told her firmly.



“She’s going to — I’m not strong enough—”

“Aurora, listen to me. You are strong.”

“I’m not enough!”

“You’re determined. You’re going to be okay, and we’ll find a way through this, just like you
said—”

“I can’t — it’s not just — I have to protect them!”

“—but you have to calm down first.”

“I can’t — Theo, I don’t know what’s wrong with me, I can’t — this doesn’t happen—”

“I know, it’s okay. Just breathe, okay. Can I hold your hands? It might help ground you?”

“I can’t — can’t touch—”

“That’s okay,” he promised her immediately.

“I’m sorry — shouldn’t cry — I just — I can’t—”

“It’s okay, Aurora, I’m sorry I brought it up.”

“I shouldn’t have — I shouldn’t be like this! I’m fine!” She almost made herself believe it,
holding back a sob and biting her lip so hard she thought she might draw blood. Her heart
threatened to tear itself out of her chest.

“You’re not fine,” Theo whispered, “but that’s okay. It’s going to be okay, just breathe, okay.
Look around, look at me. You’re here, you’re safe. Your family are going to be alright.”

“You don’t know that, you can’t — I don’t know how to protect them!” Her words were
spilling out now, the dam breaking. “I can’t lose them, Theo, I can’t — I can’t go through that
again, I can’t be alone, I can’t have them leave me again, and I can’t have it be my fault.” Her
breath shuddered. “It’s more and more likely, that someone I love is going to die and I just
can’t stand having anyone else die, I can’t do it. Bellatrix wants me dead, any one of them
would rejoice in it, and Dora and my father are going to throw themselves headlong into
fighting and I can’t see a way this ends well right now, even though I’m trying, so, so hard.”

Aurora drew her knees to her chest, lying on her side on the bed, propriety gone as her head
raced. “Everyone my father knew died in the first war, everyone he loved, and anyone else he
became completely estranged from, and I can’t help but feel history repeating itself. I can’t
stop it, I don’t know how and now, it’s just — just —“ She couldn’t find the words, left
scrambling again.

“I don’t know what to do,” Theo said, “to reassure you.”

“You can’t reassure me,” she told him flatly. “There’s nothing anyone can do to resolve any
of this, and I know I can’t win this one and I’m — I’m scared, and…” She squeezed her eyes



closed, trying to concentrate on the feel of the sheets beneath her, on the space around her,
and the moment she was in. “I’m sorry. I’m meant to be comforting you and instead I’m
being this stupid — I don’t know.”

“It’s not stupid,” Theo told her, “and it sounds like you needed a rant.” He lay down so he
was facing her, and their knees brushed gently. Suddenly his eyes seemed brighter, and there
was something about him that made her want to draw closer. “I think there are enough
strawberries for both of us.”

She chuckled wetly and turned to face the ceiling. She had never noticed before that Theo
and Robin’s ceiling had been painted over, light silver and blue, so pale that it was near
invisible, and it took her a moment to make out the clouds painted onto a pale blue sky. “Who
did that?” she asked before she could stop herself. “The ceiling?”

Theo tensed beside her. “That was me.”

“I didn’t know you liked art. Or did it, at all.”

She turned back to look at him, seeing the sheepish look in his eye. “I don’t do it often,” he
defended, “it’s frivolous, and that was downright silly. Robin wanted to see if he could
levitate me long enough to paint something up there, and you know what he’s like when he
gets an idea, so I had to do it. It was not a fun experience.”

The mental image of Theo floating completely horizontal in the air, using the ceiling as a
canvas, was hilarious enough that all other thoughts left Aurora’s head and she burst out
laughing, the sound boiling inside of her. “Why would you try that? Did you fall?”

“Only a little,” Theo said, forehead creased in bemusement. “Robin isn’t good at sustained
bodily levitation. But I think I covered it well. I intentionally made it light, so any mistakes
weren’t too noticeable, and I had to use an extra sticking charm so the paint wouldn’t just
drip off the ceiling, and it still didn’t work that well so I got quite a lot in my hair, and on my
robes. It was a nightmare, honestly.”

“It looks cool,” she told him, still in awe. “And the image of you up there is even more
wonderful.”

Theo laughed, screwing up his face. “Robin enjoyed it, too, funnily enough. I had to make
him promise not to tell, but I suppose it was only a matter of time before someone decided to
look up there. It’s been a couple months, though. Gwen might have noticed, but other than
that, we seem to have gotten away with it.”

“Well, I’m glad you did. It’s amazing. You do this often?”

“Sometimes. It’s not a very practical hobby, or so my grandfather likes to tell me. But, I enjoy
it. I like watercolours especially. It’s nice to observe things, and bring it to life in a new way.
But don’t tell anyone,” he added quickly, nervously.

“Okay,” she said, “if you want.“ She looked up again, smiling to herself. “If it makes you
happy, keep doing it. For me, yeah?”



“For you?”

She nodded. “I like it. It’s pretty.”

“Yeah? No deep analysis?”

“Pretty’s pretty,” she told him with a shrug. “The world could do with a few more nice
things.”

“I suppose so,” he said slowly, holding her gaze with deliberate consideration. He swallowed
tightly. “Thank you. For everything, all of this.”

“Sufficient distraction?”

“Very much. I think… Well, I think you’re right. But what you said, about knowing who’s
around you, like keeping your friends close — I just want you to know that I always want to
be around for you, and vice versa. As friends.”

“Yeah,” Aurora said softly, warmth unfolding inside of her, even though something about it
felt off, like as friends was not quite right, almost disappointing. “I want that too.”

It occurred to her, then, that the way they were lying was far from proper, that his face was
only a few inches from hers, that if anyone were to walk in, they would have a great many
questions and a potential scandal on their hands. But she could not bring herself to care, even
though she felt the underlying danger of their being together, even though the thought of what
his family would think or do scared her and twisted her up inside, she didn’t want to move,
she didn’t want to pull away from him.

But she had to. When she sat up, she felt colder. “You’re a good person, Theo,” she told him,
“and you’re one of my closest friends. I think it’d take a lot to change that.”

He looked like he wasn’t sure he quite believed her. “I hope you’re right.” As he sat up, he
held her gaze, and under its warm glow she had to look away, unsettled by the new
hammering of her heart and the hot flush that rose to her cheeks. “I want to fight, you know. I
want to know how, against all of them.”

She did too. Briefly, she considered telling him about Harry’s defence club, but discarded the
idea. Putting him in a position where he knew about him might be to implicate him in
something deeply dangerous to him, and besides, she got the feeling Potter would not take
well to it.

“You’re a pretty good duellist,” she told him instead, “I’m sure between us we could do
something to learn. I’ve always found you a fun challenge.”

“I’m not sure Umbridge would take well to that.”

“There are no rules against two students privately practicing defensive magic against each
other. Yet, anyway.” A slow, thrilled grin spread over his face.



“I suppose you’re right. And I mean, it’s no different from an informal friendly gathering
over homework, even with three or four of us.”

Her own grin widened and she winked. “I’ll check out a duelling book from the library
tomorrow, then. You can borrow it, if you like.”

“I’d love to.”

A quiet, excited smile passed between them, carried by the thrill of mischief and finding
resistance from a powerless situation. “We’ll be okay, won’t we?” Theo asked into the
silence. “Me and you, and Robin and Gwen, all of us.”

“I think we could be,” aas all she could commit to.

“Promise me you’ll be careful. You’re — I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“I don’t intend o get myself hurt.”

“But you have a bad habit of getting into life-threatening situations. Particularly where Harry
Potter is involved.”

“Harry Potter is constantly involved,” she said wearily, “but I’m beginning to think I’ve my
own poor luck — and sometimes judgment — to thank.” Se slipped off the bed, picking up
her satchel. Theo followed, standing beside her.

“You don’t have to go.”

“I have to write to my father. And I should probably check in on Gwen — I know she’ll be
rattled by this, even if she won’t show it. Unless you need me to stay?”

He hesitated a moment before saying, “I think I’ll be alright now. I can eat, which will
distract me. And I’ll remember what you said.”

“Good.”

“Tell Gwen I hope she’s alright. And…” He swayed slightly on the spot, like he was going to
step towards her and then thought better of it. The distance he had almost crossed felt wide
and cold. “Only leave if you’re alright, too. You can stay as long as you want.”

“I know. But I should get back and I — I will be alright. Panic time is over. Thank you,
though.”

In a mindless, impulsive second, she stepped up on her tiptoes and pressed a quick, grateful
kiss to his cheek. When she pulled away, Theo’s cheeks were flaming pink and he was staring
at her like she had sprouted a tail. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she told him, heat already
flooding her cheeks. “At breakfast. If you can make it — if you’re still not able, I can bring
you something, and notes if you need them, from class, because if you fall behind my only
competition will be Hermione Granger and frankly, she’s nowhere near as fun, and debating
with her is like arguing with a solid wall, and—”



She was cut off sharply as Theo threw his arms around her, squeezing her to his chest where
she felt her body heat with sudden sparks, feeling every inch of him against her so intensely.
It was a different embrace than any they had shared before, marked by more than mere
comfort, but a strength of will to hold and to be held, to be as close to one another as they
possible could be, and in a moment, as she came to her senses, Aurora held him just as tight,
clinging to his shoulder.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Theo mumbled into her shoulder, breath warm.
“You’re my best friend.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know what to say to that. She had heard it from Gwen, and she had referred
to Draco and Pansy as such on occasion, but this felt deeper, and unexpected, for it did not
make sense; he had no obligation to her, no childhood memory or familial loyalty or forced
proximity of being roommates to make her important to him. She just was, somehow, without
asking. That realisation made her heart feel like it was going to burst; they were friends
simply because they were, because they fit, because they were there for one another, and it
was in the moment that the world seemed to turn without them, and they were still, and she
realised just how much of her life he had started to occupy, how important he had become as
he burrowed his way into her heart. “Thank you, Theo.”

“Was that a silly thing to say? It was, wasn’t it?”

“Not at all,” she assured him, thumb running absently over his back. “You’re important to
me, too, Theo. I…” Words could not express just how grateful she was for him, how much
she knew she could rely on him, more than anybody else, even more than Gwen or her father
or the Tonkses, because he was there, and he understood, and she craved that so much.
“Thank you.”

A moment’s longer embrace, and then she forced herself to step back, aware of the warmth
blooming between them. Catching his gaze made her breath catch in her throat and her
cheeks heat. “I should go,” she told him, “I have to write that letter…”

“‘Course.” Theo swallowed. “Yeah.”

“You will be alright?”

“I will now.” His hands held hers for a moment, and at his smile, Aurora found herself
equally unable to stop a grin. “Thank you.”

“Anytime. After all,” she said before she could stop herself, “what are best friends for?”

She left him in the quiet, closing the door, head spinning slightly. Whatever had just
happened, she wasn’t entirely certain, but she felt assured that coming to see Theodore had
been the right thing to do.

Now she had an even more difficult challenge. She locked her bedroom door as soon as she
entered, glad to find that Gwen was still in the common room with Tracy and Clarissa.



She brought out the mirror from her father and held it, frowning at her own reflection. It
looked strange, though the mirror itself was simple. She had never seen a two-way mirror
before, though as soon as her father had mentioned it, the idea seemed very sensible indeed.
And now, she felt, it could only help her.

“Sirius Black,” she said nervously into the mirror, sitting upright against her swathe of
pillows. It took a moment, and the surface of the mirror rippled slightly, like a lake, but then
her father’s face appeared in front of her, pale and grim, with a forced smile.

“Aurora? This is a surprise — is everything alright?”

“I assume you’ve seen the news about Azkaban,” she said, eyebrows raised. The forced smile
fell. “It’s all anybody can talk about here. I just wanted to see if you’re alright.”

“I told you, you don’t have to worry—”

“Fine then, maybe I just want to talk to you about it. I’m scared, I know you must be too.”

Her father sighed, shaking his head. He seemed to be in the lounge at Arbrus Hill, though
Aurora was sure he must have been at a meeting earlier. The Order would be going mad over
this.

“We’re all concerned,” he said. “As far as the Auror office has deduced, they were let out by
the Dementors. That’s a major security failure on the Ministry’s part, and it’s likely going to
make people lose confidence, which is why they’re trying to prolong the investigation. One
thing though, Kingsley told us, Fudge called him into his office, asking about Barty Crouch’s
son.”

“Really?”

“Well, again, the Ministry isn’t letting out anything Crouch says and from the sounds of it he
hasn’t been saying anything at all — which I don’t think is merely a result of an Imperius
from six months ago, somehow — but, Fudge had had it implied to him before that Crouch
knew or thought his son had escaped. Those rumours have been going about for a while, from
St. Mungo’s; Fudge wants Kingsley to consider looking into it, maybe connecting the two,
but he doesn’t know if that’ll worry people more.”

“Surely it will.”

“But perhaps not as much as if everybody thought the Dementors had turned away from the
Ministry. Still, it shows the Ministry didn’t know, and they’ve failed on two fronts.
Kingsley’s all for it, but Fudge is very much in two minds. We don’t think he’ll end up going
for it, once his head clears, but he is desperate.”

Aurora thought over this, humming as she did so. “I’m sure people will understand this is
big. They’re losing their grip now. And if anyone, shouldn’t this confirm the idea that You-
Know-Who’s returned, if his followers are going back to find him? The timing is suspicious.”



“Very. We’re going to try to capitalise on it, especially the Aurors among us. Had — has
anyone at school said anything about it?”

“Not to me,” she said, shaking her head. “Apart from Elise, who was asking about Bellatrix. I
tried to reassure her she isn’t in danger, but I’m not sure she was convinced… And I think
some people have mentioned things to Potter, but not me.”

“Good… Good.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if more people do,” she said, “but so far, no. But I, um… I saw the
part about Peter Pettigrew.”

She winced even as she said it. Her father didn’t say anything for a long moment, and Aurora
considered perhaps that was the worst thing she could have asked him. But, eventually, in a
rather hollow voice, “It’s no loss. Not really. Peter was dead to me fourteen years ago.”

“Right. Of course. I just — just wondered how you were feeling.”

“It’s fine.”

He said it the same way she would. That was how she knew he was lying.

“Alright. Well, I just wanted to speak to you. But if that’s all, if you’re fine—”

“Aurora,” he interrupted, wincing, “I’m sorry. I just don’t know how to talk about it. But if
you need to, go ahead.”

“I don’t know what to say,” she admitted. “It’s not exactly a surprise, is it, but it still feel like
something of a shock. And I didn’t like that the article mentioned you, that felt unfair. But, I
don’t know… I can’t stop thinking about it but I’m not as scared as I felt that I should be?
Like, I’m aware of the need to be frightened and in a logical, practical sense, I am afraid but,
I also feel like it was inevitable? And now we just have to deal with it.”

Her father’s eyes were wide, bright, unreadable. “I’m sorry you have to deal with this,
Aurora. At your age…”

“It isn’t as if you didn’t have to deal with this sort of stuff. You were even younger than me
when the first war started.”

“That’s why. It — it isn’t easy. And I can’t lie, I’m terrified Bellatrix might try to hurt you,
now she’s free, that any of them will. And Gabriel Travers, you know who he is?”

One of the escapees further down the list; the man who had set the fire at the McKinnon
household the night after her mother died. And Lucille's uncle. Aurora nodded grimly. “You
think he wants to finish what he started?”

“I think he had an interesting relationship with Bellatrix Lestrange, and we can’t be too
careful.” He sighed. “You should be safe at Hogwarts, but no one can guarantee it. Just be
careful. I know you don’t want to hear it, but there are certain people around you that you
don’t want to stick too closely to. There’s no telling what any of them might have to do.”



“I know,” she said, “I am being careful.” Besides, there were hardly any of that group she
would even dare speak to anymore, or who would deign to speak with her. But still she
declined to tell her father about the conversation she had just had with Theodore. “What does
the Order think, about the likelihood of attack?”

“Imminent. He must be planning something, we just don’t know what yet. But be careful
what you say in Hogwarts, Aurora. Just in case.”

“I know.” She hated it, the idea that she couldn’t trust the people around her, but it wasn’t
unusual anymore either. It was the reality of an oncoming war, which they all would have to
deal with. "I'm considering joining Harry's defence against the dark arts club, you know. I
assume he told you about it."

Her father nodded. "I'm surprised you hadn't signed up already. If it was me, I would have
leapt at the chance."

"Yes, well, I'm not you, am I? And it's so dangerous, if I get caught: I'm already on thin ice
with Umbridge, and I'm sure a lot of the lords she's friends with would love to see me
disgraced for breaking Ministry decrees."

"It's also dangerous not to learn how to fight," her father pointed out with a frown. "Sure, it's
risky, but Harry's got a lot to lose too, and so have Hermione and the Weasleys."

"I know that," she told him, irritated. "But I've got a lot to deal with—"

"Aurora, you can't stay out of this all forever!"

"I'm not trying to stay out of it, I'm trying to avoid making the situation at Hogwarts worse!"

Her father sighed, pinching his brow. "Has it occurred to you that there is more going on than
whatever political situation you're trying to conserve?"

"Yes, of course, but I — I just don't know what to do! I'm scared, Dad."

At that, her father's gaze softened. "I know, sweetheart. But you'll never not be scared."

Aurora flinched. "I'm not a coward."

"And I'm not calling you one. You have to fight through this, even though I wish you didn't.
You might even enjoy it."

"I doubt that. And there are no Slytherins in the defence club, Ron told me, I suspect as a
deterrent. They'll all hate me even more than usual. But I am considering it, and now, it
seems more and more like I have to take that step. But on the other hand, me and my friends
are considering finding a way to work on our duelling together."

"Which friends?" he asked immediately, suspicion clouding his features.

She hated that look on him, especially directed at her. "Well, I don't know, I've only discussed
it with Theo, but we'll probably team up with Robin and Gwen, maybe Leah or Daphne. Not



an organised thing, so Umbridge can't get mad, but we're all already together a lot anyway,
and it wouldn't be weird for us to hang out in Robin and Theo's room, or mine and Gwen's."

"Theo? The Nott boy, still?"

"Yes," she said defensively. "What's wrong with that?"

"You know his father—"

"Just broke out of Azkaban? Yeah, funnily enough, I noticed that, and the fact that Theo
himself is both terrified and furious about it, and so upset he's hardly eaten all day."

Her father did not say anything for a long moment, and the silence burrowed beneath
Aurora's skin. "Theo's my friend, but whatever you think you have to say about him, I'd
rather you just spit it out."

"I've nothing against the boy," her father said carefully, "only his family."

"You of all people should know his family doesn't define him."

"Oh, I do. But that doesn't mean they won't try to control him. Being friends with him could
be..."

"Dangerous?" She gave him a pointed look. "I didn't think you much cared about danger."

"When it's for the right reasons."

"Theo's my friend, and he's kind. That's reason enough to stick by him. Don't tell me
otherwise."

"I'm not trying to tell you what to do—"

"You clearly are! With the defence club and now this! I can make my own decisions, I'm not
stupid!"

"I would never say that you are! Look, Aurora, you can do what you want, I'm just saying
that there are risks to being friends with someone like Theodore, no matter how nice he
himself is."

"I know this. But I — I believe in him. I trust him. I can't stop being friends with him."

Her father's eyes were wide, worried, but he nodded and said in a strained voice, "Fine. That's
your choice. I'm just saying. Now, as to this defence club — I really do think you should give
it a go. Harry genuinely wants you to join up, he thinks you'd be a great addition — plus, he
said everyone badgering him about teaching them how to produce a Patronus, and you could
help with that."

"So you two were talking about me, then?"



"Aurora, don't be like that, we were just talking about school and you came up. He wasn't
saying anything bad."

"Yeah, well..." She shifted uncomfortably. "I don't know. Maybe I will join, maybe I won't."

"I think deep down you want to. So just do it."

It's not that easy, she wanted to scream, and yet she felt like she was the one making it so
difficult for herself. After a moment's silence, her father said, "I’m going to have to go now,
sweetheart. Dora wants me to pop round to hers; Andromeda’s upset. Remus is with them
now, too.”

“Of course,” Aurora said softly, swallowing her earlier annoyance. "Give them all my love,
won’t you?"

“Will do.” He smiled, a forced and strained thing that didn’t reach his eyes. “I love you,
sweetheart.”

She swallowed tightly, stomach twisting. “I love you, too. Be safe?”

He couldn't promise it; he just grinned and said, "I'll do my best."
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Dumbledore’s Army

The next morning at breakfast, Aurora had only just sat down when a second year came up
and asked, “Is it true Bellatrix Lestrange is coming to murder you?”

“Get out of my sight, Farron,” she told him wearily, pouring herself a tea.

“But, is it?”

“Why would I tell you?”

“Because everyone wants to know.”

She gave the boy a flat, unimpressed look and said, “If I turn up dead in the lake, I'll make
sure you're the first to be told. Leave before I hex you, please.”

After a harsh glare, the second year shuffled off to his awaiting friends, who whispered
frantically and stared over their shoulders at her. Aurora rolled her eyes and tried to forget the
question, pulling out her Transfiguration textbook and preparing her breakfast. No sooner had
she picked up her fork and opened her book, though, than Graham and Cassius plopped down
either side of her, grinning.

“There’s our little Chaser,” Graham said, snatching up a slice of her toast. “Fancy a flight
tonight? Couldn’t book a whole team practice ‘til Friday, but we can get half an hour for a
few laps after Ravenclaw have been out, around eight.”

“Sure,” she said, and took another piece of toast with a scowl. “If you stop being so
annoying.”

“Damn, I’ve only said two sentences.”

“Three.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “What’s got your knickers in a twist?”

“My impending death.”

“Ah.” The two boys exchanged meaningful looks. “That.”

“It’s fine,” she said, tossing her hair. “Well, it’s not, but, you know — we still have to thrash
Hufflepuff next month.”

“That’s very true,” Cassius agreed. They hadn’t spoken much at the end of last term, and it
took a moment for him to continue, “You’re going to be alright, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am. If Harry Potter can win all his Quidditch matches while almost getting
killed by You-Know-Who every year, I should be able to handle this.”



“Right. Well, good. And are we…”

“If you’re not going to be a twat,” she said pointedly, “yes.”

“‘Cause I am sorry,” he said, with a look at Graham which told her they had discussed this
before. “About how we argued and that, I was rough on you, and I shouldn’t have been.”

“Yes, you shouldn’t have been. But what’s done is done.” She swallowed tightly and turned
back to Graham. “So, practice on Friday, too?”

“Seven o’clock on the dot.”

“I’ll mark my calendar.”

“That’s my girl,” Graham said, nudging her shoulder and swinging his legs back over the
bench to stand up. Cassius followed suit. “And hey, since it’s a private flight tonight, you can
give me a go on that Firebolt of yours.”

“In your dreams, Montague.”

“In no fewer than eight of them!” he called as they wandered off, towards the crowd of
seventh years at the top of the table.

Aurora watched them go with a grin, chuckling as she turned to her breakfast in better spirits.
As she tucked into her toast and eggs, Gwen and Robin dropped into the seats opposite her,
and Leah came to her side with Apollo Jones. Gwen had returned to their room late the night
before, apparently having been talking about the Azkaban breakout with Robin, though all
she had been willing to say to Aurora on the matter was that she was tired of thinking about
it, unable to do anything. It was not dissimilar to Aurora’s feelings. But, she was determined
to do something, at least.

After a short breakfast, she went to track down Harry Potter, who was sulking in a lonely
alcove on the third floor. When she tore aside the tapestry covering it, he jumped and swore
at her, wand out before he realised who it was. “Aurora?”

“The one and only. Lumos.” She flounced into the alcove as she lit it up, letting the heavy
fabric muffle them. “I’ve decided I want in on your little club.”

He stared at her, blinking slowly. “Right. This wouldn’t have anything to do with the Death
Eaters breaking out of Azkaban?”

“Completely unlinked to the immediate threat to my life, of course. Can I still join?”

“I didn’t think you wanted anything to do with us.”

“Well, it’s dangerous. But I want to learn. And, I think that an illicit club like this has great
potential for further subterfuge. You’re pretty sizeable, right?”

“I mean, there are about two dozen of us.”



She nodded, mulling this over. “I’m in if you’ll let me.”

“You’ll have to sign a form,” Harry told her slowly. “Agreeing to keep quiet.”

“A physical one?” He nodded and she sighed. “Harry, you can’t leave a paper trail for illegal
organisations. That's rule number one. The Order doesn’t do roll call, does it?"

“The DA wasn’t illegal when it was formed. And it isn’t really illegal now. Anyway, we all
promised to keep quiet.”

“And you don’t trust that I will?”

“Of course I do,” he said, and once again surprised her with his sincerity, “but not everyone
will.”

Having her name on an official document linked to this group — the DA — seemed an awful
idea to her. If they were discovered, she did not want evidence of her involvement, and
frankly, she felt that having one list compiled of every person involved was completely
stupid. “So in theory,” she said, “if one person were to tell Umbridge about this group, and
led her to the list, which I’m assuming is in the possession of either you or Hermione, she’d
know the name of every single person, and be able to track down, punish, torture, and
interrogate each and every one of them?”

Potter swallowed, pulling a sheepish face like this had not yet occurred to him. “It’s a
deterrent. So no one will do that.”

“So signing the list prevents them from doing so? Magically?”

“Well, no. But everyone’s complicit. And I think Hermione did some sort of jinx on it.”

“What jinx?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t ask!”

“Merlin help me,” she whispered under her breath. “This already seems like a shitshow.”

“It’s going well!” Harry protested hotly. “It is! Ask Elise! Look, no one else actually sees the
list. There are a couple recent additions I don’t think added their name either. And I’m in
charge, technically…” She grinned. “I really shouldn’t make exceptions. Especially for you.”

“Hey, I’m your sister! And I’m pretty exceptional in general.”

“Godsister,” he said pointedly, throwing her own insistence on the term back at her. “You’re
exceptionally annoying.”

“Among many, many other things. What does the DA stand for anyway? I’m assuming
defensive something?”

“Officially it’s the Defense Association,” Harry told her with an anticipatory grin, “but it’s
also Dumbledore’s Army.”



She stared at him, trying to comprehend. “Sweet Merlin. I am not joining Dumbledore’s
Army. Why’d you have to name it after him?”

“Aurora, you’re basically in the Order, that’s more of Dumbledore’s Army than this is.”

“Okay, but…” She sighed. “You’ll never change the name, will you?”

“Nope!” He grinned.

“Fine. I’m in. Tell me when you meet and where, and I’ll be there.”

“It’s a room on the seventh floor,” he told her, “you walk past this painting of the dancing
trolls three times thinking about what you really need the room to be — for us, a place for
secret defence lessons — and then it appears. We don’t have set meeting times, but Hermione
made these enchanted coins which give the dates out to everyone, I’ll get her to make you
one."

Aurora digested this. She knew that room, having used it already in her second year. It was a
logical place for Harry to seek out now, and she imagined the castle would seek to protect its
inhabitants with every measure possible. “Good,” she said, nodding. “Okay, good. I have to
get back to the common room, there’s something I have to deal with, but thank you!”

She turned around, making to leave, then stopped herself. Potter was alone, and far more
subdued than usual. In light of what had happened the day before, she had to ask.

“Is everything alright with you, Potter?”

A surprised silence, then, “Yeah.”

“Are you lying?”

“Piss off now, Black.”

“So, yes.”

“Can’t you just—”

“I’ll get my father’s mirror to you after dinner,” she told him, “if you won’t tell me what’s
wrong, and are evidently avoiding your friends, you should at least discuss it with him, don’t
you think?”

He clenched his jaw and looked away in annoyance, but said through gritted teeth, “Yeah.
Thanks, Black.”

“My pleasure,” she said coolly, and swept back into the corridor, extinguishing her wand.

-*

The DA meeting was the very next night at eight o’clock. Aurora arrived early at ten to, and
sat awkwardly in a room filled with crash mats, sparring dummies, and duelling books,



hoping desperately that she had been given the correct room and not ruined it for everybody
else.

Thankfully, she was saved from her anxiety by Harry, Hermione, Ronald, and Neville
entering together at five to the hour. Neville stopped in his tracks, staring at her with wide
eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“Well, currently I’m feeling rather bored,” she said lightly, “but I’m here for the same reason
you are — to learn. If that’s alright with you, of course.” She raised her eyebrows, daring him
to complain, but Neville was easy, really, not even opposition.

Tough evidently surprised, he grinned, and said, “Welcome to the DA then, I guess. Why
didn’t you say anything, Harry?”

Potter shrugged. “Slipped my mind.”

“You know Smith won’t like this.”

“Yeah, well, Smith’s a git.” Potter shrugged. “Come on, I want to set up for duelling, you lot
can give me a hand.”

Aurora set about helping him move the mats and dummies about, ignoring the gaggle of
chatter around her right up until Elise bounded over, Clara in tow, beaming. “You came!” she
cried, satchel swinging wildly at her side. Heads turned to her where they hadn’t before, and
a slew of whispers broke out across the hall before dying out quickly when Aurora cast about
a sweeping, scathing gaze. “Oh.”

“Is there something newsworthy happening that I don’t know about?” Aurora drawled,
watching the room and the surprised, suspicious faces all before her. “Do tell, it’s frightfully
boring here.”

“What’s she doing here?” a Hufflepuff, whom she was certain was Zacharias Smith, asked,
aghast.

“I was invited,” Aurora told him with false saccharinity. “Personally.”

Smith whirled around to look at Potter. “I thought we were no Slytherins allowed! She’s a
snake, she’s probably going to go straight to Umbridge the second she gets out of here!”

“Aurora’s not going to tell Umbridge anything,” Harry told Smith firmly, “I asked her here,
and I’d much rather have her than you, so if that’s a problem, I reckon you’re the one that
should get out.”

Smith muttered something under his breath which she could not make out. “I’d rather you
spoke up if you’re going to have a tantrum,” Aurora told him loudly. “At least then it’s easier
for me to tell you why you’re talking out your arse.”

Beside Smith, Ernie choked on a laugh, looking at her with red cheeks. Elise giggled and
leaned up to whisper, “We don’t like him either. Harry said he’s a stupid git and not to listen
to anything he says.”



“I just want to know why you think we can trust her. I’m not comfortable with a Slytherin
here.”

“Charms class must be a misery,” Aurora said, eyebrows raised.

“She’s a right bitch, too,” Smith said, and Aurora smirked. “And her family are all Dark
wizards, everyone knows that, she’s related to Bellatrix Lestrange for crying out loud, and
mates with Malfoy’s lot — and she’s one of the Slytherin Quidditch Team, she’ll probably try
and murder us all the first chance she gets.”

“Aurora’s my godsister,” Potter said, before Aurora could inform Smith that he was top of
her list if she did decide to become a mass murderer, “and she’s my friend. I trust her because
she saved my life, multiple times, but neither one of us has to defend ourselves to you, got
that?”

Smith tutted. “This is ridiculous. I won’t put up with it.”

“Get out, then,” Fred Weasley snapped at him, and he glared. “Do us all a favour.”

Smith did not, instead retreating silently into the crowd. Aurora sent the two boys a grateful
look.

“If no one else would like to tirade on their lousy perceptions of my character flaws, I think
Potter wanted a hand setting up duelling positions.”

No one said anything, and so Aurora turned back to the mat she was lifting, to drag it across
the room. Slowly, the rest of the room followed suit, starting to speak among themselves
again. Likely, they were still talking about her, but at least she didn’t have to hear them
accuse her of being a dark wizard and lumped in with her cousins, as just another cruel
member of the Black family. Maybe she had played a hand in making them think so, maybe it
was her own fault for failing to cut ties with Draco sooner and prove that they were not the
same.

“Sorry about Smith,” came Ernie MacMillan’s jovial voice a few moments later, as Aurora
was pulling a dummy into place. “Here, let me get that for you.”

Even though she was perfectly capable of moving it herself, Aurora let Ernie take the dummy
and move it into position with the mat. He grinned at her, as though he considered it a great
accomplishment. “Zacharias is… Well, he’s not one to keep quiet when he’s something to
say.”

“That much was rather obvious,” Aurora said, rolling her eyes. “I’ve dealt with far worse,
MacMillan, believe me.”

“Personally, I think it’s brilliant you’re here. Leah’s always telling me you’re a great
duellist.”

“Really?”



Ernie nodded. “Oh, yes, she’s quite a high opinion of you. She’s always telling our father
how she thinks you’ve great ideas about the way things should be run.”

“…Right,” Aurora said slowly, confused and somewhat suspicious of the conversation. She
liked Leah well enough, and knew the other girl liked her, and they were certainly getting
along well these days, but she did not know that Leah liked her well enough to commend her
to her father. “Well, thank you, MacMillan. That’s very kind.”

Ernie frowned at her. “You know, Black, I was wondering—”

“Alright, everyone?” Harry yelled, and the room fell silent. Ernie stepped away from Aurora,
much to her relief. “We’re going to start with a recap from last term, so I’ll sort you all into
pairs to duel. Aurora, I’ll catch you up on the sort of spells you can expect, but don’t worry if
you can’t keep up.”

“You have so little faith in me, Potter,” she drawled coldly, though she knew he was mostly
teasing. The students around them didn’t seem to know that, though, some gazes darting
anxiously towards her again. It was both amusing and infuriating how they decided so
quickly that they did not like her or want her there, that so many were innately and
immediately suspicious of her very presence.

Potter shuffled them into pairs, and Aurora ended up with Luna Lovegood, the Ravenclaw
she had met on the train in September. Luna seemed as dreamy as ever, but she was a
surprisingly quick duellist, if easily distracted. Aurora soon realised that her best line of
defense was to produce a bouquet of flowers, the surprise of which, and the curiosity
produced, would cause Luna to falter. Any other situation, the girl was a sharp and inventive
duellist, throwing out many spells which Potter had not mentioned and which Aurora had
never heard of. Some didn’t work, but others were frightfully clever, causing her confusion,
or to stumble, or making her wand flip itself from one hand to the other.

It was evident from the first duel how good a job Potter had done of teaching everyone here.
She could see his style — fluid but firm, defensive but quick and clever — in Luna’s, and in
the duels of many of the other students around her. He had done well, she hated to admit.

“Well?” Harry asked her an hour later, after many rounds of duelling and technique
correction, as Aurora helped him to pack up the classroom. “How did you find that?”

“You really want my opinion?”

“Well, I figured you’d give it at some point either way.”

Aurora laughed, shaking her head. “It was good. Truly. You can see how everyone looks up
to you, which is a feat in itself — especially for a little git like you.”

“Cheers, Black.”

“Seriously, though. I can’t think of any reason to doubt your teaching.”

“High praise.”



She grinned and looked over her shoulder, seeing Cho Chang linger by the door with the
same admiring look as many of the girls in the DA, whether Harry had noticed it or not. “We
should hurry this up,” she whispered, “I think you’ve got an admirer.”

Harry snuck a glance over his shoulder then turned back sharply, blushing. “You think?”

“She’s clearly got eyesight issues, but yes.”

“Hm. Well.” He suppressed a smile. “Good. I mean, I’m not surprised.”

“Oh, sweet Merlin, I can’t deal with you developing an ego.”

“No, I mean — we snogged before, at the end of term. It was…”

“I don’t need details,” she cut him off quickly, laughing. “On you go, I’m sure the room will
sort this out. I’ll leave you two alone.” She winked at him, grabbed her satchel, and, leaving
him furiously blushing and contemplating his will to live, hurried from the room, grinning at
Cho Chang as she went, feeling she had perhaps fulfilled the duties of what Gwen referred to
as a ‘wingwoman’.

-*

The weekend passed in a flurry of snow, revision, and freezing cold — borderline unsafe —
Quidditch practices, throughout which Aurora did her best to ignore her cousin. It had been
Theodore’s birthday on Friday, and their now-shattered group of friends, plus Gwen, Robin,
and Leah, had spent a deeply uncomfortable half an hour trying to celebrate him in the
common room before splintering off into their separate groups. It had done little to improve
anybody’s mood.

Come Monday, Aurora was sore and irritable, but she had a mission in mind. Pansy had let
slip to her on Friday, that Umbridge had started scouting out potential allies among the
students — in other words, potential spies. In light of the Azkaban breakout, Education
Decree Twenty-Six had been passed, announcing that teachers were strictly prohibited from
discussing anything unrelated to classes with their students. Of course, most of the school had
taken to this with rightful indignation and joking, particularly aimed towards Umbridge,
whose popularity continued to plummet with almost everybody. Nevertheless, there were
some — mainly Slytherins — whose family relations and ambitions meant they had a duty to
stay on her good side, one which Umbridge herself was clearly willing to wield to her own
advantage.

After dinner, before her still-scheduled — and now even more illicit — meeting with
Dumbledore, Aurora pulled Pansy aside to ‘study’ in her bedroom. Pansy was one of the few
who still spoke to her normally, and Aurora knew she was struggling with Potions at the
moment. A little extra tutoring, she knew, would be enough to warm her old friend back up to
her again, along with a healthy dose of guilt. It was for both of their good, she reasoned with
herself. As her friend, Pansy had a duty to tell her important information anyway, and she at
least hoped that it would have been in the back of her friend’s mind to share the details with
her.



“A lot of this is common sense,” Aurora told Pansy as they looked over mineral properties,
“once you understand the basic. I think your problem right now is memory, which is fine —
the exam’s still months away. Right now, it’s like trying to put a puzzle together, but only
being able to see the shape of the pieces, and not the picture on it. You don’t know why they
fit together.”

“But I’ll never get it in my head,” Pansy complained, “I don’t know the difference between
moonstone and moonbane and moonshine, or why a bezoar actually works! It just does!”

“And knowing that is pretty useful for saving a life, but not for brewing a long-term antidote
to a poison. And a bezoar works because it is essentially a collection of matter inside the
stomach of a goat, which has undergone a semi-transformation itself.”

“But I don’t get why the transformation’s important.”

“Because it has a reversive effect on the poison. It’ll loosen the components of the poison
enough to alter the digestive process. It’s like Golpalott’s Third Law, how you need to find an
ingredient which will act as a conductor or binding agent for the ingredients in the antidote to
allow it to undergo that semi-alchemical transformation; the bezoar itself is that agent and
carries the transformative properties necessary to act as an antidote to common poisons, at
least in the short-term, by either undoing or slowing down the reaction caused by the poison
— does that make sense?”

Pansy stared at her. “…Yes…”

“Are you sure?”

“…No.” She threw her parchment down in protest. “This is ridiculous! This isn’t even about
bezoars!”

“Okay, yeah, but it’s the principle — the important thing in potions is not just the individual
properties of the ingredients, but how they interact on both physical and magical levels.
Knowing their properties, and what they are commonly used alongside, will help you make
those connections. I have some charts, if that helps. They’re a bit messy, because there’s so
much crammed in, but they are colour coded!”

Pansy did not seem to appreciate the mention of colour-coding, even though Aurora thought
it was rather exciting. She let out a groan and flopped down face-first on Aurora’s pillow, and
mumbled something incoherent.

“You’ve still got months, Pansy,” Aurora said, patting her shoulder. “Don’t panic. Listen, let’s
put Potions aside for a moment, take a break from crushed beetles.”

“Please,” Pansy mumbled, and turned over to look at her. “My head feels like it’s going to
explode.”

Aurora laughed, and shoved their study materials onto her bedside table, flipping over onto
her side. “Okay,” she said, “I do need some gossip. I’ve been so bored without talking to
you!”



“Me too,” Pansy whined, grinning as she grabbed Aurora’s hands. “Caria Greengrass made
the most ridiculous jelly at Christmas this year, and I didn’t have anyone to laugh about it
with, for Lucille wasn’t there, Millie was bored of me, and Daphne would have taken great
offence. But it was shaped like a giant purple hand!”

Aurora laughed, imagining the scene. Lady Greengrass always was known for her inventive
food — it was usually intended to be looked at instead of eaten, not that that meant much.
“Was there a reason why?”

“Not that I could glean. And, then, as I was being bored on my own and contemplating this, I
overheard tell that the Carrows have been importing all of their wine from a Muggle winery
in France, completely bypassing the connections they have through the Malfoys, which must
be why Narcissa’s fallen out with them — why they chose Muggles, I don’t know,
presumably it’s because they’re in debt and trying to cut corners.” Her face fell after a
moment and she looked down, mumbling, “I probably shouldn’t be telling you that.”

“If it helps, Leah and I caught Conall Edris snogging Deirdre O’Raighne at the MacMillans’
Hogmanay party.”

Pansy gasped, scandalised. “But Edris is basically engaged-to-be-engaged to Deirdre’s
cousin! Niamh, wasn’t it?”

“Not anymore, according to Leah. I suspect there’ll either be a new engagement announced
by the summer, or one of them will go on a spontaneous and mysterious trip to France. I hope
for their sake’s it all works out well, though.”

“Me too,” Pansy said, with a frown, “it must have been difficult, if they had feelings for one
another, to hide that.”

“Well, I’m not sure they did have feelings. It was only a kiss. But there does seem to have
been scandal. Anyway — I do have to say the MacMillans’ circle is frightfully dull, for the
most part. Young lovers is as exciting as it gets. There’s more going on at Hogwarts than ever
seems to go through the minds of those people.”

Pansy went quiet for a moment, and Aurora fixed her gaze upon her. “Like I said.” Pansy bit
her lip. “There’s some stuff I probably shouldn’t be telling you.”

“But…?”

Pansy gave her a tired look. “Aurora, I can’t.”

Aurora feigned innocence. “Can’t what?”

“I — you’re not subtle, you know.” She let out a long-suffering sigh. “Fine. I told you
Umbridge is recruiting people. She seems to think a significant minority of students are in
breach of Education Decree whatever-it-was — the one about the clubs?”

Aurora let out a laugh. “Gobstones Club failed to fill out the right paperwork, have they?”



Pansy fixed her with a cold stare. “She thinks Harry Potter and Dumbledore are collaborating
to create a student rebellion that will overthrow her, and then the Ministry.”

Her replying laugh was even louder and more spontaneous than the first, for the absurdity of
the scale set in. “That’s ridiculous.”

“You don’t think it’s true?”

“Harry Potter hasn’t even spoken to Dumbledore in months. The man’s basically ignoring
him — trust me, they’re not collaborating on anything. As for overthrowing the Ministry,
Potter doesn’t have the ambition for that.”

“So you don’t know anything about it? You don’t think he might?”

Aurora shrugged, trying to act normal, like she was reasoning something out herself rather
than depending on what she already knew. “Well, I can never entirely rule out anything Potter
might do. He is a bit of a loose cannon. But I doubt that’s all true. No one would follow him
anyway, and he doesn’t have the leadership qualities. I do think he might’ve had some
thought about a club a while ago, but not a rebellion. He’s far too lazy to organise that. The
concept of a manifesto would have him running for the Forbidden Forest.”

Pansy mulled this over, frowning. “Umbridge seems pretty convinced.”

“I’m sure she is," Aurora said, trying to tow the line of what Pansy would expect her to say, if
she were telling the truth, and what she could not give away. She’s clearly scared. Fear will
convince people of anything.”

After another long, scrutinising look, Pansy sighed. “You might be right.”

“Do you know who she’s recruiting? Or rather,” she corrected hastily at the nervous look on
Pansy’s face, “what type of people she’s recruiting?”

With a worried, suspicious look, Pansy asked slowly, “Why do you want to know?”

“Well, I think it’s a good idea to get on her good side.”

“Why?”

“My political position isn’t exactly great at the moment, if you hadn’t noticed. Umbridge and
I disagree on a lot, but I’m sure that there are points where we can help one another. I won’t
pretend this isn’t entirely self-serving of me, but, I don’t know. Dumbledore’s clearly on the
ropes. I need to protect myself — now more than ever.”

Pansy chewed her lip, twirling her pink-feathered quill between her fingers.

“Pansy,” Aurora said in her pleading voice, “you know I’m scrambling for some way to
protect myself, and to distance myself from Potter. He’s dangerous now, everything’s
dangerous… If you really can’t tell me, I understand. But I need something. I’m your friend.”

Pansy didn’t look like she believed her.



“Pansy, please…”

“I know Draco and Crabbe and Goyle are all working with her. I don’t know what job
they’ve been given, but Draco’s very proud of himself. She’s asked me to keep an eye out for
suspicious activity, and I think Drina Bulstrode, too, and Warrington.” Cassius. It stung more
than it should have, even though she didn’t know if he had agreed. He wouldn’t have much
reason not to, after all. “She’s not going to just accept you walking up to her and demanding
to help her.”

“I am a bit more subtle than that, Pans.”

“I know, I know. I… I’ll put in a good word for you, if I get the chance. But you’ve got
yourself into this, you know. She’s not going to trust that you’re not on Potter’s side.”

“Do you trust that?”

The hesitation told her all that she needed to know.

“Pansy, you know I’m not on any side.”

“It hasn’t seemed that way recently. And I know there’s more to it, but you can’t deny you’ve
been closer to him, and he to you.”

“Potter and I are on the same side for some things. That doesn’t mean I think he’s right, or
that I don’t see the sense in working with the person he’s opposing. I can’t put all my eggs in
one nest, you know? And you said you were on my side, that you’d help me. Prove it.”

Pansy sighed, shaking her head. “I know. I’ll — I’ll let you know. But really, nothing’s
actually happening at the moment. She’s just… Waiting.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know.” Pansy said it too quickly, and snatched her parchment from the bedside table,
sitting up. “I have to go, anyway.”

“Pansy, we’ve barely even started—”

“I know, I forgot, I have to see Draco.”

“Right.” Bitter heat twisted Aurora’s chest. “Sure. Go, then. I’ll see you later.”

Pansy made her way to the door, then stopped, turning to look back at Aurora. “Promise me
you’re not going to do anything stupid?”

“I never do anything stupid.” Pansy raised her eyebrows. “Rash, perhaps — never stupid. I
promise, Pans — I’m just trying to look out for myself.”

“I know.” Pansy looked down, swallowed tightly. “I’m sorry that you need to.”

“Yeah,” Aurora said softly as her friend opened the door to leave. “Me too."



If Umbridge was waiting for something, biding her time, then Aurora would have to, too. She
just hoped she could time things right.



Skeeter’s Return

The escape of twelve convicts from Azkaban is indicative of continued failure and negligence
within the Ministry of Magic, Aurora wrote at her desk, struggling over an editorial letter she
wanted Skeeter to help her submit. They had a meeting set for the fourteenth of February, the
date of the next Hogsmeade village visit in a couple of weeks’ time. Harry would be carrying
out his interview with her, but Aurora wanted to get out her own words, in an anonymous
forum, and Skeeter had many useful press connections. She just had to work out what she
wanted to say.

For far too long, she continued writing, the Ministry of Magic and the Fudge administration
have gone unchallenged in their policies and been allowed to implement whatever changes
they want. From toughening legislation on the restrictions on magical creatures, to
regulating press coverage of security concerns and introducing frankly inane and
unnecessary measures into the educational governance of Hogwarts School, the
administration and its Assembly backer, Aloysius Vabsley, seem to have been given free reign.
Fudge, the head of this regime, positions himself as a jovial fellow, but there is at his heart a
weakness of character and of mind, manifesting in a refusal to take counsel when it is most
desperately needed.

It has transpired that the Minister was warned, many months ago, that the Dementors of
Azkaban were not entirely under Ministry control. At least two rogue dementors escaped
Azkaban into a Muggle neighbourhood in the south of England last summer, an early
warning sign that all was not well at the prison, and yet no investigation was ever carried
out. In addition, Minister Fudge was warned personally by Albus Dumbledore that the
Headmaster had concerns about security, concerns which were swiftly dismissed by the
Minister. Both of these decisions, and lack of action, were crucial to allowing the breakout
that occurred two weeks ago, in which twelve notorious Death Eaters, between them holding
a body count well into the hundreds, were allowed to escape the prison and return to these
isles, to terrorise muggles and wizards alike. Whether or not one believes the recent claims
that He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named has returned, it cannot be denied that his followers and
their ideology continue to pose a real threat to our society, one which the Ministry has a duty
to acknowledge and to fight.

Two years ago, the Quidditch World Cup Final was disrupted by a group of wizards dressed
in the robes of Death Eaters, who illegally used magic to harm, terrorise, and mentally addle
a family of Muggles, as well as to cause general terror and damage to the campsite where
thousands of wizards were staying and celebrating our international community. No one was
prosecuted or even tried in connection with the attack...

Here was where Aurora's writing and thoughts trailed away. She knew what we wanted to
say, what she wanted to criticise, but couldn't yet find the point she wanted to make with it. It
had to be something more than mere Ministry incompetence. That was an attack that anybody
could make, and one that belonged in the opposition of the Assembly. This had to come from
her, even if it was anonymously, and it had to go beyond the constraints of politics. And it
had to feel fresh. It had to bite.



She set it aside, mind emptying, and then turning to other issues.

So far, despite her conversation with Pansy, she had little luck in cosying up to Umbridge or
figuring out what her goal was. The inquisitor was clearly suspicious, but intrigued, which
Aurora could only hope might work out for her some day.

At least she didn’t seem to have caught on to Aurora’s membership of the DA, or to its
location. She was learning quickly, better than she had been all year, and even better than she
had been while practicing class work with her friends in the dormitories.

As January turned to February, work had been piling up on the fifth year students. Aurora
hardly had any time to herself, stuck between classes, homework, the DA, and Quidditch and
dance club. She was, however, determined to make herself enjoy the Hogsmeade visit. Gwen
and Robin were having a date, which was annoying, and Leah apparently the same, though
she refused to say who she was seeing. But Aurora didn’t have to meet Rita Skeeter until two
o’clock, which left a good few hours free to explore the new bookshop which had apparently
opened up over Christmas.

When she finally gave up on her writing, Aurora stowed it away in her locked drawer and
headed to dinner, finding a seat between Theo and Robin.

“You’ve ink on your face,” Robin informed her helpfully as she sat down, and she scrubbed it
forcefully, annoyed, as he laughed. “Too much essay writing?”

“Something like that,” Aurora muttered.

“Aurora doesn’t do anything but write these days,” Gwen said from across the table, grinning
at Aurora.

“I do far more!”

“Yes, right, writing, Quidditch, dancing, and disappearing for secret library sessions.” Gwen
waggled her eyebrows. “With no one else, apparently, though I don’t think books are what’s
keeping you up past curfew.”

“I’m not sneaking about with a boy, Gwen,” she sighed, having been interrogated on this
multiple times. “Some of us need to be distraction-free to study sometimes. I just have a lot
to do.”

The only one who seemed to believe her was Theo, who gave her a sympathetic look. Leah,
who was sat beside Aurora, said, “In fairness, that last Potions essay was a rough one.”

“Potions essays are always rough,” Robin groaned. “I swear, Snape’s in an even worse mood
than ever.”

“I heard he’s giving Potter remedial Potions lessons,” Gwen said conspiratorially, surprising
Aurora, who hadn’t known that had gotten out.

“I can never confirm nor deny,” Aurora said with a wink. “But Merlin knows Potter needs it.”



“He’s not that bad,” Leah said, with a shrug. “Crabbe and Goyle are worse. Although my
brother seems to think Potter’s a genius recently, which I don’t get.”

“Ernie isn’t in our Potions class, though,” Theo pointed out. “And to be honest, just
witnessing that carnage must be enough to send Snape batty.”

“Pun intended?”

Theo grinned. “Of course.”

“Well, whatever,” Leah muttered, scowling, “I’m more than ready to give this up entirely. I
can’t wait to waltz into Snape’s office at career advising and tell him to shove his Draught of
Living Death up his arse.”

Aurora snorted with laughter, almost spilling her pumpkin juice in the process. “Watch out,”
Theo said, “he’s coming towards us now.”

“In a mood?”

“No worse than usual.”

Their head of house cast Aurora a disdainful look as he swept past, black robes swirling bat-
like around him.

“What’s got his robes in a tangle?” Robin said, eyebrows raised.

“I’m still breathing,” Aurora replied flatly, and turned to Theo, who was shaking his head at
her. “Anyway, Hogsmeade — I know these three are going to be off being boring and doing
disgusting things in Madam Puddifoot’s which I wish to know absolutely nothing about,
especially you, Robin — but, there’s this new bookshop opened up which Dora wrote to me
about, and it looks so sweet and quirky and cozy, and Theo, I think you’d love it.”

He blinked at her in surprise, and took a moment to come to his senses. The others went
quiet, watching. “I — well — you mean this Hogsmeade visit?”

“Yes,” she said, wondering why it mattered. Unless it was because it was Valentine’s Day.
Her heart picked up a little, at the thought that that mattered to him, that their going together
on that day might mean something in Theo’s mind. She hadn’t really contemplated the
significance of the date — it felt obvious that she and Theo would go into the village
together, especially when their other friends were not around — but from the look in his eyes,
she wondered if she should have. But then, she might have talked herself out of asking.
“Apparently they give out complementary tea to customers.“

The words you don’t have to were on the tip of her tongue, apologetic and panicked. But she
wanted to know what he would say to the invitation as it was, without confusing things in her
own head.

“I’d like to see it,” Theo said, “but I’ve got plans with Flora.”



“Flora.” She should have expected it, should have known. It wasn’t like she ever saw them
together, but as far as she knew their families were still trying to push them together, and not
even his father’s escape from Azkaban would change that. “Of course,” she said, cheeks
burning, “sorry — I should have thought.”

“No, no, it — it’s not a big deal. Frankly, I’m dreading it, but… You know.”

“Yeah.” Aurora grimaced, staring at the table with a great, hot wave of embarrassment
washing over her. “Well, if you get bored and sneak away, I’m sure it’s a cool place to visit.
I’ll give you a full report.”

“To be honest,” Leah cut in, “I’m intending to escape at some point, too.”

“Ah, yes,” Aurora recovered blankly, determinedly not meeting Theo’s eyes, “from your
mystery date.”

“He’s not a mystery,” she sighed, “he’s just… Not someone I want to talk about yet.”

“Yet more mystery,” Gwen said, waggling her eyebrows. “Tell us, go on.”

“Not a chance.”

Aurora shrugged. “It’s fine, I’ve nothing else to do, so I suppose I’ve plenty time to follow
you.”

Leah groaned. “If you can drag me away, that’d be better. Staging a stalking incident-turned-
kidnapping would be great too.”

“I’ll start making plans,” Aurora said with a laugh, then sobered. “Seriously, though — do
you need out of it?”

“No,” she sighed, shaking her head. “He’s deeply, deeply okay. Perfectly nice and everything,
he’s just not…” But whatever she was about to say, she stopped herself, tight-lipped, and
pretended to be deeply interested in her soup.

Beside her, Aurora could feel Theo’s gaze on her, too, and felt a shiver run up her spine.

-*

Aurora needn’t have worried about not having anyone to be with. Over the next two weeks,
she received a deluge of invitations from boys at Hogwarts, mostly those whose family
members were connected to the Assembly of Ministry, or otherwise ambitious. By boy
number ten — Ravenclaw’s Teviot Thorel — she was growing quite sick of the concept of
boys, and of Valentine’s Day. She was quite confident, given that no boys she actually knew,
or wanted to know, had asked her, that she would be much happier simply going on her own,
rather than having to try and entertain a random wizard, who was probably only interested in
her assets — whether financial or physical, neither was as exciting as the prospect of having a
date with an actually interesting partner, who was actually interested in her.



The fourteenth of February was a cold morning beset by snow flurries. The top of the Black
Lake was still largely frosted over; Aurora could tell from out her window.

She lounged about alone most of the morning, before getting bored of the castle and finally
heading down to Hogsmeade village around eleven, wrapped up in her green winter cloak. It
was abuzz with people; couples, both students and older wizards, wandered the streets hand
in hand, caught up in one another. All of them seemed to have no concept of the greater
issues facing the world, perfectly content in their ignorance. It was annoying just being
around them all.

She did go to the bookshop first, a tiny shop which was bigger on the inside and crammed
full of tall, narrow shelves, hosting too many books to ever count, in every genre possible. Its
shelves were crowded with floating books which folded in on themselves and zipped through
the air to whoever needed them, and the ceiling lined by faintly glowing lights in warm
amber and gold, which had the effect of making the room feel much more comfortable and
warm than it really was. She did indeed receive her complimentary tea, which was not
outstanding but did cheer her up somewhat as she browsed the shelves alone, wishing she had
someone to pass comment with. It was an ultimately unsuccessful shopping trip, but killed
some time before she had to meet Harry and Hermione and Skeeter in the Three Broomsticks.

On her way out of the bookshop, she caught sight of the door to Madam Puddifoot’s tea shop
opening. Theo stepped out, Flora at his shoulder, both looking bored stiff. She watched as
they went, neither noticing her as Flora whispered something in Theo’s ear which made him
give a faint, forced smile, one she could recognise from a mile away.

Aurora swallowed, unsure why her chest felt so tight and her skin prickled with such
annoyance — because Flora Carrow’s family was awful, she told herself, even though she
tried never to judge people on their families, and because she wasn’t right for Theo, and he
wasn’t happy, and it was ridiculous that either of them had to join in the pretense of
courtship. Before they could spot her staring and the scowl on her face, Aurora turned
sharply to walk in the other direction, down the little lane lined by shop backs, which led to
the woods and clearing where she had first met her father, over two years ago. It felt like
ages, and yet no time at all; looking at the path she had run down chasing after his dog form
was surreal, as though she were seeing it with entirely new eyes.

At the sound of a familiar voice behind her, Aurora turned back around, and saw Leah
walking arm in arm with Daniel Abbott, a sixth year Ravenclaw, and great-grandson of Lord
Abbott. They looked, to her surprise, to be having a nice time; Leah’s smile seemed genuine,
and she was comfortable. Aurora wasn’t sure if that was how Leah normally acted around
boys she liked, but then again, she had never known Leah to express any feelings for any boy,
or even mention finding any attractive. Abbott was a decent guy, by all accounts — whatever
reason Leah had for keeping her date’s identity secret, Aurora could only puzzle over. But at
least her friend didn’t look miserable.

She let them pass undetected, before slipping round the back of the lane and crossing to the
far end of Hogsmeade, trudging through snow to the Hog’s Head and then coming back
around the corner into the main street. Her feet were already growing cold again, and her
nose going numb and red. A few lonely stops in Zonko’s and Honeydukes were not enough



to fill her bored mind, and she started to ache for something to do, half-wishing she had
brought her homework, if only to keep herself occupied.

Then, freezing cold and debating going to find Gwen and Robin to tag along with, she heard
someone call her name from behind, and turned to see Ernie MacMillan running up to her,
Hufflepuff scarf fluttering behind him in the wind. She suppressed a groan and tried to smile
at him.

“Good afternoon, Ernest,” she said, nodding to him as he caught up, red in the face. “Are you
quite alright?”

“Aurora,” he said jovially, clearly trying to cover up his panting. “Lovely to see you. My
sister mentioned you were out on your own today.”

“Oh.” She blinked. “Well, yes, but I did agree to meet—”

“How’s about we get lunch together? I have to say it’s not a day for being outside — you
look like you’re freezing.”

“I’m quite alright,” she said stiffly, burrowing farther into her cloak.

“Oh, come on. Three Broomsticks, on me.”

This had to be a trick. Or worse. She remembered what her father said at Hogmanay, that the
MacMillans were interested in courting her for their son. She had shrugged it off at the time,
a harmless interest, but with him standing before her, it seemed the most horrendous idea in
the world. Not because she disliked Ernie, or his family, but because it just didn’t feel right,
and it felt like something she had to do, was expected to do, and for once, she didn’t want to
fulfil that expectation. Plus, they were fourth cousins, and her family had had its fair share of
inbreeding already. She wasn't sure he realised that, though.

But she didn’t have anywhere else to go. Not until two o’clock anyway, and she would be
meeting Harry and Hermione at the Three Broomsticks, and if she rejected Ernie by trying to
go the castle, then she would be caught out if he did wind up there, and if she said she had
plans there later, it would be rude to bypass him now, when she was clearly wandering
aimlessly, and would continue to do so.

“Alright then,” she said, hoping that she managed to toe the line between begrudging and
teasing, and that Ernie didn’t notice how forced her smile was — not that he ever had picked
up on such things before. “But I’m afraid I will have to abandon you for my godbrother and
his friends at two.”

Ernie waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, no worries — I’m sure I’ll rescue Leah at some point.”

“You’re not a fan of Abbott?” Aurora asked, making her way back up the street at his side.

“Oh, I like Daniel well enough. Leah’s just in a wretched mood about it all, I expect she’s
told you everything about why she has to court him, and what happened with the Vaiseys —
ridiculous, really, on both parts, but I suppose all we can do is damage control — but really,



I’m rescuing him more than I am her.” He gave a heart laugh and Aurora tried to see the
humour in his sister’s misery.

“What exactly did happen with the Vaiseys?” Aurora asked tentatively.

“Oh, the usual — Leah refused to deal with Felix courting her, said all sorts of things about
how ridiculous she finds marriage as a concept, and then Lord Vaisey fell out with my father
over political matters, which of course didn’t help, but she really threw every disagreement in
their faces. But anyway — let’s not talk about my sister, eh? How’ve you been finding the
DA?”

“It’s probably best not to discuss that in public,” she said bluntly, opening the door to the
Three Broomsticks. “You never know who’s listening.”

“Course, course,” he said quickly, lowering his voice and guiding her to a table. She tried not
to glare at the proximity of his hand to hers. “Butterbeer? Chips?”

“Please,” she said, nodding, and breathed a sigh of relief as he disappeared. She started trying
to weigh up potential exit plots — fake an illness, or that someone needed her, perhaps. She
could say she was on her period, she thought; boys always got nervous at the mention of such
things. But there was no point. Ernie was fine, this was fine. It just wasn't quite right.

“Madam Rosmerta’ll be over with the food in a moment,” Ernie said, placing a butterbeer
down in front of her and slipping into the seat opposite. “So, tell me, if other conversation has
to be saved for private — what has you on your own today? I find it hard to believe Leah’s
story.”

“What’s Leah’s story?” Aurora asked, taking a long, slow sip of Butterbeer.

“Well, that you don’t have a date. I mean, it’s Valentine’s Day, and you’re the prettiest and
most eligible witch in Hogwarts. I’d have thought our classmates would be queueing round
the castle to ask you out.”

“Ten of them were,” she said, annoyed. “But I didn’t see the point in entertaining their
invitations.”

“Oh. You aren’t with someone else, are you? If so, I apologise — Leah never mentioned—”

“No. I am, technically, available. But, Ernie, I don’t want you to get the wrong impression. I
know I’m pretty, and I am well aware of my eligibility, I don’t need you to tell me that. I also
don’t have any interest in courtship at the moment, whether with you or anybody else at this
school. Frankly, I’ve got bigger issues to be dealing with at the moment, and I also don't think
it's very fair to let someone court me when my own escaped convict of a cousin wants to
murder me. You’re a lovely boy, and this is in no way personal to you or your family, I’m just
not interested. Not like that.”

“Oh.” Ernie frowned for a moment, but it cleared quickly. “Well, good, I suppose. I mean, not
the bit about your cousin — Lestrange, right? That's, er... Well. I can see how that might be a
bit distracting. I am sorry."



“No, you’re… Fine. I just would rather keep the relationship between our families a political
one.”

“I see.” After a moment, he said, “And here I was starting to think you just didn’t like me.”

“Not at all,” she said, forcing a smile. “I just don’t have the space to prioritise… That.
Political matters are much more important.”

“I agree,” Ernie told her immediately, and she could not quite grasp if he was saying that to
find conversation, or if because he genuinely meant it. Or rather, if he wanted to tell her all of
his political opinions, which soon became apparent was the case. “My father speaks of
nothing else, of course, though his letters have been sparse recently — he believes the
Ministry may be intercepting owls to Hogwarts.”

“Harry thinks so too,” Aurora said, nodding.

Ernie’s mouth fell into a grim smile. “Yes, I expect he would. Father says the Ministry is
growing closer to combat with the Assembly every day. Even some of the Moderates,
Fudge’s own party, are getting annoyed with him, over this Azkaban business. Word is
Vabsley himself has had to have a conversation, though of course he’ll never initiate a formal
challenge. Exciting, isn’t it?”

“That’s one word for it,” Aurora said, eyebrows raised. “It’s also rather worrying, though.
That the Assembly leader fails to do his job of holding the Minister to account, even against
his personal wishes?”

“Well, I suppose Vabsley sees himself as the other half of Fudge’s galleon. It makes perfect
sense that he wouldn’t act. That’s what my father says.”

“Are all your words drawn directly from your father’s mouth?” Aurora asked, voice colder
and sharper than she had intended.

Ernie stared at her, cheeks turning red. “I — no. I’m just saying, my father tells me these
things.”

“I know.” Aurora grimaced. “Sorry.”

“Right.” Ernie looked away, and Aurora stared steadily at the table, wishing she could drown
in her Butterbeer.

In the silence, Madam Rosmerta came to place two bowls of chips in front of them. Her gaze
darted between them and she sighed. “Try not to fight on Valentine’s Day,” she told them, “it
never bodes well.”

Then she left without another word. Aurora strongly contemplated pretending to faint, or
simply throwing up, to get out of the whole disastrous ordeal.

“Um,” Ernie said, then failed to find anything else to say afterward. Aurora chewed on a
chip. “Anyway. I think the Progressives are looking to do something about forcing an
investigation. Weirdly, the Conservatives are in on it with them — I guess even the ones that



support the Death Eater ideology, don’t exactly want the Wizarding World overrun by
criminals.”

“Nobody wants that,” Aurora agreed, “but it seems the Ministry’s solution is to bury its head
in the sand and hope the threat will quietly disappear. Your father did write to me, actually,
about this. I’ve to vote — but you know that, don’t you? That’s why you’re talking to me.”

Ernie’s cheeks flushed redder. “That’s not the only reason.”

“But your father’s probably encouraged you to befriend me, yes?” Not for the first time, she
wondered if Leah had the same motivations, but she didn’t think so. Half the time it felt Leah
wanted to do the exact opposite of whatever her father wanted. “Or at least discuss such
things with me — or to try to court me.” She almost felt bad for the way his cheeks went
such a deep crimson. “I’m not saying that’s bad. But I think it’s important to be upfront about
intentions.”

“You aren’t half a piece of work,” Ernie muttered, and she smiled.

“I’ve been told so before. What is it your father wishes to relay to me, then?”

“Well, he wants your vote, of course. And… There’s talk that the Ministry’s going to put
through a new bill on restrictions or the press on matters of national security, which is being
presented as necessary to keep us all safe and make sure that no information gets into the
wrong hands, but with the way things are going at the Prophet already, it’s fairly obvious
that’s not going to be the only way that it’s used. ‘Course, it’s only talk now, and no one’s
meant to know, so he couldn’t write to you officially — my mother wrote to me, no one ever
seems too bothered about checking her post.”

Aurora mulled this over, having a few more chips. “Well, you can tell your father — or
mother — that I’m intending to vote in favour of an investigation into the Azkaban breakout,
of course. As to the other issue, when it comes to the floor, I imagine I’ll make up my mind
then. But the idea of that bill is worrying to me, too.”

“That’s what I thought you’d say,” Ernie told her, nodding, as though pleased that he had
been correct. “I’ll have to get Harry’s opinion, too, of course. My father is eager to have him
say his piece.”

“I bet he is.”

She glanced up to check the clock, reminded that she had to meet Potter, but she still had
almost an hour left before he showed up. She could only hope that Hermione would be early.
As she turned, she noticed the door to the pub opening and Theo slipping in alone, looking
around. She smiled as he met her eye with a relieved grin, which then faltered, into a curious,
questioning look when he noticed her company.

Ernie twisted around, following her gaze, and made an annoyed sound. “You’re friends with
Nott too, then?”

“Yes,” Aurora said brittly. “Why?”



“Leah mentions him a lot. I don’t think he’s a very suitable friend for her, but she’ll never
listen.”

“I think Leah knows him quite a bit better than you do,” Aurora said coolly.

Ernie shrugged. “My father—” he started, then stopped himself.

Aurora withheld a laugh. “Theo’s quite a lovely boy. I don’t think it’s for you to judge him.
Anyway, perhaps let us move away from political conversation? How’s the Hufflepuff team
looking this term?”

“I couldn’t possibly give it away,” he said, recovering quickly and catching onto her need to
change the conversation. “Well enough to beat Slytherin, at any rate.”

Aurora scoffed. “Big talk, MacMillan. I did see your match against Ravenclaw.”

“And I yours against Gryffindor — come on, Weasley was a soft target.”

“Maybe. But that’s just a taste of what’s to come.”

“That’s what every team says.”

Quidditch was an easy conversation. She was practiced in short, meaningless insults
disguised as good-natured banter, in quickly discussing nothing. Nevertheless, it was a relief
when she did see Hermione Granger come in and wave to her, and could make her excuses to
hurry away, sitting in a shadowy booth at the back of the pub, where they were unlikely to be
overheard or seen.

“Was that Ernie MacMillan I saw you with?” Hermione asked as Aurora sat down.

“Unfortunately, yes. It’s a long story which I don’t currently wish to relive.”

“It wasn’t a date, was it?”

“I think he wanted it to be.” She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t get me wrong, Ernie’s fine, but
he’s not very good company. And it was terribly uncomfortable, for both of us. Where’s
Harry?”

“Date with Cho Chang,” Hermione said, grinning. “She took him to Madam Puddifoot’s.”

“Please tell me that smile is because you think he’s suffering, and not because you think
that’s a cute date idea?”

“Well… We’ll see.”

Aurora laughed. “I hope he has a wretched time.”

“Sure you do. Get yourself a drink, they'll all be here soon."



Aurora returned a few moments later with another Butterbeer and a few glasses of water, and
sat down just in time to see Rita Skeeter arrive, clutching a crocodile-skin handbag, blonde
hair curling around her face. Luna Lovegood trailed behind her, an arrangement which
Skeeter appeared greatly perturbed by, though her eyes lit up with interest when she saw
Aurora.

“Lady Black,” she purred instantly, grinning, "what a pleasant surprise. I was expecting your
godbrother.”

“He’s on his way,” Aurora said with a flat smile. “I won’t stay long. But I did want to speak
with you. Say I were to try and publish a letter to editorial, what do you call those? Letters to
the editor?” Skeeter nodded. “Well, that. Say this were about challenging the Ministry’s
inaction over the recent mass breakout from Azkaban prison, something the Daily Prophet
would never want to publish right now. Who would you send that to?”

Skeeter sucked on the end of her quill. “I would refrain from publishing something like that
at all, personally.”

“Well, I’d like to do it anonymously.”

“That seems sensible.” Skeeter sat back, considering. “Warlock Post, I’d say. Irreverent, like
a bit of drama, but of course they’re less frequent.”

“Gives it more time before it’s buried.”

“True.” Skeeter raised her eyebrows. “You have the letter with you?”

“It’s not finished yet,” Aurora told her. “But I have a way of sneaking out and posting it
indirectly, if you’d help me get a foot in the door. Vouch for an anonymous friend?”

Skeeter had a face like sucking on a lemon, at the idea they were friends. “Let’s see how this
interview goes first, hm?”

“Yes,” Hermione said, latching onto the conversation, “speaking of, we have to lay out the
deal. Luna?”

Lovegood roused herself from what appeared to have been a nap with her eyes open. “Yes?”
Perhaps she just had that dreamy look all the time. “Oh, my father’s willing to publish the
interview in his magazine. The Quibbler?”

Skeeter’s face contorted into a sneer. “The Quibbler? You want me writing for the Quibbler?
No one’s going to read that!”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Hermione said. “Harry’s name speaks to people, remember? You’ve
exploited it often enough to know that.”

Skeeter pursed her lips. “And how does the Quibbler pay?”

“Oh, we don’t compensate,” Luna said. “People publish in our magazine for the honour of it,
you know. You’d be right up there with magizoologists investigating nargle presences, and



astrologers predicting the next great economic crash.”

Skeeter’s expression soured even further. “You don’t pay. At all?” She huffed, leaning back.
“I’m not doing this for free.”

“You’re doing this to avoid a life in prison,” Aurora reminded her. “To avoid your reputation
being destroyed and your finances ruined. And, you’re a journalist.” She smiled sweetly.
“Didn’t you once say all you ever wanted was the truth? Well, here’s your chance — the truth
the Ministry wants to obscure, and the scoop of the decade.”

“And what exactly is this—”

“Harry!” Hermione said, in a surprise voice, interrupting Skeeter.

He looked windswept, cheeks pink, like he had just ran here. “Sorry, sorry.”

“You’re early. I thought you’d still be with Cho.”

“Yeah, well, she didn’t want to come and once I’d mentioned you it was all…” He trailed off,
noticing Skeeter’s eager gaze. “What?”

“Don’t tell me you’ve been with a girl, Harry,” she purred, taking her lime-green quill out of
her bag. “Cho, you said her name was?”

“No,” he said shortly.

“Harry doesn’t have to speak to you about any girls,” Hermione said hotly, “that’s not why
he’s here.”

“Cho is very pretty, though,” Luna said to Skeeter. “Everybody says so. Roger Davies asked
her to Hogsmeade, but she turned him down, because she had already asked Harry out. I
would do the same — Harry’s much nicer than Roger, I think he shouts too much."

Aurora snatched the quill out of mid-air before Skeeter could get that down. The journalist
glared at her, cheeks reddening. "That is a very expensive quill, young lady—"

“You’ll get it back when we’re done with you,” she said with a hard look and smirk. “I
promise I won’t hurt it.” She placed the quill down on the table by her arm, where it rolled
about for a second then quivered and gave up.

Harry sat down next to Aurora, annoyed look on his face. Aurora slid him a glass of water,
then cleared her throat and turned back to the table at large, “As we were saying, Rita, you’ll
run the final draft of this interview by Hermione before sending it to Luna and then onto her
father for publication. Now, as to the content, we agreed to a one-off interview, detailing the
night You-Know-Who returned, in Harry’s own words.”

Rita let out a derisive, high-pitched laugh. "And you're sure you want to stick with that story,
are you?" She peered over her spectacles, intrigued. “All the garbage Dumbledore’s come out
with — you're defending that? Even with everything the Prophet’s said about you.” Harry



nodded stiffly. “Hm. Intriguing. Suppose it’s the result of some childhood trauma, a delusion
—”

“Harry’s not delusional,” Hermione told her firmly.

“Well, there’s no one else to confirm the story, is there?”

“There were about a dozen Death Eaters there,” Harry snarled, his temper flushing his face,
“want their names?”

“I’d love them,” Rita said with relish.

Aurora exchanged a nervous nod with Hermione, who said, “You’ll get that in the interview.“

Rita sighed. Luna had disengaged from the conversation entirely, and was stirring her drink
— conjured from nowhere, it seemed, or perhaps she had stolen Hermione’s — with a
cocktail onion on a stick. “I’d love to hear it all, dear. But there’s no market for a story like
that. The Prophet would never print it, even the Warlock Post wouldn’t, and I know you want
it in the Quibbler, but no one reads that rubbish as is and they’re certainly not going to want
to read this! It’s not happy, it’s not from someone likeable. It doesn’t fit the zeitgeist, dear.
The narrative’s against it.” She held her hands up, eyes wide in faux innocence. “That’s not
my fault, is it? I’m just telling it how it is.”

“I suppose that’s your problem,” Aurora said with a shrug. “Unless you want our narrative.
As I’ve reminded you.”

“You’re never going to let this go, are you?”

“I’m not a fool, no. Conduct the interview, write the article, send it to Hermione. It’s not
difficult, dear.”

“You know nothing about journalism—”

“Neither do you!”

“I know that people do not want to read a story that scares them. People don’t want to believe
You-Know-Who is back, and that isn’t all down to Fudge or the Prophet. It is basic human
psychology. The Prophet merely capitalises on it. You would know that.”

“Oh, I do. But unfortunately for some people, I think — shockingly — that journalism should
be about truth. I realise that is something of a foreign concept to you, but it’s one you’re
going to have to get used to.”

Skeeter sniffed, but seemed to accept that she was not going to get Aurora to back down.

“The Quibbler only prints the truth,” Luna put in. “It publishes important stories people want
to know more about. It has much better integrity than the Daily Prophet.” Her voice was
unusually scathing there, which Aurora appreciated.



It was amusing to watch Hermione pretend to agree with this. “The Prophet article about the
Azkaban breakout had some gaping holes in it. People are questioning its, and the Ministry’s,
version of events, and wondering whether there isn’t a better explanation, an alternative story,
even if it is published in an… Unconventional, magazine. I think people will be keen to read
it.”

“Plus,” Aurora put in, “you’d be the first person to have an interview like this with Harry
Potter. That could make your career.”

“Or break it.”

“You’d better write a pretty persuasive article, then, hadn’t you?” Hermione asked, eyebrows
raised. Aurora smirked.

“I haven’t got a choice here, have I?”

“I thought that was obvious when we imprisoned you the first time.”

Skeeter glared, and held out her hand. “Fine. I’ll do it. And I suppose I’ll have to vouch for
your silly little letter to the Warlock Post, too.”

“Oh, please. It’d be ever so appreciated.” Aurora handed the Quick-Quotes-Quill back over
with a smile which only made Skeeter’s scowl deepen. “Ready, Harry?”

At her side, he swallowed tightly, but nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m ready.”

She caught his eye, questioning, and said in a slightly softer voice, “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” He lifted his head and looked Skeeter in the eye. She was already poised to write,
her quill hovering in the air and her eyes alight with enthusiasm. “Let’s do this.”



The Quibbler

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

The news was in the Prophet a few days later, that Lord Abraxas Malfoy had passed away, at
the rather young age of seventy-nine. The family had thought they had more time, Aurora
knew. Wizards often lived well beyond a hundred years, or at least they had, once upon a
time. It seemed recently that more and more of them were dying young.

Lucius was lord now, which meant Draco was the official heir. Aurora did not fail to notice
how people flocked to him in the wake of the news, desperate to offer condolences and gain
endearments, including Professor Umbridge. She watched him at breakfast, for once quite
miserable with the attention he received. For all Aurora hadn’t gotten along with Abraxas in
recent years, she was still capable of remembering him as one of the stoic figures in the
corner of a dining room, who looked upon her at her great-grandfather’s behest and
encouraged her friendship with his grandson, her only true friend for so long. The meaning of
family was warped by now, but for a while he had at least been on the fringes of it, and it was
strange to think that she would never see him again, hear his voice, and that the people she
had loved would mourn him far away from her.

Perhaps that was what made her split off from Gwen and Leah and Sally-Anne as they waited
outside Potions, while Draco had only Pansy with him, and tell him, "I’m sorry to hear about
your grandfather.”

Her cousin stared at her, surprised more than angry. That was something, at least. “Thanks,”
he said stiffly. “I…” He stared at the floor. “We don't know when the funeral's going to be
yet."

“I see." She hadn’t felt it was appropriate — or safe, quite frankly — for her to attend. She
waited, wondering if Draco would extend an invitation properly, make clear the boundaries,
but he did not. “How are you feeling? And your parents?”

“It’s… Fine. We’re fine.” She knew he was lying, but it was no longer her place to tell him
so, or to presume that she could comfort him. Still, her instincts made her put a hand on his
shoulder, and to feel relief when he did not shrug it off.

“Pass on my condolences, would you?”

“Sure. Thanks, Aurora.”

She withdrew her hand, with a small, sympathetic smile, and then returned to her friends,
who were watching her with raised eyebrows. “I had to say something,” she explained, not
liking the weariness in Leah’s gaze. “It would have been wrong of me not to.”

“I wouldn’t waste my breath trying to comfort him over someone like Lord Malfoy.”



“I know you wouldn’t,” she told Leah, voice strained, “but I grew up around them. I — I just
had to. It doesn’t mean anything more than that. Sentimentality, that’s all. Someone’s died.”

Gwen and Leah exchanged significant looks, verging on annoyance. She turned away, cheeks
heating, and stewed in silence until they were let into the classroom.

There was an unsteadiness between them after that, Draco’s gaze no longer so harsh, and
Aurora no longer so nervous. The rest of her old group — barring Pansy and Daphne and
Theo — still had little to say to her, but there was less overt dislike in their tone, no doubt due
to her cousin’s leadership. Perhaps Blaise had been more correct than she had given him
credit for, back at Halloween. They all did revolve around him and follow his lead. This time,
she was glad for the reprieve it gave her.

Even Quidditch practices were easier, though Draco did miss a couple. They all knew the
importance of pulling back together now, with their next match against Ravenclaw rapidly
approaching. Many a cold and dark night was spent on the pitch, soaring through the sky with
icy wind breaking against her cheeks and rain plastering her hair to her face.

One such night, Aurora returned to her dormitory absolutely drenched and shivering, trying
desperately to dry out her hair, which curled erratically around her shoulders. The dormitory
was deserted, and once she had gotten herself back into a comfortable state, she went to
refocus her mind on reading about Castella Black, from the books she had found in
Grimmauld Place over the Christmas holidays.

She flipped to the back of Castella’s journal first; she had read a few months' worth at the
very beginning of her documentation, in November of 1826, the year her elder brother, the
Black heir Castor died, and she married her cousin, Dionysus Black. It had been full of
melancholy lamentations of lost youth, mixed in with a seemingly naive hope that she might
make something of herself, even trapped in a marriage with a man who barely let her out of
the house unless she was on his arm. But the end of her life was what called Aurora to her,
the drama of her young and violent death.

The date was the twenty-seventh of October, 1854.

It is with a heavy heart that I write of the recent struggle between my sons, which seems only
to worsen every time that I speak with them. Castor and Marius have little love left between
them. My husband appears oblivious, or else apathetic, even as the spectre of death hurtles
towards our family and threatens its very existence. They will tear each other apart over this,
I know it. Castor believes Marius has duped him, undermining his credibility within the
Assembly to clear the way for his own ascendancy after their father’s death, and he will see
no sense of other way, nor will Marius reason with him, too stung by the accusation.

It seems to me such an awful thing, to tear apart two brothers. If I could have my brother
returned to me and hold him in my arms once more, I would burn the world down to keep him
there. I would do the same for my children, seven lost to me already. These two must live, or
there is no hope left for the Black dynasty. But they will not see that, will not see past their
own pride.



I found today, the key I have been looking for. I must bind these boys to one another, whether
they wish it or not. Dionysus told me last evening that he has heard tell the boys are to hold a
duel on All Hallow’s Eve, to settle the matter of inheritance — as if inheritance matters when
one is dead and one in prison, and our family fortune wastes away to nothing with nobody to
care for it! I cannot let this happen. My husband says to let them have their fun and their
youth, but I know better. They will not stop until they have destroyed one another.

Dionysus would not allow me access to the study, but I found my way in anyway. It is I who
hails from the main bloodline, not him, however much he would like to forget his wife's
seniority and deny me to the rest of the world. In there I found the ring of our First Lord. The
immortal ring, my father called it. I do not know that I would call it as such.

But I have found a way to prevent my sons from harming one another, to force their loyalty
against death. Fate will not like it, but this family should not be beholden to fate.

I am to conduct the ritual the night before All Hallow’s Eve, when the spirits of our ancestors
begin to cross the veil. My husband would not like to know this, but he never shall read these
words.

Castella Aria Black

Aurora sat back, puzzling over the final words. There was no more to the diary. Whatever
Castella had done, she had not been able to record its success. But she was certain that the
blessing and the first lord that she mentioned, had to be Hydrus Black. The blessing
functioned in the same way, forcing and binding loyalty between siblings of the Black family.
It was a spell that seemed to have been passed down through generations.

And the ring…

She did not want to tempt herself with hope, but there was every chance that the ring in
question was the one she had been working to understand all these years. If it was connected
to the blessing, perhaps it wasn’t cursed — perhaps it was reacting to her, if Regulus had
used that blessing on her and—

She didn’t know what to think next. Her thoughts had hit a wall, but her heart still beat fast,
hoping. If only there was a way to know. The last pages of the journal were blank, and the
revelio spell she used turned up nothing. But she returned to Castella’s grimoire, to the spell
marked there to call a spirit forth from the veil, and that hope burned up in her gut again.

“Julius?” she asked, running the pad of her thumb over her pendant.

The snake hissed back lazily. “I am cold, Lady Black.”

“No, you’re just annoying. Do you know anything about a ring owned by your father, that has
something to do with the blessing—”

The next hiss sounded more like Julius was trying to blow a raspberry at her, like a petulant
child. “You are obsessed with this blessing, Lady Black.”



“Just answer the question.”

“And you are perpetually irritated.”

“Julius.”

“Lady Black.” A low hiss. “My father had many rings.”

“I have it here.” She dug around in her bedside drawer, finding the little wooden box where
she kept the ring, safe from her. It was cold to the touch, as she held it up to Julius. “Can uou
see it? Actually — can you see? At all? I'm not sure that I ever asked.”

“Of course I can see. In a manner of speaking. I know what you are showing me, and yes, I
recognise the ring. But I cannot recall if it belonged to my father, or one of his descendants.
Many heirlooms have passed through our noble house.”

“But it could be his? Could be related to the way the blessing works — I don’t know how, but
can you feel it? You said you could feel other things before, souls and spirits—”

“There are spirits within. But there are traces of spirit within every enchanted item. It may
have belonged to my father, or have been attributed to him later, or the blessing may have
been used by many others.”

Aurora sighed. It gave her little, but at least it was something. “And Castella Black? Do you
know much of her?”

“Oh, yessss.” Julius drew out the final word with relish. “We like her. She gave us a feasssst.”

“A feast?” Aurora asked dubiously. “In what way?”

Julius’ emerald eye winked at her in the light. “She was fun. Exciting. And she made death
wait for her. We liked that, we fed off the magic she created. She made us stronger. She was
kind.”

“How did she make you stronger?”

“With her blessing,” Julius said simply, “with her spirit.”

“Do you think I could find her? That she might have some sort of ghost or other spirit form?”

“If she were a ghost, you would have met her already.”

“But what if she’s not a ghost. I mean, I felt Regulus’ spirit, and you yourself said you could
feel something in his room at Grimmauld Place!”

Julius mulled this over for a moment. “I do not know if what you want to attempt is safe,
Lady Black. Meddling with death, and with fate, is greatly dangerous.”

“I had gathered that. But there is a spell. Her spell. What if she wanted me to find this?”



“She was dead over a century before you were born, child.”

“What if she just wanted someone? She wrote this diary, even intending that her husband
would never find it, but she wrote it in a way like she wanted someone to read it, to know —
it's not some hazed outpouring of thoughts and emotions, it's a narrative, she wanted it to be
recorded, and what if she just wanted her words to live on? What if she just wanted to be
remembered?”

Julius was quiet. Faintly, in the silence, she could hear her bedside clock ticking closer to
curfew. “That is what we all want,” he whispered, voice too human. “If you wish to try and
speak with her, I will aid you, and protect you from any wrath that comes from the spirit
realm. But you must be ready, Lady Black.”

“I know,” she said, grip tightening on him. “It was only an idea.”

She tried to put Castella out of her mind for the next few days, but the question of her spirit
rang in her head. That was, until she received a distraction on the first Monday in March,
when the new issue of the Quibbler ended up on Leah’s empty breakfast plate, alongside a
letter from her father.

“Potter’s given an interview,” she said, staring. “About You-Know-Who.”

She tensed, trying to feign surprise. “What about him?”

“How he came back, and why, and about seeing Karkaroff…” Leah trailed off, paling, and
looked up at her with wide eyes. “He’s going to be in so much shit for this.”

“I imagine he knows that.”

“My dad says the Ministry and Assembly are both scrambling over it.”

“So’s the Gryffindor Table,” Gwen noted from Aurora’s side, nodding. Aurora followed her
gaze, and Leah turned, to see the gaggle of owls squawking around Potter, who was clutching
his own copy of the magazine, and seeking trying to decide how to deal with all the letters he
was suddenly receiving. A thrill went through her and pulled at her lips, as she felt the new
buzz of intrigue around her, the possibility stretching in front of her, of the truth being
revealed, and then being vindicated.

“Let’s see it, then,” she said, and Leah turned the Quibbler around so she could see.

HARRY POTTER SPEAKS OUT AT LAST: THE TRUTH ABOUT YOU-KNOW-WHO
AND THE NIGHT I SAW HIM RETURN.

“Oh, Fudge is going to hate this.”

“And Umbridge, by the looks of her face.”

“Good,” she said, relishing their teacher’s purple face and struggle to keep her sweet
composure. “Can I duplicate this? Something tells me these are going to be in high demand,
and I want to read it properly.”



“Sure,” Leah said, and Aurora went about conducting the charm so that she had it tucked
safely away in her satchel by the time Umbridge had reached Potter and interrogated him.
She could only hope that he would not be immediately punished, but even Umbridge had to
admit that he had not broken any school rules. Hopefully. She wouldn’t put it past her to try
and get him done for something.

Sure enough, by lunchtime Educational Decree Twenty-Seven had passed, and a sign was put
up in the Entrance Hall to inform the student body that possession of the Quibbler magazine,
or reading and discussion of its recent article, was strictly prohibited.

”How I do love personal freedom,” Aurora said cheerfully to Leah, who was scowling at the
sign.

“This is ridiculous. They can’t do that, that’s got to be illegal." She turned her scowl to the
doors of the Great Hall, beyond which Umbridge sat. "I'm bloody fed up of all of this! It
shouldn't be allowed, any sane person must know that this isn't right!"

“Fudge passed it,” Sally-Anne Perks pointed out. “I imagine there’s someone making sure he
doesn’t totally jinx himself with these things.”

“I hope they do a wretched job and he gets strung up before the Wizengamot.”

“Please tell me wizards don’t actually do public hangings,” Gwen said, staring at the sign
with concern.

“No. Usually. It’s just an expression. Come on, let’s get into the hall before a decree’s passed
against reading anything for more than thirty seconds.”

Reluctantly, the girls followed her inside, to the Slytherin Table, which was abuzz with
furious whispers about what on earth the Quibbler was and what it could possibly contain.
Aurora had already read it, pleasantly surprised by how closely Rita had stuck to Potter's own
words and story, with a little emotional embellishment just to agitate the public further
against the Ministry. It was good; it had to be read. 

"How many times do you think we can duplicate that magazine without getting caught?”
Aurora asked Leah in a whisper.

Her friend grinned back at her. “Enough to thoroughly distress Umbridge, I’m sure.”

“How about animation?” Sally-Anne put in, voice hushed and conspiratorial as she leaned
over the table. “Dancing magazines could be a real immersive experience, you know.”

“Even better if we could get it to talk a little,” Gwen said, grinning as she caught on.

Aurora tried to hide her smirk. “I think we have ourselves a plot, ladies.”

“You’ve both got copies, right?” Gwen asked, and they both nodded. “Come on, if we eat
quick and get to the dorms I bet we can get these covering the school by the end of fifth
period.”



They all wolfed down their lunch, buzzing from the strange excitement of having something
to do, to contribute, even if it wasn’t much. Aurora was heady from the encouragement she
received, the feeling that they were all in it together, following her even though she didn’t tell
them to. That they all just felt the same, were united in their goal and their opinions, even
Sally-Anne, who had little association with Aurora beyond their mutual friendship with Leah.

They gathered in Leah and Sally-Anne’s room, having torn out the pages of Potter’s article
from Leah’s copy of the magazine. It was easier to rebind and then duplicate a few pages than
the whole thing, and Sally-Anne was apparently quite an avid fan of origami, folding the
pages up and into intriguing shapes — swans and flowers and many, many, somehow, in the
shape of a lightning bolt. Aurora could not even conceive of how she managed it, but she did,
and by the end of lunch they had almost fifty finished, whether folded or not, to send out
through the school.

“We can hide these up on the Astronomy Tower,” Gwen said, “on our way to Divination.
Then if we can make them fly, and find students…”

“No one can possibly ignore it,” Aurora said gleefully, “even if they wanted to.”

She left the three others with the papers, having to rush off separately to Arithmancy. But
when she left the classroom and walked to Defense, it was impossible to miss the magazines
whizzing past in the corridors, being snatched out of the sky by curious hands attached to
laughing faces, the headline and quotes from the interview blaring out for all to hear the
news, before vanishing into thin air just in time for them to avoid being caught.

Umbridge was furious when they entered the classroom, outright glaring at Potter, who, to his
credit, was at least not holding one of the Quibbler copies. Their Professor insisted that every
student turn out their pockets and bookbags to prove they did not have a copy in their
possession, but no one did. Nevertheless, on the way to dinner, Aurora heard it being quoted
all over the place, people whispering and staring as Potter went past, but this time not
suspicious of him. They were curious instead. It made Aurora’s heart soar. They had a
chance, they had gotten through. This was the perfect time to do more, to seize the
opportunity and public opinion, to claw the narrative back from the Ministry.

The idea was so alluring, so dizzying, that she almost missed the way Theo sat alone at
dinner, the way he tensed every time someone looked his way. Her heart sank. He didn’t
deserve this, she knew that. Every look was because his grandfather had been named in the
article, piling onto the suspicion after his father’s role in the prison break. The exhilaration of
opportunity faded in the wake of her friend’s suffering. He left dinner early, and Aurora
followed, making her excuses to the girls, who all remained giddy and oblivious.

“Hey,” she said, slipping into the window seat in the common room when she found Theo,
brooding. He spared her one heavy glance then looked determinedly out the window again.
“You okay?”

“I don’t know,” he said, voice heavy. “I wasn’t expecting that article today. I can tell people
are whispering about me.”



“I know," she said with a soft, sympathetic smile. "It must be awful, I know I went through
just the same thing.”

“Yeah.” He swallowed tightly, a frown creasing his forehead. “You did.” He turned, lips
pursed, a look in her eye that she didn’t like. “So why didn’t you warn me?”

Aurora took a moment to register what he'd said, a reaction she hadn't anticipated and didn't
feel equipped to respond to. "What?”

“I know you were with Potter and Granger in Hogsmeade, which is the only time he could
have given that interview, and I know Lovegood was there too, I saw her when I went to look
for you. And you weren’t exactly shocked when you saw this, were you? I know Potter tells
you more than you let on, so you at least knew, even if you weren’t in on planning it. Right?”

“I — yes.” Theo let out a low sigh, and looked away. “But I couldn’t tell you, Theo. We had
to keep it secret, to avoid it leaking, or anyone trying to stop us, and I didn’t know what she
would write. It’s Potter’s story anyway, I just… Gave him the means to share it.”

“Exactly,” he said sharply. “You did this.”

“Theo, people need to know the truth! I couldn’t stop Potter, I couldn’t get him to leave out
the unsavoury details about your grandfather’s involvement just to spare you a few harsh
glances in the corridors!”

“You could have told me!” Theo almost shouted the words, cheeks reddening. He reined
himself in, shaking his head. The common room was quiet, but that made it all worse. His
voice was almost a whisper as he continued, "You knew this would impact me, you could
have given me a warning! I know why this had to be done, but I — you’re meant to be my
friend! You were furious when Pansy hid this from you!”

“That is not the same thing!”

“The principle is the same! I wouldn’t have told anyone, I wouldn't have tried to stop you —
I would have understood, Merlin knows I don’t care for my grandfather’s reputation, but I
know you knew about this, you know everything that’s going on with me, every struggle I’m
going through, and you’ve been the one to comfort me, and then you let this happen and
don’t warn me! You went behind my back!”

“It wasn’t my story!”

“Your story is Potter’s story! Your side is Potter’s side!”

“I am not on any side—”

“Yes, you are! You’re on the side you need to be on, you’re on the right side, and I know that,
but you can’t keep denying it! You can’t keep pretending to be on the fence! You can’t do this
and be a hypocrite—”

“I am not a hypocrite!”



“Yes, you are! But I don’t care about that, I — I just thought you trusted me, and that I could
trust you.”

“You can trust me, Theo, but there are things more important than your feelings.”

“I know that, but that doesn’t mean I’m not hurt when you disregard them! You, of all people,
who knows what it is to be stared at, to be judged based on someone else, someone you hate,
no less!”

“I didn’t — I thought — Potter needed to tell the truth. We need people to know You-Know-
Who’s back.”

“I’m not saying you didn’t, or he didn’t! I’m saying that as my friend, I thought you would
have shared this with me. You know," his voice tightened, "like friends do.”

“Theo, I’m sorry.” She didn’t know what else to say. She hadn’t felt distance between them in
so long, and yet now it was like it opened up in front of her, a gaping chasm. “I didn’t know
exactly what would be in there, and… Well, I didn’t think.”

“About me? That’s fairly obvious, Aurora."

“I never wanted to hurt you. Theo, you have to know that, I — I didn’t want that, I’d never
want that, and I don’t want us to fight, I don’t want you to be angry with me.”

“Except I am,” he said, voice sharp, and Aurora felt anger and guilt both twist inside of her
chest, dangerously close to her heart. "It feels like you betrayed me. And I know why, I don’t
need you to explain. I just thought we were closer than this.”

“We are. This — this is okay, we’re okay, right?” He stared at her, as though considering, and
her heart broke. “Theo, please, I — I’m sorry I hurt you, but I need…” That wasn’t fair, she
knew, to tell him she needed him, that she couldn’t lose him, when she had hurt him. But it
had been necessary, hadn’t it? Collateral damage. But she didn’t want him to be. She should
have told him. In hindsight, it was clear. “Please.”

“I should get on with my homework,” he said, standing up and not meeting her eyes. “I can’t
think about this forever.”

“Theo, please, don’t go! I’m sorry.”

“I know,” he said, turning to her. “I know, I just..."

“Please don’t hate me.” Her words came out unexpectedly soft, and horrifyingly desperate.

He blinked, surprised, face falling into a frown. “I don’t,” he said, simple and quick and
sincere, and she breathed a sigh of relief. “I could never — I just need some time.”

“Away from me.”

Guilt curled bitter and hot inside of her. Of course she would do this eventually. Of course
she would ruin everything they were building, would ruin them, their friendship. "I'm sorry,"



she whispered again. "I — I do care, I promise—"

“Aurora." Theo's voice softened again somewhat. "I know. And I don't hate you, I just have
to... I want yo be on my own for a bit. Tonight."

Because she had hurt him. She had done this. She hadn't thought herself capable of hurting
someone, or at least, she hadn't thought someone would care enough about the trust between
them, that they would care, and that she would care in turn. But here they were. And she had
ruined it, she convinced herself.

Her instincts told her to grab his hand and hold on, tight, to spill out apologies until the air
was thick with the word sorry, to fall over herself trying to fix a problem she had still only
half-seen, from one side. But she only brushed her hand over his, and let him curl his fingers
around hers, in a silent promise.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” he told her, and then he was gone, and she was cold, eyes
smarting and chest twisted tight, for the first time knowing what it was like to stand at the
edge of a cliff, unable to see the sea below, but only to hope it was a kind one.

Chapter End Notes
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The Summoning

Aurora and Theodore did not speak over the next few days. They did not move seats in class
— likely, he just didn't want to cause more fuss — but their only words were to trade pruning
shears and potion vials. In the wake of Potter's interview, the rest of Draco's group became
more hostile, too, throwing venomous and suspicious looks in the corridors, which she tried
to ignore.

"They had to be exposed at some point," Leah said loftily, glaring back while Aurora tried to
keep her head down. "Or, sorry —" she added as they passed the decree in the Entrance Hall
"—I've absolutely no idea what their problem is, and I'm sure it has nothing to do with any
publication they're not allowed to admit to having read and therefore cannot do anything
about." When they were out of earshot, headed up the stairs, she grinned at Aurora and Gwen
and said, "My dad's going to raise a motion for investigation in the Assembly."

"I know," Aurora told her. "But it'll never pass."

"Not with that attitude," Leah said, giving her a sharp look, and she sighed. Leah was right,
but she still felt nervous about voting, with Umbridge here. Even so, not doing anything
made her just as bad as Umbridge, and Fudge, too. Theo's words from the other night rang in
her head, that she was a hypocrite, pretending she wasn't on a side.

"It's coming up on Monday," she said. "Potter and I have to talk about it — we're going to
send in a proxy vote." Umbridge wouldn't want them leaving the school, and she didn't want
to anger her into passing an Educational Decree to stop such things in future, not when they
might need that license for a bigger issue. "You can tell your father we'll vote with him."

"Well, we obviously knew Potter would," Leah said, rolling her eyes, and guilt squirmed in
Aurora's gut. She looked steadfastly ahead, desperate to get to class and avoid the feeling that
she was disappointing her friend, not doing enough, that she had to face what was going on.

Heavy guilt and exhaustion followed her all day, through each class, which were stifling
enough, with Theo being quiet beside her, but not wanting to move and cause a fuss. In some
ways it was worse. But she didn't know how to apologise.

She used the mirror to speak with her father that night after dinner, relieved to see his face
swimming in the glass before her. "Aurora!" he greeted, beaming, and tilted the mirror so she
could see the interior of the living room at Tonks Cottage. "I wasn't expecting you, sweets,
I'm at Andromeda and Ted's."

"Is that Aurora?" Dora's voice called from somewhere distant, and all of a sudden she
appeared beside Aurora's father, hair a shocking violet. "Wotcher, munchkin!"

"Hey, Dora," she said, unable to stop herself from smiling at her cousin's elated look. "Don't
tell me you made dinner again?"



"Course not, Remus refused to eat it. He's here too — oi, you lot get out the kitchen, Aurora's
talking! Christ, Harry isn't there, too, is he, we've got the whole lot of us in tonight."

"No, no," she said, shaking her head. "I'm in my room — Gwen might pop her head in to say
hello though, she's with Leah." When she had left them, they had been deep in conversation
about Gwen's relationship with Robin, which Aurora felt too uncomfortable to presently
engage in. She kept thinking perhaps she ought to, feeling that Gwen was slipping away from
her, when she spoke to Leah more and more, and Aurora had little to contribute, caught in her
own head and guilty, ashamed, because she did not know how to close the gap between her
and her friends. Theo had made yet another clear to her the other night, and it was that for all
she loved her friends dearly, she really was not very good at showing it. At simply being
around them and doing the right thing.

She wasn't sure what was wrong with her. But she felt she would be hard to fix.

She was drawn from her thoughts by Andromeda's voice asking, "Everything alright there?"
as she and Remus leaned over the back of the sofa, and Ted collapsed dramatically beside
Aurora's father. "Getting ready for the big match next Saturday?"

"No, but yes — Graham's booked us onto the pitch almost every night from now 'til then for
training, which I wouldn't mind, but I've a mountain of homework to get round to and I'm
going to have to pull a few late nights. Snape's set us three essays."

"Course he has," her dad and Dora muttered in sync, and Remus laughed.

"They're not too bad, they're just long, and he's always so strict about length and referencing.
Madam Pince is already annoyed at how many library books I've checked out — apparently
we can only have put up to fifty at a time, but no one told me that!"

"I don't think many people take that many books out, in fairness," her father chuckled. "You'll
be fine, sweetheart. Relax."

"I know, but O.W.L.s are coming up and..."

"It's a very stressful time," Andromeda said, nodding. "Even for the brightest students. But
your dad's right — you'll do wonderfully. Just keep at it. Your last essays have all gotten Os,
haven't they?"

"Yes, but that might slip, and I have to make sure I know exactly what I'm doing right and
how I'm doing it." She shook her head. "Anyway, that's not really why I'm calling. I'm sick of
school, and of everybody here. Umbridge has put through another stupid decree, Theodore's
mad at me over Harry's interview, Harry's mad at me because he feels like it, Leah's annoyed
for further reasons still unknown, and honestly, it's all just a bit annoying. I'd rather talk about
anything other than Hogwarts." Except perhaps from that interview, and whether or not she
was being awful by not having told Theo about it. But she only wanted to discuss that with
her dad.

So instead, Dora told her all the office drama at the Ministry, her dad gave her updates on the
awful work he was doing on the motorbike to 'upgrade' it, Remus told her all about the paper



he was writing on Hinkypunks' nesting habits, Andromeda gave her a whole talk about the
gossip from her friends' lunch club, and Ted talked her ear off about some altercation at the
bakery in the village, until the light faded entirely outside and her father headed home
through the Floo. Once he was in Arbrus Hill, he called her back, alone, and asked, "Was
there anything else you wanted to talk about earlier? I know you probably didn't expect
everyone to be there."

Relief flooded her, along with gratitude that he knew that, without being told. "Yeah," she
said thickly. "I — well, it's silly, but I've just been feeling... Well, like a bit of a rubbish
friend."

"Oh?" Her father's forehead creased in worry. "Why, what's happened?"

"It's Theo," she said, hesitant. Her father kept his expression blank, but that only made her
more worried about what he was hiding. "I didn't tell him about the interview Harry did with
Rita Skeeter, even though I was in on it, and he's hurt."

"There's nothing untrue in it," her father said, shrugging. "It isn't either of your faults, that his
family are full of Death Eaters. Harry's right to say so."

"I know," she sighed, running her thumb over her lip nervously. "And Theo knows, too. He's
not upset about the article — I mean, he is, but mostly because it sucks to have everyone
talking bad about you behind your back. But I think he thought I'd tell him. That it's kind of a
betrayal of trust for me not to have and the more I think about it, the more I think he's right
and I feel bad about it. He'd have told me if things were reversed, and I think, of everyone, I
know most what he's going through, and I just... Didn't think of him. He was really upset — I
don't think I've ever seen him genuinely angry like that, certainly not at me. I — I think I
really hurt him. And I really, really, never want to do that."

Her father was quiet for a long moment, ruminating over this. "It's a tricky one," he said at
last. "But I think, if one of my mates had been in on writing an article exposing my parents
for the awful people they are... I obviously can't speak for your friend, but if it were me, I'd
have been glad they got exposed, but I wouldn't have liked my friend drawing attention to me
like that. And if, as you seem to think, this Nott boy is truly upset about it, and ashamed of
his family, that's got to be something difficult to confront. It's something he has to confront,
mind — but it's difficult."

"He really, really doesn't want to be associated with them. He was so upset after his father
broke out of Azkaban, and I was there for him and I really wanted to be, because I — I really
care about him, you know?" Her dad was quiet, frown deepening at the words. "So now, I
think, because it's me, and because he'd never have expected it, and because if it had been
reversed I know he would have told me..." Guilt twisted in her gut. "I think he hates me."

"Now, I'm sure that's not true."

"He'd have a right to."

"I'm not sure that's true, either. You maybe messed up on the friendship front, but that doesn't
mean the article was the wrong thing to do. It's got people talking, it could really make a



difference, and that's more important—"

"That's what I said to Theo," she interrupted, voice wobbling. "That it's more important than
his feelings, and I — it was the wrong thing to say. It was mean, Dad, and I don't actually
think I want to be mean. Not to my friends. I just — I didn't know what to do and I panicked
and I went defensive and — I don't know what to do, about anything, it's all just — it's so
much, Dad! It's so hard. And I... I just want it to be easier. I want to fix this."

"This being your friendship with Theodore?" Aurora nodded and he sighed. "Then you need
to talk to him, sweetheart. Apologise."

"I don't know how. And I have to do more than just apologise, apologising doesn't mean
anything unless I show him I'm better than what I did, and I don't know..."

"Apologising is a start. Properly apologising. What is it you feel you have to prove?"

"That I care! That I trust him, and I want him to be able to trust me, but... I don't know how.
There are things I can't tell him for his own safety, it's not like I can just spill every secret,
and he knows that, but it's — I don't know what to do, Dad. I always know what to do, I like
having a plan and knowing where I stand, and I don't right now."

A frown knit his forehead as he told her, voice slow, "I think you have to embrace that.
Sometimes, people mess up, and sometimes friendships can't be salvaged. Certainly not
overnight. But I know you care about him, and you know you screwed up, and if he knows
that, well, that won't fix it on its own, but it'll count for something. You have to own it."

Her own mistake, her own cruelty, her own consequences. No one was quite as good at
ruining her life as she herself was. "I know that," she said.

"Just, talk to him. If you're as good friends as you say, then you can work this out."

She nodded, swallowing tightly. It wasn't as if she had never fought with a friend before.
Even Theo, she had had arguments with, numerous times. But this time was different, even if
she couldn't quite put her finger on why. Perhaps because it felt like the world had much
higher stakes now, perhaps because she felt on the verge of realising why she was the way
she was, perhaps because she wanted to fix herself, not just mend a broken argument. "I'll
try," she said, and her father smiled.

"I know. It'll be alright, Aurora. And if he's a twat, I'll deal with him."

"Please, please don't," she said with a groan, and he laughed.

"I know he's important to you. Just, stay careful."

"Dad—"

"I love you, Aurora," he said to cut her off, and she knew the conversation was ending.

"I love you too," she said, and then his face disappeared, and she was left in the quiet again.



-*

Aurora slipped a book to Robin the next day, with a note inside of it to give to Theodore. A
simple note, only a few sentences.

I am really, truly sorry. I did a horrid, stupid thing, and I hurt you, and I am sorry. I know
that you don't wish to speak to me right now, or possibly ever, and that's alright, but I have to
apologise for what I said. Your feelings do matter to me, and they will always matter. I've
been cruel, because I thought I was being clever. You don't have to forgive me, but I do want
you to know how sorry I am, that I miss you, and I wish I hadn't hidden this from you.

You don't have to return the book. I just want you to have it.

He didn't respond to it, still sitting in their usual spots in class, but remaining their
uncomfortable silence. At mealtimes, he sat near her most of the time because of Robin, but
didn't speak as much, and often was found with Daphne and Blaise. On Sunday afternoon,
she at least got to be away from him, discussing the upcoming Assembly vote with Harry and
ultimately sneaking out the castle that night, under cover of his Invisibility Cloak, to send a
letter from outwith the Hogwarts grounds, where Umbridge would not notice or have reason
to inspect it.

"So," Harry started once they were safely back in the passageway from Honeydukes to
Hogwarts, "what'd you think of the interview? You know, now we're allowed to talk about it."

"It was good. Like I said at the time, it needed to be done." She gave a wry smile. "It's
certainly made an impact."

He nodded stiffly. "That's what Hermione said. You know at least a dozen people have told
me they believe what I said? Even Seamus believes me, and he's been a right prat all year."

"That's about on par for Finnigan."

He rolled his eyes at her, shuffling onwards with the cloak tucked over his arm. "What about
in Slytherin?"

She raised her eyebrows. "Naturally, it has not been allowed to circulate within the common
room. But... The usual suspects aren't happy. Draco — well, I don't know what he's up to, but
he's been right conspiratorial with Vincent and Greg the last week. They haven't said
anything, because they can't, but I can tell they're not happy. No word's gotten back to me on
how certain people's families have reacted, but... Safe to say you've caused a bit of a stir."

He looked away with a torn expression, halfway between triumph and uncertainty. "I can't
help feeling like there's something more about to happen. Something we're not prepared for."
Aurora kept quiet, listening in the silence of the empty passageway until he said in a whisper,
"I've been having these dreams."

"About the Dark — You-Know-Who?"



"Yeah." He gave a grim nod. "Maybe. I keep seeing this door, the one where Mr Weasley was
attacked, and its in the Ministry of Nagic, im sure of it. He's going to attack there."

"I'm sure the Order knows," Aurora pointed out. "They're keeping guard."

"Yeah, but they're keeping guard of a thing. A weapon, right, like your dad said?"

Aurora knew Dumbledore wouldn't like that Harry had figured out this much. "I suppose. But
we've known You-Know-Who's after it for ages, that's nothing new."

"I guess. But it's — I don't know. It's like I can feel him, getting nearer, while I'm getting
nearer. You know?"

"Sounds to me like you need to work on your Occlumency," she said, unnerved. The idea that
Potter could feel the Dark Lord, that in his dreams they moved as one, like with the snake,
felt wrong, like it went beyond prophetic dreaming. It was not possession as he had feared,
but it was something unnatural. She did not tell him hat, though. He had enough to worry
about. "You have been working on it?"

He made a disgruntled sound which she assumed was a no. "You sound like Hermione."

Aurora shrugged. "Some things can't be helped. But, have you told my dad about these
dreams?" Potter didn't answer. Aurora sighed. "Harry, you know he'll want to know. And he
can help you."

"Yeah, but — I don't know. I should be better at Occlumency by now, shouldn't I, and he
wants me to be, but I just can't do it!"

"So you think he'll be disappointed in you? It's your pride getting in your way?"

Stubbornly, he didn't respond.

"I'm giving you the mirror after Potions tomorrow," she told him, as they drew near the end
of the passage and she pulled the Marauder's Map out again. "You'd better use it. If nothing
else, my dad knows more about what You-Know-Who's after than I do. Maybe it'll help.
But," she said, before she stop herself, "you should know, if the dream's leading you there, it
probably isn't somewhere that you should be going."

"But what if—"

"Don't," she told him. "Just... Talk to my dad. Please?"

He gave up arguing, just sighed, and let her lead him out of the passageway before they
parted ways in silence.

-*

Sat in her room that evening, in the silence, Aurora started piecing together the bits of
information she had gathered from Castella Black’s books. The information on the blessing



she performed on her sons, the spell that was listed in her grimoire It required mercury, sulfur
— things she already possessed from her alchemical work.

She had to know the truth. If she could find out the curse on the ring and why or how it
affected her, then she might understand the blessing that might have been put upon her, might
understand how she could now continue to survive against Bellatrix Lestrange. Her every
nightmare had been full of Bellatrix’s high laugh and wild eyes.

She had to survive. She had to know how.

That evening, she went to the Room of Requirement, alone, with the ring and her summoning
supplies, clutching Castella Black’s grimoire and her diary.

The room provided was dim, coated in a dusty red light. Its wooden floor — yew wood, she
could feel it in her bones — was dotted in soft velvet cushions, purple and pink and red, and
ivy hung from the ceiling. It was small, cozy, perfect for the intimate spell she was about to
attempt.

Aurora arranged the cushions in a circle, and made another circle of salt. Within that, she
formed a triangle, and danced around the white powder. She had taken her shoes off, and
went barefoot to connect better to the floor and the space around her. It smelled earthy; it
reminded her of the Black family cemetery, the scent of yew overwhelming. Yew was
poisonous, she knew, but she felt the room would not hurt her, and merely standing upon it
was unlikely to cause much harm. It would channel magic like nothing else, not even her
wand.

She had to do this. It was the only route she could see and the only half-formed solution that
she could cling to.

She placed the ring carefully in the centre of the circle, then the frozen mercury above it,
towards the top point of the triangle, and the powdered sulfur beneath.

Then she leaned back, knelt down on the floor with the grimoire propped up in her lap.

She read over the incantation written upon the page.

Be deað man bist forloren,

Beforan deað man wendan.

Ic hatan man fram sē tintreg,

Fram sē lōg betweonan,

Toweard wisian thin gā eald ge thin sawol,

In frēogan thin sculan cwic ungeendodlic,

In min gebod swa sculan beon dōn.



Beneath it:

By death you are lost,

To death you return.

I call you from the aether,

From the space between,

To settle your spirit and your soul,

By love you shall live eternal,

By my command it shall be done.

It was followed by another translation, this time in Latin.

Morte pereunt,

Ad mortem redis.

Voco ab aethere,

De spatio inter,

ut leniret spiritum tuum et animam tuam,

Per caritatem vivetis aeterna,

Per mandatum meum fiet.

One had to repeat those first couple of lines again, over and over, walking around the traced
salt with her wand. She did so; three times round the circle, “Morte pereunt, ad mortem redis.
Morte pereunt, ad mortem redis. Morte pereunt, ad mortem redis.” Once for each line of the
triangle, “Morte pereunt, ad mortem redis. Morte pereunt, ad mortem redis. Morte pereunt, ad
mortem redis.”

Then one final time, the seventh time, as she had just slipped out of the circle, feeling a hum
of magic beneath her skin, her own blood rushing. She said it one last time and, with shadows
bonding around her, clinging to her skin, called the spirit forth:

“Mihi, mors!”

A roar like nothing she had ever heard before came from within the walls, sparking a tremor
that seemed to push beneath her skin, shaking her to the very bone. It felt like something was
intruding in her chest and yet at the same time hammering to get out; fear and anger and lust
and love and boiling envy, jealousy, the desire for vengeance. For a moment she felt that flare
of anger, wanted to burn something, hurt something, scream at Draco all the fury she had felt
in the last few months.



And then something sprung forth from the circle, cloaked in shadows and doused in blood. A
spectre too similar to herself, in white silk robes, light shining upon black curls and a silver,
diamond-encrusted tiara. An angel, if not for the streak of red down her front.

“Child,” the spirit said, voice rasping and old, the whisper of ancient trees. “You call me.
How did you call me?”

“I — are you Castella Black?"

A moment’s pause, then a hiss, “Yes. You have dragged me a long way from my home.”

“You’re in Hogwarts.”

“Hogwarts?” The spirit looked her up and down. Her features became clearer; she was not so
much like Aurora, not really, but she was pale and had a long face, and a deep frown. “So it
seems. Yes… I know you. Lady Aurora, is it? Charming.”

Aurora gave a small, nervous curtsy. The spirit laughed. “Did you use my spell, then? I had
hoped someone might find the grimoire.”

“I did,” Aurora said, smiling despite her unsettling fear. She had done it, whatever it was,
despite what her father had said. “I wanted to speak to you, you see, I needed to. This ring is
cursed, it’s always tried to hurt me, and I think it has something to do with the family curse,
is that right? I thought so, I’m sure I’m affected by that, my uncle—”

“The ring is mine.” Castella’s voice was short but sharp. “It has been passed down for
generations. It is not a curse. The curse is on me, and I — I have seen you, child. I am in that
ring. I have been there for years.”

“You?”

“In a manner of speaking. I am in many places. My soul is gone to the afterlife and my body
is in the ground. But my spirit, my magic, that is trapped. By a curse, I suppose, yes. It was
the curse that killed me.”

It felt far too easy. Aurora took a step back, wary. The hairs on her neck stood up, as Castella
followed, a hungry light in her silver eyes.

“You do not look like a child of my family. What year is this? We are nearing the end of the
twentieth century?”

“It is nineteen-ninety-six,” Aurora said, hating the way her voice shook and cracked over the
words.

Castella let out a laugh. “I have been dead for a century and a half.”

“Because of the curse? The family curse? It is said that Lord Hydrus made a bargain with
Death, is that true?”



“Slow your incessant questions, child. I do not know — nobody has ever known, I do not
think. But why should I tell you?”

She thought over this slowly. Castella was watching her with a strange look on her face,
calculating and curious and not entirely human. “If you’re cursed, I can help you. I want to
break the curse, too.”

“You cannot break the curse. Nobody can. And I brought it upon myself. No, you are afraid
only for yourself. I can smell the fear upon you. I can see it in your face.”

“I am the last of the Black bloodline.”

“That is not true. There is another. Many others.”

“I am the only one with the name. I am the only one with the power to keep this family
together. The House of Black cannot fall. You know that. And,” she said, words rushed,
“your grandson likes me. Phineas Nigellus.”

“Phineas.” Her voice was soft and faraway. “He was just a little boy…”

“He was a headmaster of Hogwarts. The only Slytherin headmaster in our history. His
portrait is very helpful, and kind. I like him.”

“Does he remember me?”

“Yes. I believe he would want us to help each other. And I am ready to listen to you. You
have spent so long whispering, Castella. I am Lady Black; it is my duty to you, to do what I
can, and hear your story.”

Silence stretched between Aurora and Castella, taut and ready to snap against them. Then,
Castella spoke in a too-familiar whisper, “I tried to save them. My boys — this is what you
must understand, I thought I would save them.

“Castor was my eldest, named for my brother. My brother passed when we were just
seventeen; I was married to our cousin three months later, our family desperate to keep the
line, and to keep it pure. I had nine children, and by the time I was forty, they were the only
two left; Castor, and Marius. Oh, Marius. He always wanted for more, wanted more power,
more knowledge, more magic. He wanted to be Lord Black, and truth be told he was best
suited for the role, but I knew Castor would never back down. He was far too proud, they
both were.

“So, I stopped them. I used the blessing of our ancient lord to stop the bloodshed between
brothers. But it did not work as it was meant to. Oh, they could not damage one another, no,
but that did not stop the hatred.

“They tried to kill each other. I was warned there was a price, that life and death had to be in
balance. So Fate had it that I was in their duel, and that I took their curses upon myself. It
killed me, but not quite.



“Castor lives a half-life. I feel him brush against me in the aether, vengeful and repentant. It
was he who cast the fatal blow. He who killed his mother. But I cannot blame him. I knew it
would be a risk.”

“You did? So, you knew that using this blessing would curse you in turn? That you’re not
properly dead or something?”

“That I died,” she whispered, “mostly. But I took a part of the boy I tried to save with me.”

Her words sent a cold jolt through Aurora. Regulus’ voice echoed in her ears; Death
glimmered in the corner of her eye, waving arms, turning, rushing. That was why she could
still feel Regulus, still access him. He was trying to save her, but he doomed himself — what
if he hadn’t been killed trying to turn his back on the Death Eaters at all, but merely as a
consequence of helping her, and everybody had blamed it on the wrong thing, what if he had
never changed sides at all? It would explain the obsession with the Dark Lord that was
evident upon his bedroom wall, it would explain why no one had ever found the evidence of
his death, and why no one had ever actually claimed responsibility, even when Bellatrix
would surely have gloated over the truth.

"I can feel you, girl. I know you see Death."

Her heart stuttered. "You do?"

"We all do, in some manner. It is an insurance policy, of sorts — if you can see Death, you
can run from him. But too many run towards him, or think that they can outsmart him, or
Fate. But we cannot. Death cannot be cheated. Fates cannot be changed."

"I'm not sure that I believe that."

"You are a child," Castella said with a cold laugh. "What do you know of Death?"

Anger flared inside her, at the condescension, at the idea that she had not known the pain
Castella had. Perhaps she should have been too young, but Death and Fate had not thought
so. "Five members of my family died in the space of a year," she spat. "I was twelve. My
mother was murdered before me when I was an infant and my grandmother died when I was
six and knew no family but her and my mother's entire family line were destroyed when I
was two years old." She stepped forward, glaring at Castella and the slow smirk spreading
over her features. "I know Death far too well. And I need to know more."

"Well." Castella smiled. "You are a stubborn one. Much like me, I suppose." She reached out
an ashen hand. "I know Death far too well, and yet we are not nearly close enough. Come. I
will show you."

She was upon Aurora in an instant.

Aurora scrambled backwards, surprised by the feeling of burning energy upon her neck. The
image that had been her idea of Castella shattered; in its place was simple white light, ever
growing and ever burning, an essence of magic itself. But it warped as it moved around her,
no longer a person but their pure spirit, darkening, turning to shades of grey and gold and



deep violet, becoming bruises upon her skin and dark blots in her vision. There were voices
in her head, screaming, “Mama, Mama!”

There was green light that she had known all her life, racing across her past and shooting
through her nightmares. She stumbled, feeling as though she were at the edge of a cliff. The
room had fallen away and she felt she was nowhere at all; she turned and found herself in
Grimmauld Place, and then again and found herself in the manor, and again, on the crumbling
Welsh hillside, staring out into a thrashing sea.

“Help me,” Castella’s voice said, and they were in the yew clearing outside the manor. She
could not see her, only feel the crackle of magic in the air. There were others, tangled webs of
lightning between broken trees; bright white and dim bronze, sharp green and soft red. They
warped and tangled and wrapped around each other, threads of magic, ebbing and flowing
and breathing out into gentle spirits in the air. “Please.”

The yew floorboards in the Room of Requirement cracked as she fell down towards them,
and a new magic burst forth from her chest.

It was dark and silent when Aurora managed to haul herself up off the floor again. Her hands
were shaking and she couldn’t do anything to stop them, or to quell the warlike drumming of
her heart, or the cold that seized up every inch of her body. She reached for her wand and
clasped her hand around it, then reached for the circle.

Above the mercury, sulfur, and the ring, a ball of light hung in the air. Aurora brushed her
hand against it, warm and inviting, and sighed into its touch. The light dissipated, and then,
she was caged entirely in darkness.

She took the three objects and smudged away the circle around it, breaking the bond that
would keep a spirit stuck to that spot. She had gotten little from that, except for a newfound
respect for death. It had felt far too close to dying. Bile still crept up her throat, burning,
telling her the waves would take her soon. The ring didn’t try to hurt her this time. It felt as
cool and calm as any other metal; she could have pressed it to her lips and been perfectly
fine.

As it was, Aurora merely slipped it on her finger, and felt, for the first time in many months,
like she was at ease with this strange and beastly thing. But in her chest there was something
clawing at her, hot and bitter, and a restless energy that boiled beneath her skin.

Julius spoke for the first time, “She would have killed you if not for me.”

She let out a low, shaky breath. Something sharp twisted inside of her, like a rib breaking.
“Was she telling the truth?”

“…I believe so.”

“Then I have more to do, don’t I?” She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to quell the pounding
headache behind her temple. The darkness of her mind burned. “I still don’t understand.”

“Perhaps you never will,” Julius said.



“Thanks," she said drily. "That's really helpful."

“You should rest, Aurora,” he told her. It was the first time he had called her that, that she
could remember. “Heal. You will need it.”



Alliance

On Monday morning, Aurora's poor Herbology skills took a steep nosedive, as the first plant
she touched shrivelled up at her fingertips. She stared at it, quite shocked. She had gotten
good with fluxweed, she had thought. But the restless, bitter energy coursing beneath her skin
seemed to feel otherwise.

Even Theo, who had hardly spoken to her, was broken from his silence to ask with a tone of
incredulity, "How on earth did you do that?”

“I don’t know,” she muttered, “it wasn’t intentional. It just... Doesn't like me."

“You haven’t gotten any bad pesticide on your gloves or anything, have you?”

“I keep my gloves perfectly clean and ready to work, thank you.” She could feel the cold
spirit writhing inside of her chest. Castella. Somehow, she knew, she had something to do
with this.

“You did just kill a notoriously hardy plant.”

“What’s this?” Professor Sprout asked, bustling over. “What have you two done to the
Fluxweed?”

“I don’t know, Professor, I just touched it and it died!”

“Well, you must have gotten something nasty on your gloves.”

She glanced up at Theo, but he had gone back to silence again, dealing with his own,
perfectly alive and thriving, fluxweed plant.

Aurora scowled. "I haven’t got anything on my gloves. Plants just hate me.”

“Planrs do not hate you, dear. You just need to be gentle with them," Sprout reprimanded.
“it’s all about the attitude, that’s what I always say. If you don’t like the plants, then the plants
won’t like you.”

“I am… Incredibly apathetic about the plants.”

“Exactly — you need to nurture them. Hold on a moment, I’ll bring you another — you keep
her right, Nott, you’re very good with them.”

“Oh, yes,” Aurora muttered as Sprout left, “Nott’s very nurturing.”

“I can hear you, you know.”

Aurora swallowed her pride and, staring at the worktop, said in a quiet voice, "Sorry."

After a moment of silence, he replied, "I heard."



She nodded. At least he acknowledged her note, if he hadn't directly responded to it. She
tapped her nails on the tabletop, waiting anxiously for Sprout to return. Her tongue burned
with unspoken words, but she tried to restrain herself. It did not work.

"Did you get the note?"

"Yeah." His voice was strained. "Nice move, sneaking it into a book."

"I didn't sneak—" She started defensively, then stopped herself, swallowing her pride. "I just
thought it was... Nice." Awkward silence descended, and the rest of the class's noise became
unbearable, only highlighting how quiet they were, how unnatural. She opened her mouth to
speak again, but Theo spoke first.

"It doesn't make it alright, you know. You still hurt me."

"I know, and I-"

“If you kill one more plant,” Sprout interrupted sternly, placing another pot in front of her,
“you can take its remains up to Professor Snape yourself.” Theo let out a small laugh. "You
can go with her then, Nott, see to it that Miss Black doesn't cause any shrubbery to wither in
her presence."

Aurora held back an angry sigh. "You heard her, Nott," she told him bitterly, "you’d better
teach me how to keep the world’s most durable plant alive.”

“I didn’t say it’s the most durable.”

“Well, I’m sure I could manage to kill that too, if you can procure one for me to test out.”

Professor Sprout shook her head, going off to deal with Anthony Goldstein instead. Aurora
glared at the specimen in front of her.

“I doubt that look will endear the plant to you, you know.”

"I don't need to endear it to me."

"You heard what Professor Sprout—"

"I don't need you to chastise me, Theodore." She reached out her hands, nervous and tense.
"You clearly don't want me to speak to you now anyway—"

"And when did I say that?"

"You made it pretty obvious."

"You haven't spoken to me in a week!"

"Because you said you didn't want to be around me."

"Yes, but, that didn't mean — oh, forget it, Aurora."



She glared at him for a moment, before turning her attention back to the plant with trembling
hands. A restless energy gnawed beneath her fingertips, trying to escape, and ran all the way
up to her shoulders and neck. She tried to relax, to make the plant do the same, and picked up
the pruning shears. With delicate fingers, she lifted a single leaf, and watched it curl away
from her, the plant retreating into itself like a ball. "Oh, for goodness sake," she muttered.

Beside her, Theo sighed. "You have to give in to the fluxweed," he told her. "You have to let
it lean into you, before you try to move it."

"I am!"

"You're not."

"You do it then!"

"I already have," he said, and she glared at his perfectly pruned leaves.

"Well done," she said through gritted teeth, then reminded herself to relax, and forced a smile
with the plant. It withered in her grasp. "I'm not even doing anything!"

"Again?" Sprout exclaimed, walking past, and half the class turned to see what was going on
as Aurora's cheeks burned in embarrassment. "Honestly, Miss Black—"

"I'm trying, Professor, I swear!"

"One more, and then you're reading for the rest of the class."

"I don't need practice reading," she muttered, though too quietly for the professor to notice as
she went to retrieve another plant from the front of the class.

Theo sighed, and said nothing more until the end of the class, when he was assigned the truly
heinous task of escorting her to the dungeons. Each of them clutching a pot of fluxweed plant
— Speout had spared her the indignity of carrying the third, which she had determined was at
least somewhat salvageable — they returned to their stony silence, bolstered by the frigid
cold air.

As they entered the castle, however, Aurora couldn’t help herself any longer and bit out, “I
really am sorry I didn’t tell you about that article, Theodore. I should have, I know that. It
just didn’t seem… Tactical. Strategic.”

“Right.”

“But that’s not the only important thing. Strategy and… Well, you know.” She had to be
careful what she said, even moreso now; Umbridge had banned all discussion and possession
of the Quibbler’s March issue. ”I just don’t always think about other things. And I should,
and I know I should, and I never want to hurt you, because you’re my friend, and that’s why I
always want to be there for you and comfort you — but it’d probably help if I hadn’t helped
to upset you in the first place.”



Theo took a moment to respond, footsteps echoing in the entrance hall. “I didn’t mean to call
you a hypocrite, either,” he told her. “That was harsh."

"It was true," she told him, even as her pride burned to say it. He didn't deny it. "I'm sorry for
that. I'm just, you know... A bit fucked, I think. And I wasn't fair to you."

"No, you weren't."

These short, flat sentences were not like him; they were not like them, used to easy words
and looping sentences and lilting jokes and rambling told in half-laughter. Aurora's heart hurt
at the thought that she had broken something irrevocably.

"You did hurt me," he told her, not meeting her eyes. "For some reason, I really thought that
even if my feelings weren't world-altering, they might still be worthy of mattering to you."

"They do matter to me!" she insisted. “You..." She was lost for words, and clung tightly to her
pot plant. “If I’m honest, will you let me speak?” He nodded. “I think I knew, this wouldn’t
be good for you. I worried about how you’d feel. But, I decided that it was for the greater
good, that I put that aside. I think I was thinking of Draco. How I’d always make excuses for
my own inaction because of him, and my family, and I’d make excuses for him too, I’d
always try and defend him, and I didn’t want to go down that path again.”

“I get that," he said, voice tense and strained by frustration, "I know all these things about
you, Aurora, but I'm not Draco! I never have been, just like I'm not my father or grandfather,
and I thought you saw that. You said that you saw that."

“I know that. Rationally. But it's like... My subconscious isn’t as smart. The subconscious
likes to panic, and do stupid things, and try not to think about the consequences because I’m
scared of them but I’m scared of losing you, too.”

The words were out there and she couldn’t take them back, had to feel their weight in the air
as they stopped in the silent dungeon staircase.

“I don’t want to lose you, either,” Theo told her, but wouldn't meet her eyes, "you know that.
But I have because I lost the friend I thought would never hurt me."

"Theo, I didn't want—"

"You broke my trust, because you didn’t trust me. I know why you did what you did, but I
thought we were closer than for you to hide things from me. I thought you understood…”

“I do trust you.”

“Just not enough.”

“It wasn’t my secret to tell! I am sorry, Theo, I know I should have told you, for the sake of
our friendship, but for the sake of everything else, for Potter’s mission? I could have, I know
that. I just — I didn’t know that I could. I didn’t know what I could or should say to you,
because you’re you! You’re — I didn’t want to put you in a difficult position, too. With your
family.”



“How many times do I have to tell you, my family doesn’t matter!" He whirled around to
look at her properly, eyes wide and pleading and frustrated. "I wouldn’t have told my father
or grandfather anything! You should know that! If you'd actually listened to anything I've
said in the last two years, you would know that, and if you cared, you'd be willing to
acknowledge that instead of just believing what you want when it's convenient for you to
deny that you actually do have friends, and that friends owe things to each other, and friends
are supposed to trust each other, and you, for whatever reason, can't!"

“I do!” she said, voice rising dangerously with the restlessness in her chest. “I do know you,
Theo, and I’m sorry, and I don’t know what else you want me to say! I don't — I want to trust
you! I do, I just — I don't know how!"

"Figure it out then!"

"I'm trying!"

The flame in the sconce on the wall flickered and rose sharply, heat searing past them for a
moment before Aurora caught her breath. That fire curled in her chest. Theo frowned at her,
then at the wall, and back again. Voice slow and heavy, he said, “I know you're going through
shit right now, Aurora, I know this isn't easy. But you're not the only one, and I think if you
looked outside your self more often, you'd realise that you do have people here who know
what you're going through, and that if you only extended the same courtesy to them, would
stand by you. But if you won't let people stand by you, and if you won't stand by them?" He
let out a sigh, looking away. "What's the point of it all?"

"It — I—" She hated not knowing what to say, but right now it felt like there was nothing to
say that would help. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe she was too scared to make things
worse, to not be fixing things, keeping safe, to do anything worthwhile. Anything with a
fucking point to it. "I don't know. Theo, that's all I've been capable of thinking recently, is that
I don't know anything. But I do know that — that I'm sorry, and that I miss you, and that I
don't want to hurt you. And I know you wouldn't hurt me, I know you care about me, and I
know you're a better person than your family and I know I've been deeply unfair and I — I
know that even though you try not to show it, you're angry. Aren't you?"

He stared at her, face falling. "Yeah. Yeah, I am. And it's not just you, it's everything, but I
didn't think that you — you, Aurora, my friend — would be the one to make me feel like...
Like I was insignificant. Like you said, my feelings aren't important—"

"Theo, I didn't mean—"

"No, I know — I know my feelings might not be the most important thing in the world, they
might not be as big as the return of the Dark Lord or a sadistic murderer out for your head,
they might not be matters for the Ministy, they might not be newsworthy, but they're
something a friend should think about!"

"I know," was all she could say, "and I'm sorry, and I don't know what you want me to say
because I have no excuse! I just — I fucked up, Theo. And I'll never stop being sorry. I stand
by the interview, it needed to be done, and I know you know that but... I should have told
you. I should have known that it'd be alright, I just wanted to be able to control it. Make sure



no one else knew, and — it was so stupid. I thought I was clever and I'm not! I was just...
Scared."

"I know." He clutched his plant pot tighter and started off down the stairs to the dungeon.
Aurora followed, hoping with all her heart that he would reply. "If you'd told me, I would've
been alright, you know. I'm not that fragile that I'll fall apart the second I find out something I
don't want to deal with. I wouldn't have liked the experience, having people talk about me
behind my back, being the centre of attention, but I could've sucked it up, because I'd
understand why. Because I already do. And I'd have known that, despite the content of that
article, and my family's place in it, you trusted me, that at least one person saw beyond that.
But you didn't."

"I did! I do, that's not what it was about—"

"It's what it felt like!" he snapped. "And you can't control how things feel to other people."

She was silent for a moment, swallowing those words. "I know. I know of all people, I should
get it. And I do now. I'm sorry I didn't think earlier, and I'm sorry about what I said, and I'm
just — I want to fix this, Theo."

"Fix this?" he echoed, stalling, as she came to his side and then hopped a step to look him in
the eye.

"Fix this," she affirmed. "Doesn't have to be immediate, but I want to, because I miss you and
it's the right thing to do and you're important and I want you back and I need to be able to
show you that you are not insignificant to me!"

"I don't know! I don't know when I'm going to get over this, if I even will, I can't put that on a
timer and give you a date that everything will be fixed, it's not a potions assignment!"

"Then what do you want from me?"

"I want you not to have done this!"

"Well I don't have a time-turner, so either it's fix this, or never speak again and I don't think
either of us actually want that!"

He was silent, sighing, a frown etched deep into his forehead. "I definitely don't want to
never speak again," he told her. "I just... I want you to be honest with me."

"About what?"

"Everything you can be."

She let out a derisive laugh. "That's not always an easy category to figure out."

"I know," he said, back to his mild manner which was now oddly infuriating. A part of her
wanted him to argue with her, wanted every thought out into the world, visible and tangible
and easy to deal with. "But if you think it's something I'd want to know, or need to know, I
just want to know that you trust me and that I can trust you not to go behind my back." He



looked away. "I don't know exactly how you're going to do that, but... You showed me some
things, too. That I can't just bury my head in the sand anymore and pretend like I'm better
than my father and grandfather just because I say I'm not. I have to prove myself, too."

"Not to me," she said softly, and he raised his eyebrows.

"Well, clearly I haven't done it already."

"Theo, that's not—"

"Let me speak, Aurora." She pursed her lips. "I have to do this, and it's not because of you or
some sort of internal self-loathing that I've adopted, alright, I've known this for a while but
it's time for both of us to get real and this is me, doing what I need to do, and trying to be
who I need to be and want to be, alright? And I need to be that with or without you, so..."

"So I'll be honest. And you'll... What?"

"I'll be different. I don't quite know how yet, but, I want to be myself. Theo, not Theodore
Nott. It's time I started doing something about everything that's going on. It hurts to see that
people think I'm like my father and grandfather but, there are people that have died because
of them. People will die because of them and — people needed to be warned."

"I didn't want you to be affected—"

"It was inevitable. And I've got it a hell of a lot better than a lot of people. So, this sucks, and
you hurt me, and I'm angry. But I don't want this to break us, I just want it to change us."

"I don't know if we can."

"Well, we'd better try," he said, as the bell rang for end of class. "You made a promise."

She didn't know what to do with the feeling inside her, the relief at the idea that even though
she'd hurt him and even though they'd fought, all was not lost. That her imperfection and
mistake had not lost her everything, that she was allowed to do better. Even if they weren't
the way they were before, he didn't hate her. She was still worthy of friendship and she had a
chance to prove herself, to be better. That was worth a lot more than if he had simply let her
hurt him and not say a word, that was better than not fighting.

They had drawn closer to one another, even now, too close; her back was nearly at the wall
and all that kept them apart were the two pots of fluxweed. Even then, it felt like nothing, not
when he was looking at her like that, his gaze so intent, like she was some great puzzle he
needed to solve, and yet also a puzzle that he felt some silly childhood affection for, a
nostalgia, a yearning.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice coming out in a whisper that wanted to be more, but
couldn’t find the strength.

-*



That very same night, halfway through Aurora's lesson with Dumbledore, there was a
disturbance in the Entrance Hall and the portrait of Armando Dippet came charging back into
his frame, telling the Headmaster he had to go to the Entrance Hall immediately; Professor
Trelawney was being thrown out by Umbridge.

Aurora was shocked, but Dumbledore maintained an aura of calm, as though he had been
expecting this the whole time. "Very well," he said, "she has the right to dismiss my teachers
if she pleases, but I can still choose their replacement. Fawkes?"

The phoenix clucked, and Aurora was sure it understood something Dumbledore had not
said. They were unusually canny birds, companions more than they were pets. Dumbledore
turned to Aurora with a disarming twinkle in his eye. "I believe I will have to cut this meeting
short. Hurry along, Aurora, I shall see you soon."

She scrambled to pack her bag up again, though he waved a dismissive hand when she tried
to tidy the desk, too, and as Aurora turned back at the top of the stairs, he winked, clutched
Fawkes' tail feathers, and disappeared from view.

"Huh." She blinked in surprise. "That's a new one."

Choosing not to dwell on how unfair it was that she did not have a Phoenix to do whatever
she wanted, Aurora hastened downstairs, headed straight for the entrance hall.

A large crowd had already gathered by the time she got there, swarming up the stairs. She
shoved a couple of smaller children out the way, leaning over a bannister to watch as
Trelawney howled and sobbed in front of half the student body and Umbridge stood, serene
and smug, presiding over the two battered trunks between them.

"Hogwarts is my home," Trelawney was pleading; it was so quiet in the usually bustling hall,
that Aurora could hear every word travelling up the stairs. "You can't do this!"

"It was your home," Umbridge said with a smug smile, "until an hour ago, when the Minister
for Magic countersigned your Order of Dismissal. Now kindly see yourself from this hall.
You are embarrassing yourself."

Aurora knew little of Trelawney and wanted to know even less, but even she felt it
wretchedly unfair to toss the woman from her home with, apparently, no notice. Trelawney
could do nothing to retaliate, only rock herself back and forth, crying and bawling. Aurora
spotted Elise a few paces away with her friends, ashen-faced and confused as they watched.

It was Professor McGonagall who broke the still silence in the hall, marching over to
Trelawney and putting her arms around her. Aurora couldn't hear what she said to comfort
her, but Umbridge did, and Umbridge wanted to be as loud as possible.

"Oh really, Professor McGonagall?" she challenged in a shrill voice. "And your authority for
that statement is..."

"That would be mine."



Whatever he had been doing in the forest, Dumbledore had been quick about it. He was
standing in the doorway between the oak front doors, and stalked forward, causing students
to hurry out of his way.

"Yours?" Umbridge asked with a sickening, disbelieving little laugh. "I am afraid you do not
understand your position. I have here an Order of Dismissal signed by myself and the
Minister of Magic. Under the terms of Educational Decree Number Twenty-three—" Aurora
stopped to glance at the entrance hall wall, which was cluttered with an array of such decrees
"—the Hogwarts High Inquisitor has the power to inspect, place upon probation, and sack
any teacher she — that is to say, I — feels is not performing up to the standards set by the
Ministry of Magic. I have decided Professor Trelawney is not up to scratch; I have, therefore,
dismissed her."

She said this with a haughty sigh of finality, as though daring Dumbledore to argue further,
which, of course, he did, quite unrattled.

"You are quite right, of course, Professor Umbridge. As High Inquisitor you have every right
to dismiss my teachers. You do not, however, have the right to remove them from the
grounds. I am afraid that power still resides with the Headmaster, and it is my wish that
Professor Trelawney continues to reside at Hogwarts."

Professor Trelawney let out a rather wild, desperate laugh, saying, "No, no, I'll g-go,
Dumbledore! I sh-shall leave Hogwarts and seek my fortune elsewhere!"

"No," Dumbledore said sharply, and Aurora got the feeling this was about far more than just
one bad teacher. "It is my wish that you stay here, Sybil. Might I ask you to escort Sybil
upstairs, Professor McGonagall?"

With a scornful glare at Umbridge, McGonagall did so, helping the ex-Professor to her feet
with unusual gentleness. From the crowd, Professor Sprout broke apart too, hurrying to take
Trelawney's other arm so the two women could help her together, parting the students on the
stairs before them, followed by an agitated Professor Flitwick. Aurora drew back as they
passed, listening to McGonagall's furious muttering, as Umbridge continued to rile
Dumbledore.

"I have already found us a new Divination teacher," Dumbledore was telling her, placid and
rather pleased with himself, "and he will prefer lodgings on the ground floor."

"You've found — You have found? Need I remind you, Professor Dumbledore, that under
Educational Decree Jumber Twenty-two—"

"The Ministry has the right to appoint a suitable candidate if, and only if, the Headmaster is
unable to find one, and I am happy to say, on this occasion, I have succeed. May I introduce
you?"

And to the shock — and doubtless some horror — of everybody in the hall, no one less than a
centaur came striding through the double doors. Aurora knew that face, the white-blond hair
and blue eyes, from a misty night in the Forbidden Forest many years ago, and could not stop
to anticipation that bubbled inside of her at the sight of Umbridge's dumbstruck face.



"This is Firenze," Dumbledore said cheerfully. "I think you'll find him suitable."

-*

Firenze was an immediate hit with the students, and Aurora spent much of Tuesday evening
catching up on her friends' opinions in the common room — Theo intrigued, Daphne excited,
Leah skeptical. She and Theo were the last to leave the group at midnight, having decided
they ought to get some homework done after their lengthy gossiping. It was still stilted and
awkward and uncomfortable, but Aurora knew that would continue to be the case. At least
they understood each other; at least they could discuss the properties of eel eyes.

As she left the common room, having split from Theo, Aurora spotted Pansy in one of the
armchairs near the entrance to the girls' dormitory, looking forlorn.

“Hey,” Aurora said softly as she passed, frowning, “are you alright?”

Pansy jumped, staring up at her as though she had seen a ghost. “I — yes, I’m fine. I just
can’t figure out this essay for Snape. Figure I should try and pass this time.”

“You never told me you failed the last one.”

“You didn’t ask,” Pansy said harshly, and Aurora winced. “Sorry. You didn’t have to, Aurora.
My father’s going to be furious if I continue to perform below average, though, and I don’t
want to give him anything else to worry about.”

Then she clamped her mouth shut as though she had said something wrong, and looked away.
Aurora knew that look, that action, knew it was how she would act, too, and was quick to
come round the side of the sofa and sit beside her friend, putting a gentle hand on her
shoulder. Pansy tensed, in a way she never would have before, but she didn’t push her away.

“Pans?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know what’s going on,” she said, her voice carrying an acidic bite.
“Potter’s article, I know you knew about it. You were probably in on it, seeing as I told you
everything."

“Oh.” She blinked. “Look, Pans, I’m sorry. I should have told you about it, Theo was upset
too, I just — well, I didn't think. It was shitty of me. But he needed to do it."

Pansy didn’t respond to that comment, but she did look at her again. Her gaze kept shifting,
like she was afraid to meet Aurora’s eyes. “You’ve been furious with us all, haven’t you?”

“Well… I can’t say I’ve been pleased."

“I think Draco wants to call off our… Whatever it is we’re doing. And I don’t really know if I
care anymore, except my family will be furious, and I don’t know what I’ll do, if I don’t have
this, which felt like a sure thing, but, he’s changed. He’s all broody, and upset, and he misses
you, Aurora. We all do.”



Her heart clenched. “I miss you all, too,” she whispered. “Or at least, I miss being a part of
you. But I don’t apologise for how I acted to Draco. If he misses me, he can tell me himself.”

“I know, I know. I get it, Aurora.” Pansy sighed, shaking her head. “But you have to admit
you haven’t been very observant. Or sensitive. Ever."

“I’ve observed that you and Theodore — and occasionally Daphne — are the only ones from
that group who seem to want anything to do with me. Everyone else was eager enough to
drop me the second Draco told them I was on the outs."

“Blaise wasn't," Pansy said with a sly grin, “he talks about you far more than he should.”

“Blaise only wants one thing, and he knows where he stands with me, and if he cared enough
then he would deign to speak a kind word to me in public. Anyway, what does this have to do
with you?”

“Oh.” Pansy stared down. “Well, it’s just — I miss you. And I wish we didn't have to be on
different sides but, I think, maybe we don't. I shouldn't be saying anything, so you can't tell
anybody..." She trailed off, piquing Aurora's interest, and she came to perch on the arm of the
chair, intrigued and hopeful about where this conversation was going. "My father's terrible
worried, about what's happening with the Dark Lord. What he's planning... He never really
wanted involved, you see, he just felt he should and now he's in too deep and we all are and,
we want a way out."

"A way out?" Aurora's stomach turned with skeptical nerves and hopeful excitement. The
idea that her friend might be able to stand on the same side as her, that she would have one
less familiar childhood face to be threatened by, was alluring, but dangerous. She didn't know
if she could believe it. But Theo had wanted her to be more trusting. And she wanted to trust
Pansy.

"Of the Dark Lord's service." Usually, the only way out was death. Aurora's blood went cold.
But if Dumbledore could help... "He's trying to make a deal with the Vaiseys, immunity if he
comes clean about everything, and if he convinces our family to remove support from Fudge.
The Progressives are all for it.”

“That’s the first I’m hearing about,” Aurora said, frowning.

“It’s all rather hush-hush at the moment. But obviously the consequences could be massive,
and we don’t really know what they’ll be. But I really don’t want to serve the Dark Lord, in
any capacity, and if my father gave us a choice of who we fight for…”

She trailed off, letting the words linger unsaid. Aurora could hardly dare to let it be true, and
yet she hoped so desperately that she understood what Pansy was saying.

“You’d fight with me?”

“You’re my best friend. Well, one of them. But Draco is still wrong and I want to fight with
you. But I can’t, yet, I can’t do anything until my father has got us security and we know
where we stand, because we’d need to be protected.”



“I could—” She cut off her excitement. In theory, she could house and protect the Parkinsons,
and she was sure she could persuade Dumbledore. But she didn’t dare mention it to Pansy
just yet, not so explicitly. And, selfishly, horribly, she wasn’t entirely sure that she wanted to.
She had always liked Pansy's parents, they had always treated her well, like she was just
another one of their daughter's pureblood friends, or any different to Lucille or Daphne or
Millicent, even recently, even after Arcturus' death. It was a low bar to clear, but even so, she
appreciated them.

And yet, she was unsure. There was a low worry of doubt in her gut. What had the
Parkinsons actually done for her — what would they have done for her, had she sought their
help? She swallowed and said, "There might be a way I could help, but... I don't know. If
your father wanted..."

She trailed off. Pansy's father had been witness to murder, had possibly participated in it. He
would have seen Harry die and not done anything about it, and many years ago, he might
have done the same if Aurora had been threatened. He may well have; she didn't know the
names of everyone involved in her mother's death, and anyway, he might not have cared. He
would not have saved her. Even now, given the chance, she didn't know if he would. Pansy,
yes. Rosebelle, perhaps, if she had the chance to be close. But it was Pansy's father who had
watched over the deaths of so many, people like Aurora and her mother and father, people
like Andromeda and Ted and Dora. And she wanted, in that moment, to scream at Pansy that
if her father didn't want to be involved in something dangerous, he shouldn't have agreed to
kill people in the first place. That it was his mess, his cruelty, that got them there. That part
wasn't Pansy's fault; but still Pansy did not seem able to see it.

"There might not be anything I can do for him," she said. "But I'll try. And you might have
more of a chance. I'll — I'll see what I can do to try and protect you, Pans. I can talk to my
father, I — we can't write but I do have another way to contact him, if I can get it back from
Potter..."

There was a glimmer of triumph, excitement, in Pansy’s eye as she said softly, “Yes. Oh,
Aurora, if there’s anything…”

Pansy let out a rare sob and flung her arms around Aurora, holding her tight. After a
moment’s bewildered hesitation, Aurora reciprocated, pulling Pansy against her and clinging
on.

“We’ll find a way through this,” she promised her in a whisper. “Pansy, you don’t have to
marry Draco or fight for the Dark Lord, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,
alright? I’ll help you.”

“We need to sort things with Vaisey first. But — but if you have a backup, if you have your
group or contact or… Whoever it is you can speak to.”

“I will. As soon as you give me the word.” She didn’t want to risk word getting out to
Dumbledore until it was necessary, especially with all the suspicion lingering in the castle at
the moment. But even as enthralling as the idea of saving Pansy from this, from the fate she
entertained, she couldn't help the seed of doubt that bloomed in her chest. Did she really owe
this to the Parkinson family at large? Should helping people be transactional in the first,



should it matter what someone's past crimes were if they wanted to change now, if their
family wanted something different, if they were innocent? Even if Pansy barely spoke to her,
and more to Draco; even if she wasn't sure who she would choose, if it came to it. Despite
their friendship and her desire to trust her, Aurora wasn't entirely sure that she could trust
what Pansy was telling her.

“I know you can’t tell me much,” Pansy told her softly, “but I miss you, so, so much. And I
just need you to know, I understand why you can’t come back to us. And I — I hope you
understand why I can’t leave.”

“I do,” she said reluctantly, wishing it weren’t with a wrench in her heart, wishing for once
she could just have someone devote themselves, promise their loyalty and not have to add a
caveat, wishing she could be selfish and have someone all for herself. “I do, Pansy, I promise
I do, even if it hurts me and frustrates me, I — I do.”

“And you’ll always be my best friend?”

“Always,” she lied, leaning back to wipe the tears from Pansy’s unusually flushed cheeks.
“And, Pans? All this stuff with Umbridge…”

“You still want an in with her?” Pansy asked, eyes wide, and Aurora nodded.

“At least, I want to be safe from her.”

“Okay.” Pansy let out a low, shaky breath. “I’ll see to it.”

Somehow, it felt like in that moment they had become less friends and more allies. Aurora
wasn't sure that was a good thing.



Speak Now

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

On Thursday evening, Aurora received confirmation that her letter to the Warlock Post would
be appearing in the next morning’s issue, from an anonymised source. She did not tell
anyone, apart from Theo, who she sought out after Quidditch practice, sat alone on the
couches before the windows, quiet and lost in thought until she roused him with a soft smile.

“Good practice?” he asked, and she nodded. Things were still stilted over the last couple of
days, but she could not blame him for that.

“Yeah. It was. I really think we’re going to win on Saturday.”

“Good,” he said. “You deserve a win. It was just rotten luck last time, but you all played
great.”

There was a moment of silence, and Aurora forced herself to sit down beside him and turn,
taking a steadying breath before she said, “There’s an anonymous letter to the editor
appearing in tomorrow’s Warlock Post. It calls out the injustice and lack of compassion in the
Ministry, and general incompetence, and the culture of blood supremacy that’s been allowed
to persist, and there aren’t any lords called out by name — that would be too dangerous —
but I just thought you should know. I haven’t told anyone else, except Hermione and Harry,
because they had to know, and they will probably have told Weasley, but, I wanted to tell you
because — well, you know.”

“You wrote it?” Theo asked, with a soft frown.

“Yeah.” She swallowed tightly. “I did.”

“I look forward to reading it.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he told her, with a faint smile. “Thank you. For telling me.”

Their awkward silence lingered, uncomfortable, between them, until Aurora managed to
break it by asking cheerfully, "So, you think I played great in November, hm?”

“You all did,” Theo said, rolling his eyes with a reluctant smile, "and you know you did.”

“Yeah,” she said with a smirk, bumping his shoulder, “I do know.”

The article appeared the next morning. Only a handful of students received it, but there were
more than a few at the Slytherin table. Cassius, Drina Bulstrode, and, it transpired, Lucille
Travers, who threw Aurora a venomous look from down the table as though she knew, and
whispered something in Pansy’s ear that had her friend’s eyes widening in panic.



At Aurora’s side, Leah watched them warily. “Something’s got Travers riled up. She’s calling
the Carrow girls over — and the Rosier boy?”

"Sounds like an awful drama. I hope she hasn't sure cracked a nail,” Aurora said blandly,
pretending to be interested in her breakfast. Theo glanced up from his seat between Robin
and Daphne, frowning.

“Suppose I should check it out. Draco and the others have joined, too. Come on, Daph, your
cousins are hailing you.”

“Leave them be,” Daphne grumbled, but went over anyway. Aurora’s chest tightened as she
watched them go, and the way they were greeted with a mix of wary and conspiratorial looks.

“I hope someone’s been found by the Ministry,” Leah said, “at last. Or that there isn’t any
worse news — but the Prophet’s quiet.”

“Yeah,” Aurora said, frowning. “Perhaps it’s personal — the Prophet would have said if there
is anything of notice. Well, probably.”

The decree banning the Warlock Post took longer to arrive than the one banning the Quibbler,
but it came just as Aurora had predicted, and she was prepared, with a hundred self-
destructive duplicates ready to send out at the end of dinner. They flew into the Great Hall
like a flurry of seagulls, into the hands of curious students.

It was far less exciting than the Quibbler, of course, and no one had a person to make into a
focal point tonight. But people still whispered about the Ministry cover-up, suspicious looks
were thrown Umbridge’s way, and at breakfast the next morning before the Ravenclaw
match, Leah told Aurora, “My father’s well excited about this Warlock Post letter, he says it’s
a sign that the public are starting to move against Fudge, and it's got more people thinking,
including his constituents!"

Aurora smiled, but was keenly aware of the rest of the team around her, not least her cousin,
who had been acting suspicious all day the day before. She had been too busy yesterday to
ask Theo and Daphne what exactly had been the topic of conversation at breakfast yesterday,
other than quick, hushed words in Herbology which determined that they were all — Lucille
and Pansy and Millie and the rest — deeply troubled by the attack on the Sacred Twenty-
Eight, and their families by proxy, and that whoever they decided was to blame for the article,
might be best to keep quiet about it.

"I really do think this investigation they want to open up might go ahead, you know. It's in
the public interest, now people are writing stuff like this, and I mean, no one really got any
satisfactory answers about the World Cup, and there's nothing coming about Azkaban, and
it's all adding up to something dangerous." Leah was still grinning through out this all, a
triumphant look in her eye. "I mean, I don't think as many people are bothered about blood
supremacy—" Aurora tried not to show her irritation at the observation "—though that's
obviously still a major underlying issue, but it's got people talking and thinking and Father
says his Assembly allies are all over it already! We just need more of this stuff, you know?
We need people to put their names to things and fight. But, maybe that's what more of the



Assembly will feel empowered to do, if the public keep saying this stuff." Her grin widened
and she shook her head and Aurora nodded slowly, silently.

"I suppose so," she said, "I hope so. This didn't all come out of nowhere after all — even if
You-Know-Who hasn't returned, there's still a significant contingent who support his views.
That's just as worrying."

Leah hummed and opened her mouth to respond, but was interrupted by Felix Vaisey, who
leaned across her to say with an air of great importance, "My father says that Fudge is
furious, as is Vabsley. He spoke with him yesterday evening — Vabsley's an old family friend
—"

"You couldn't pay me to admit that," Leah muttered under her breath, giving Felix a scathing
look.

"He's actually a very lovely gentleman," Felix said, nettled. "Regardless of political opinion."
Leah let out a derisive snort. "But he didn't think the Warlock Post would have the nerve to
publish such a thing, and now they have there's even pressure from within the Assembly
Moderates. They're worried their constituents think the same, that Fudge has made a grave
miscalculation — Ruby Donetti claimed she's received over fifty letters since the Azkaban
breakout, asking when the Ministry is going to publish a report on how they got out, and why,
and catch them, which obviously they're not able to do." He munched on a bit of toast. "It's
all very exciting."

"It's not exciting," Aurora said with a scowl. "People are going to get hurt, this isn't just some
political game. The Ministry needs to take action, before it's too late."

Vaisey raised his eyebrows. "I'm just saying, there's a lot going on, this is the Progressives'
chance to take back some power. If we force an election—"

"Alright, team!" Montague shouted, breaking off their conversation. "We've got five minutes
before we head down to the pitch to get ready. I want everyone at full strength, hydrated, and
ready to go. Anyone not in the team, piss off and stop distracting them."

Leah scoffed and rolled her eyes. "He's a git," she muttered to Aurora as she stood up. "Good
luck." She gave Aurora a quick, unexpected hug and then stepped back, beaming. "You're
going to win!"

"I bloody hope so."

"You are! I'm rooting for you, and Theodore said he saw it in the stars in Divination."

"Did he, now?"

"Yeah, and he's got a solid A in that class so it must be true."

Aurora shook her head, laughing. "Just go before Montague tells us off."

Leah grinned and gave her a mocking little salute, before hurrying back along the table to
Sally-Anne, Davis, and Drought. When Aurora turned back, Felix was in conversation across



the table with James Urquhart, and she did not have the energy or willpower to deal with both
of them at the same time.

The team all left the Great Hall together, to a round of applause, but Aurora was waylaid on
the way down by Elise, painted head to toe in blue with blue glitter in her hair and two
Ravenclaw scarves tied around her, with a matching tie around her forehead.

"There's a spy," Graham grunted with suspicion, glaring at her.

"She's my cousin," Aurora told him, rolling her eyes. "She's not going to sabotage me. Just
go, I'll join you in a moment."

"I might sabotage you," Elise said cheerfully, which did not help ease Graham's glower as
Cassius led him away. "I know where you keep your broom. But I won't. Promise."

"Such a sweet thing you are," Aurora said, grinning as Elise hugged her quickly. "Ready to
see your team absolutely decimated?"

"Yeah, right. Cho's an amazing, amazing Seeker, she can totally beat Draco! She's so cool,
too, I spoke to her last night, she said she liked my lipgloss!"

"Oh." Aurora frowned. "That's nice. But we're going to win. It doesn't matter how good
Chang is, our Chasers are more than capable of getting over a hundred and fifty points on
yours."

"You're so not," Elise said, rolling her eyes. "But anyway, I wanted you to know that even
though I'm cheering for you to lose, I will be just a little bit happy when you score all your
goals, and if you see me slagging you off from the stands I don't mean it."

Aurora couldn't help but laugh at that, and ruffled Elise's hair affectionately, which was a
mistake seeing as she then wound up getting blue glittered everywhere. "Good luck," Elise
said, still laughing. "You'll be good, I'm sure!"

And she skipped back to the Great Hall and her friends, and Aurora could only shake her
head affectionately as she made her way to the Quidditchc Pitch, catching up with her team.

It was a harshly fought match; the Slytherin goals accumulated quickly, Aurora having scored
four, Cassius three, and Graham five, by the time the Ravenclaw team even got a shot in. It
was too easy, really; the three of them flew in perfect harmony, flitting about the Ravenclaws
for the sole purpose of annoying them, doing tricks and spins and ridiculous dives as they
sent the Quaffle racing up and down the pitch, to the jubilant screams of their supporting
housemates.

The race for the Snitch was close, closer than Aurora would have liked, but Chang swerved at
the last minute to avoid a well-placed Bludger, and Draco caught it out from underneath her.
Relief and joy rushed through Aurora as they all cascaded to the ground, her and Cassius and
Graham clutching each other tightly and cheering, bouncing up and down. They were still in
with a chance of getting the Cup, still capable of proving that they could swing it and
Gryffindor did not have the right to their smug bastardry. They had won the game by almost



three hundred points, which combined with their narrow loss against Gryffindor, meant they
were still well-placed in the leaderboard.

The party in the common room that night was wild, and the first Aurora could really
remember enjoying herself at. The boys had flung her up on their shoulders and done a lap of
honour, and she and Cass had tried and failed to do the same for Graham, who stumbled and
almost broke a centuries-old coffee table, putting a swift end to that idea.

“One game to go,” Graham kept saying, pounding his fist into his hand, “and it’s Hufflepuff,
we can destroy Hufflepuff! Eh, little Malfoy? Think you’re up to racing Diggory?”

Draco glared at him, pink in the face. “Yes,” he said tightly. “Obviously. I’m going to get a
drink before you destroy something else.”

He stomped off, and Aurora rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him now.”

“We won, for Merlin’s sake,” Cassius muttered, shaking his head.

“As long as he keeps winning, I don’t care,” Graham said, and poured them each a shot of
vodka.

“Graham, you know I hate—”

“Just the once, Black, we have to celebrate. I’m your captain, you can break out your fancy
wine later.”

“I don’t need anything fancy,” Aurora muttered defiantly, and clashed shots with them before
downing hers. She grimaced at the horrid taste and burning sensation, shaking her head.
“Ugh, I hate you both.”

“We believe you,” Graham said, and grabbed her in a swift headlock. She squealed, swatting
at his arms. “Eh, little Aurora?”

“Let go of me,” she muttered, shoving him off her with a playful grin. “Honestly! What’s that
for?”

“You’re one of the lads,” Cassius said cheerfully, swiping a bottle of firewhisky from a
second year. “Cheers, mate — stay off the booze til you’re sixteen, yeah? And, Graham
wants you to be captain next year. He’s trying to compensate for the show of affection.”

“I was going to tell her myself!” Graham protested, with something Aurora would almost
describe as a pout.

Excitement rose up swiftly within her as she stared between the two of them, beaming.
“Really? You mean it?”

“Well, Bletchley’s graduating, Crabbe and Goyle are too new and kind of loose cannons, and
your cousin…”

“You can say what you want, it’s not as if I’m going to be telling him.”



“He hasn’t exactly shown his best leadership,” Cassius said testily, “as prefect. Besides,
Graham likes you more.”

“It’s just practical,” Graham said with a glower. “It’s not because I like you.”

“I believe you,” Aurora said cheerfully, and took a swig of Cassius’s confiscated firewhisky.

“Oi! Get your own!”

“I got more goals than you.”

“Fine. Just this once. Get your own once we’re done.”

She winked at him, took another steadying drink, and passed it back to him. He downed the
whole thing with a smirk.

“Exactly how drunk are you two planning on getting tonight?”

“We haven’t had a proper celebration since, what, third year? We’re well overdue, and if we
do lose to Hufflepuff, we’ll never get to know happiness.”

“So, very?”

A few more bottles of firewhisky in, and Aurora was sat on the arm of a sofa with Vaisey and
Urquhart and Bletchley, watching Cassius and Graham clamber up onto the same coffee table
they had just nearly broken, knocking their bottle heads together in an attempt to call for a
toast.

“How drunk are they?” Vaisey asked her in a whisper.

“Very,” she replied, grinning.

“A toast!” Graham yelled across the common room, lazily waving his bottle in the air. “To
the Slytherin Quidditch Team! And to Ravenclaw, for being absolutely fucking awful!”

This was met by a great load of cheering and stamping of feet. “Aye, alright, alright — settle
down, you lot, your captain’s speaking!”

“Aye, aye, Captain!” Cassius shouted in Graham’s ear, and Aurora let out a peal of laughter,
almost collapsing on an unimpressed Vaisey’s shoulder.

“Alright, what I want to say—” he hiccoughed, loudly “—and I’ll keep this brief… Is I’m
bloody well proud of this team. We’ve pulled together after a year off, we’ve got thumping
good Beaters—”

“Literally,” Cass added.

“Yeah, literally, and our Keeper, that’s him over there, class act today, Bletchley. Seeker,
Malfoy, bit too blond but bloody good eyesight, I tell you, the Black family has fantastic
genes with that eyesight of theirs—”



“He does have a point,” Aurora admitted with a shrug.

“—our reserves, you guys have done pretty much fuck all, to be honest, but you’re decent
blokes, so you get a hand.” Aurora let out a snort at the blank stares on Urquhart and Vaisey’s
faces, and hid an ensuing bout of giggles behind her hand. “And my comrades, brother and
unfortunate sister in arms—”

“Just who do you think you’re calling unfortunate, Montague?”

“—my fellow Chasers, we’re fucking class, aren’t we? Aren’t we?” he asked the crowd,
hamming it up, and they all cheered as his firewhisky sloshed about out the top of the bottle.
“Fuck yeah we are! We put those sorry Ravenclaw fuckers in their place and damn if it
wasn’t for Potter we’d have had Gryffindor on their arses too! We’re a good time, we’re the
best team, and do you know what we’re gonna do? We’re gonna win the bloody cup for you!
Yes we are, you know we are — where’s my other Chaser! Black, get your arse up here.”

“Oh, sweet Merlin,” she muttered, slipping off the arm of the chair and hopping up onto the
table with the boys, wobbling slightly and cursing the decision to put heels on when she had
changed for the party after dinner. "You called, Captain?”

“This,” Graham said, thumping her so hard on the back that she almost fell off the table, “is
the future of the team!” Awkward glanced all around, many of them directed at Draco, who
was holding a glass in his hand so tightly Aurora thought it might shatter. "And I’m going to
go to Snape’s office and I’m going to bloody tell him so — and this!” He grabbed Cassius
now, breaking him out of whatever drink-induced haze he had been in. “This is my best mate,
and he is going to be fucking brilliant, and if I have to beat him in a game if he joins the
Ballycastle Bats like he should, I’m going to enjoy it only half as much as thumping
Gryffindor!”

There was a pink, embarrassed tinge to Cassius’ cheeks as the common room cheered for
him, or all three of them, or the whole squad — Aurora wasn’t very sure at this point.

“Are we brilliant?” Graham bellowed to the crowd, who yelled out an affirmative yes as he
grabbed both Aurora and Cassius' hands and held them up high in the air, like he was about to
take a bow. "Are we your best team?” Again, a roar of agreement, under which the sound of
Aurora'sown laughter faded. "Are we going to beat Hufflepuff all the way down the badger
hole and win the Quidditch Cup? Hell yes, we are! Drink up, you sorry wankers!”

He reached for his own drink, lurching forwards and then holding it up in triumph, and it was
all Aurora and Cassius could do to haul him back from the edge of the coffee table before he
face-planted onto the wooden floor. “Classy,” Aurora commented as the common room
returned to chatter and laughter.

“You’ve probably scarred some first years there, mate.”

“They should be in bed, you dickhead! You’re a prefect, why’ve you not put the kids to bed
yet?”



“They needed to expand their vocabulary,” Aurora put in, gently guiding Graham off of the
table and into the safe arms of Drina Bulstrode. She slipped the bottle of firewhisky from his
hand, too, and downed the last of it.

“He’s brilliant, isn’t he?” Cassius said, mouth lifted in a grin. "Nuts, but brilliant."

“He’s something,” Aurora agreed, eyebrows raised as she watched Graham being guided,
sloppily, onto a sofa. "Right now, I think it’s drunk.”

“I’ll get him some water,” Cassius said, shaking his head, “you alright on your own?”

“Long as none of the Ravenclaw Chasers come bursting in to exact their revenge, I’ll be
fine.”

Cassius grinned at her then headed away in search of water. Aurora placed her stolen bottle
down and was about to head towards Gwen and their friends, when Draco appeared just
inside her line of vision. His glare was fiercer than ever, bitterness mixed up with jealousy,
and all Aurora could do was to hold his gaze for a moment, in a low challenge, before he
turned on his heel and disappeared in the direction of the boys’ dormitories. She turned,
shaking her head, and with a sudden feeling that the alcohol might just be having a minor
effect, went towards her quieter spot of the common room, where she could still hear the
music but didn’t feel like it was causing her skull to rattle around inside of her head.

“That was quite the performance,” said a voice from behind her, and she turned, grinning at
Theodore. “On and off the pitch.”

“Finally come to celebrate me?” she asked, smirking, and he laughed, stepping closer.

“I thought there were seven people on the team.”

“Yeah, but, I’m your favourite, right?”

Theodore laughed, his fingertips brushing against hers. The expression lit up his face, caused
the sides of his eyes to crinkle in delight. His eyes were pretty, Aurora realised with sudden
clarity. She felt she had never looked closely enough before. “You are my favourite, yes. But
don’t tell Vincent.”

“It’ll be our little secret,” Aurora said with a grin, stepping closer. Right here, the thumping
of her heart drowned out the bass of the music, as the bright lights overhead illuminated
Theo’s face in a way that she had rarely allowed herself to consider before. “Though I’m sure
you’re not alone. Didn't you hear Graham telling me I'm going to be captain?"

"He meant that?"

"Why wouldn't he?"

Theo laughed, shaking his head. "Well he does seem quite drunk."

"That's true. But I was brilliant today, didn't you notice?"



Theodore raised an eyebrow at her, and Aurora caught the pink flush to his cheeks as he
noted the proximity of their bodies. Near them, people were dancing, laughing, there was a
darkness that granted anonymity, safety, secrecy. “Of course I did. Eleven goals, was it, in the
end?"

"My personal best, I think," she told him cheerfully, ten frowned. "Why is your hair sparkly?"

"Oh, for Merlin's — Robin threw it over me when I was trying to leave breakfast, 'cause he
said I wasn't showing my support enthusiastically enough! Only mysteriously, it washes out
of everyone else's hair, except for mine."

Aurora laughed, shaking her head, and she took his hand, liking the way it felt in hers, liking
the way he smiled and liking the way it felt like they were just two people in a sea of others,
with no burdens pressing in on them. She needed to talk to him about the Warlock Post article
but she couldn't bring herself to do it, not now, not when he was looking at her like that and
her heart was pounding in her chest and he looked better, freer, than he ever had.

In a burst of confidence and validation that she was right, she took him by the arm and
guided him towards the crowd of people dancing. “I’m not saying it’s a bad thing,” she told
him as they walked, "I rather like it. You did say it's your favourite colour. And it matches my
dress quite nicely, the green!"

"Yeah, but I didn't anticipate having it in my hair."

"If it helps, Elise had blue glitter in hers."

"Ah, yes, I really wanted to resemble your twelve-year old cousin."

Aurora laughed, and said, "At least now you just look like you're trying to have a party. There
is some confetti, somewhere, maybe you could mix it up later."

“Mhmm. Robin did say our room needs some more exciting decorations."

"It could be modern art," Aurora said cheerfully. "Muggles are all over that stuff, though
Dora hasn't yet explained what it means. Add some glitter and confetti and make it a bit
abstract... It'd be revolutionary to the Wizarding world, I'm sure."

"Yeah, and what should I be trying to recreate? Abstractly, and modernly, of course?"

"No idea," Aurora said with a laugh, taking his hand. It was warm, and the places where their
skin connected tingled, and she could not disguise the flutter of her heart or the brief,
irrepressible smile that tugged at her lips. "Maybe you can get some inspiration. Incorporate
some musical themes!"

She led him backwards with her, into the dark crowd where the music grew louder, where
people yelled and shouted and whirled each other around — the most unsophisticated scene
she had ever witnessed within this common room, and yet at the same time exhilarating in its
own way because of it, because of the allure of the music and the determined pull of the



crowd. “I don’t know how to dance to this!” Theodore informed her, half-yelling over the
thump of the music. “I don’t know anything more exciting than a polka!”

Aurora laughed, tugged him closer, her thumb running over the back of his hand as she rose
up on her tiptoes, half-dancing, half-bouncing on the balls of her feet as she tugged him along
with her to rhythm. It was clear that Theo was bemused by her non-existent technique, but he
went along with her, laughing as she spun him around, attempting to spin him under her arm
and then tugging him back to her again, a heat blossoming in her chest as his arms and hips
brushed against hers for just an instant, igniting sparks where they touched.

It was silly, and it was ridiculous and it was dizzying, this closeness, this wild grin on his face
which Aurora rarely got to see and yet was sure was reflected in her own.

“You’re doing it,” she told him brightly, sweeping around, “see, there you go! It’s improv —
it’s easy, everybody knows how to move!”

“I’m not sure that I know this dancing.”

“You do,” Aurora insisted, tugging him closer, wrapping an arm around his waist and
spinning him round, without a care for the subversion or the impropriety. “It’s not something
you know in your head, it’s — your body knows it.”

“My body?” Theo asked dubiously, though with the sneaking hint of a grin.

“It’s human nature,” Aurora insisted, unable to restrain her smile at the curious look on his
face, the sparkle of his eyes. “Just listen to the music, just… Move. However you need to
move.”

“You realise how little that means to someone who isn’t a dancer? Or, who isn't tipsy?"

“I am not!" Aurora replied, catching his eye, and in a moment both of them burst into
laughter, collapsing and leaning against one another. “You can do it just — just come on,
come closer to me. Dance it,” she said with a flourish, releasing his hands and giving an
extravagant sort of curtsy. “Feel it.”

“Feel it?” Theo asked, amused, and he did a sort of awkward, halting waltz step. Aurora bit
back a peak of laughter as she held her hands out to him, and he turned slightly to extend his
hands and take hers. Then a funky movement like waltz mixed with swing dance, backwards
and forwards and back again. “Like this?”

“Like this!” Aurora replied with a smirk, tugging him towards her so that he stumbled
slightly then went smoothly into another step, with more motion this time. Theo let out a
startled laugh, then tugged her along with him as he did a sort of confused salsa step, and she
tossed her head back, laughing. “See, you can so dance — you’ve been holding out on me!”

“If it wasn’t so dark you can hardly see me, you’d be taking the absolute piss out of me right
now!”

“Well, maybe I’d be wrong to! It has been known to happen, after all.”



“That’s an unusual admission from you.”

“I’m full of surprises,” she said breezily, skipping closer to him, grinnng. Her breath caught
as she tilted her chin upwards to look him in the eye, feel the gentle, simmering heat of his
gaze, and was suddenly, acutely aware of the feeling of his skin on hers, the warmth of his
body against her. “Even teaching you how to dance. Come on — add a bounce, a flourish—”

One moment she was standing normally, the next Theo had swept in and swept her off her
feet, one arm around her waist and the other beneath her knees, spinning her in midair.
Aurora squealed, arms flying around his neck, tossing her head back in shocked laughter.
“What on earth—” she started, but her words were lost to the darkness, to the quick spinning
of the world before he set her down again, smirking as he leaned over her, one arm still
looped around her waist, the other resting at her hip.

“Was that enough of a flourish for you?” he asked, voice low as he murmured in her ear. His
breath was warm against her neck, and when he brushed her hair away, the space where his
fingertips grazed her skin felt like sparks had skittered over it.

Her lips lifted into a smile, irrepressible, and for a brief moment, heart pounding, with the
rest of the world melting away, something changed in the air. Something was bright and
warm and burning, something pulled her up towards him and this sudden, new spontaneity,
and she let her fingers find their way in the soft hair at the nape of his neck. Her lips parted,
the music around them dimmed, and then the song changed into a heavy Weird Sisters bass,
and they both were jolted out of the moment, the common room coming back into
perspective. Theo straightened up, tugging Aurora with him, and she put his enough space
between them now to be respectable. It could be a dance and a silly moment between friends
and nothing else. That was all anyone could see, if they were watching; that was what she
made herself believe to combat the race of nerves inside of her, the feeling that warred
beneath her skin, in an attempt to compel her to run.

But she held onto his hands, for just a moment, squeezed them tightly before she let her grip
fall away and pulled back as she had to. This wasn’t like the time she snogged Blaise at
Halloween, needing someone to cling to, and it wasn't like the build up to that giddy, freeing
kiss with Cassius at the Yule Ball. This was the person whose family would never ally her,
and the person who she couldn’t stand to mess things up with, or to lose. Theo was too
important. But he was also too dangerous.

“I don’t really know this one,” she said, slightly breathless, ruffling her hair up to pull it away
from her face. Theo’s gaze caught on the movement of her curls, dipped to her exposed neck
and the green velvet of her dress, for just a moment, before he glanced back up with pink
cheeks. “I — come on, it’s so warm in here, I…” She swallowed tightly, and Theo nodded.
“Besides, someone needs to stop Cass and Graham from breaking through the window to the
lake.”

"Yeah," he said, then shook himself slightly. "Probably part of the future captain's
responsibility, anyway, keeping the team intact — I should go find Robin anyway, he said he
was up to something with Jones and Stebbins..."



But she didn't want to leave him. She reached back and grabbed his hand again, to lead him
out of the tight knot of people in the middle of the room, until they were on the fringes and
able to breathe and hear normally again, and she became excruciatingly aware of his hand in
hers, and also of how little she wanted to let go. When she looked back at him, his hair
sweeping across his forehead, eyes glistening and cheeks flushed and smile warm, in the soft
glow of the common room, her body reacted like she was on a steep dive on a broom; heart
racing, stomach swooping, knees weak. Her grip on his hand tightened and he came closer
again, uncertain.

"Listen," she said before she could stop herself, "Theo, I meant to ask but, yesterday at
breakfast, what were they all talking about?"

A shadow passed over his face and he led her further away from eavesdropping ears, to a
quiet corner of the common room. "The Warlock Post letter, as I'm sure you've guessed. I was
with Draco and the others as they were discussing it, and I think he does suspect you of
writing it. Obviously, I assured everybody that I greatly doubt you would go so far, and be so
bold, and everyone else agreed, but Draco doesn't exactly have a whole lot of faith in you
right now."

"I can imagine. What else?"

"That everybody's families are obviously going to stand up to any such attempt at
investigation, but they're worried doing so would compromise them. Which to me, sounds
like there's something brewing that Draco knows about, and maybe some of the others, but I
don't — yet. Pansy seemed clueless, but Millie and Greg both seemed to imply that they
know something. I expect I'll know more at Easter — Grandfather's insisting on having me
home."

"They might just be worried that they'll be compromising their general positions as murderers
of the past, rather than murderers of the future," Aurora pointed out, and Theo shook his head
at her tone.

"Maybe. But Draco said he was being called on, whatever that means. I don't think he trusts
me anymore."

"No?"

"I walked over to them from sitting right next to you. Probably figured I wasn't altogether
trustworthy on their part."

Not for the first time, Aurora felt a worry in the back of her mind that their friendship would
end badly for Theo, that it would place him in danger. But tonight she knew he would dismiss
any such concerns she raised to him.

"Right," she said quietly, watching him in the low green light. "Thanks for telling me."

He shrugged. "Anytime. I have to say I was curious too — everybody else seems to know an
awful lot about an awful lot. It's strange — I can tell I'm on the outside more now. It never



bothered me before, not being as socially apart of the group, when I didn't want to be. But
when everyone seems to know something you don't, it is strange."

"Tell me about it," Aurora said, meeting his eyes. There was a flicker of understanding there,
a look of sympathy that made her want to draw closer. And yet there was a shred of guilt in
her chest, too; Theo had been so willing to tell her that, and she had hidden so much from
him, and suddenly that made it feel like a gulf had opened between them. She was sure that
he knew it, too.

"I should probably locate Robin. But, hey, the girls are all over there—" he nodded over
Aurora's shoulder, and she turned to see Gwen, Leah, and Sally-Anne sitting over a table
littered with playing cards "— want to join them after you see the team?"

"Sure," she said, swallowing the part of her that wanted to ask him to come with her. That
wasn't fair of her. Whatever moment had passed between them earlier, it didn't matter. It
hadn't happened, and it shouldn't happen. "See you."

He smiled and she watched him go, until she realised staring after him was embarrassing and
impolite, and she turned, marching to the corner of the common room where the rest of the
team were seated on a group of plush emerald green sofas.

Cassius and Graham were engaged in some deep, drunken conversation, and Bletchley and
Urquhart locked in a rough arm-wrestling competition, which Felix was officiating.
"Evening, boys!" she called over to them, half-skipping as Theo followed. She could hear his
laugh resonating over the crowd.

"Black!" Bletchley bellowed, distracted. Urquhart took the opportunity to smash his
opponent's fist into the coffee table, and he yelped. "Bloody hell, that fucking hurt, you
tosser!"

"Stop yelling," Aurora snapped. "I'm checking none of you are going to destroy the place in
your current state."

"Urquhart's destroyed my bloody wrist," Bletchley muttered, scowling.

"All part of his master plan," Felix said, smirking.

"Cass and I were considering getting a sing-song going again. Or invading the Hufflepuff
common room — you'll know where that is, with that funny map of yours."

"You told him about the map?"

Cassius shrugged, slightly sheepish. "It wasn't a secret, was it?"

"I — well — fine, but I am not invading Hufflepuff tonight. Umbridge'll have our heads, if
Snape doesn't."

"She doesn't give a shit what we do," Cassius said, "Draco's dad'll pay her off."



"Ah, yes, corruption and bribery, the backbone of the justice system." She threw him a
customary look of disgust before turning to the group at large. "Speaking of, has anyone
actually seen my cousin, or our dear Beaters?"

"Went off in a huff ages ago," Urquhart said. "Crabbe and Goyle probably followed."

"Don't bother about him," Graham told her, voice slightly slurred, "stupid toss can't even be
happy."

"I'm not bothered," Aurora said. "If he wants to be miserable, then that's his decision. I just
want to make sure none of you are in immediate danger of getting intoxicated and arranging a
meeting with the giant squid."

"Oh, no," Graham said, a mischievous smile spreading over his face, "we wouldn't dare. Sit
down, though, Black — I saw you dancing with Nott."

Her cheeks flooded with warmth. So they weren't as subtle as she thought. Annoyed, she
whirled around the side of the sofa and pushed in beside him. "I can dance with whoever I
want."

"Never said you couldnt," Graham told her, shrugging. Cassius pretended to be very
interested in listening to Bletchley and Urquhart's argument. "He seems a decent bloke. But
scrawny, but if that's your thing, that's your thing."

"Theo's not scrawny," she said defensively, glaring at him. "And even if he was it doesn't
matter. I like him. Not like that," she added hurriedly, pointlessly. Graham saw right through
her, laughing. 

"Aye, sure." He winked. "'S he good, or do I have to give him a talking to?"

"You're not giving anyone a talking to on my behalf, Montague."

"Oh, I just don't want him distracting my Chaser."

"I don't get distracted," she muttered, and elbowed him in the side. "Stop being a twat, wont
you?"

"Nah," he said, shaking his head, "it's great fun."

"Fuck off," she told him, and he laughed.

"Oi, lads," he called over to the rest, "Black's got herself a boy—"

She shoved him in the shoulder and, in his drunken state, he went tumbling off the couch,
almost crashing into the coffee table. "Fucking hell, what are you doing?"

"Stop being a twat," she said, in a shrilling, false tone, smiling as she stood up. "And, boys, I
think Montague has had himself a bit too much to drink."



"Last time I ever try to look out for you," he said with a scowl, hauling himself back onto the
sofa as the others laughed. "I'm rescinding that captain ship nomination!"

"Sure you are!" she trilled, spinning round and skipping away, blowing them all a sarcastic
kiss. "Bye, boys! Don't kill each other without me!"

As they laughed behind her, she skipped on towards her friends' usual spot by the lake
window, where the girls plus Theo, Robin, Jones and Stebbins, were sat, laughing
uproariously. She grinned and waved, dropping gracefully into the spot between Theo and the
arm of the sofa, legs brushing his. He grinned at her, eyes bright, and a shiver went down her
spine.

With that, trying to ignore her laughing teammates, she led Theo towards the corner of the
common room their friends normally lurked in, and sank into the sofa opposite Gwen and
Leah, who looked up from their game of exploding snap as they approached. "Come to sober
up, have you?" Leah asked, waving a six of clubs at her.

"I'll have you know, I am extremely sober."

"Did I or did I not just see you blow a kiss at your teammates?" Robin asked, raising his
eyebrows.

"We're a very affectionate bunch," she said with a sweet smile. "Didn't you hear, Slytherin
team's very well known for it."

"Well, we're just getting started on scabby queen, if you want in."

"Sure," she said, curling her feet up on the sofa beneath her, and trying to tug the short green
skirt of her dress to sit comfortably on her thighs. Theo was warm beside her, and she knew it
was silly, but she leaned into that, sighed at their proximity, as though she could inhale
whatever was between them, the deepening allure and the gentle, enticing scent of his
cologne. 

As Leah started dealing out, she turned to Theo and asked, "We're alright, aren't we?"

Theo looked at her, eyes gleaming in the light. When he turned, their lips were so close that
she could reach out easily and draw them together. But she wouldn't, she couldn't. His hand
strayed to hers. “Alright?" he asked, voice strained. 

"Us. With everything and... I mean, I — I've been rubbish. And I don't want you to think that
I'm just breezing past it I just—"

"Aurora," he said, cutting her off, "you think I'd have danced with you, if I didn't at least want
to be alright?"

"I don't know, I just, you told me about the others and... I'm sorry. I'm grateful."

"I know," he said. "You told me so. And I would've told you anyway, you know that." She
did. It made her feel even worse. "Listen, I know we argued, but we've both said what we
needed to. I'd rather not go on about it. Let's just try and have some fun, yeah?"



She wanted to say more, wanted him to say more, even wanted him to push back. Leah
handed them each a card, with a knowing look in her eye, and when she turned away Aurora
noticed Theo's gaze had wandered, tracing her body in the light, and he said, softening, “You
do look beautiful stunning tonight, by the way. I don’t know if anyone's told you."

Crimson heat rushed to her cheeks. “Oh, I—“

“That was a bit cliche, I know, but it's true." He shrugged, grinning, as if he knew what he
was doing to her thumping heart and her tingling skin and the swarm of butterflies in her
stomach. 

“Thank you,” was all she could think to say, and it felt ridiculous, because surely she could
say more than that. She looked away, stomach turning, fixating on the masses of people
before them, some still dancing, others breaking off for chats or games. “How long do you
think it’ll be before Snape tries to break this up?”

“I’d say we’ve a couple of hours yet,” Theo said, switching back into his normal tone with
impossible ease, "but if he finds out you’re enjoying it, he’ll swoop in immediately.”

“Bat bastard,” she muttered, and he laughed. He shook against her as he did, and her skin
fluttered where they touched. “He ruins all our fun — him and Umbridge, the boring old
bitch.”

“And when you performed so well, too?” Theo tutted. “It’s simply unjust.”

“Exactly! I was marvellous — I should be celebrated!”

“I think the whole team were celebrating.”

“Nope,” she said, grinning as she turned back to him, taking Leah's next card, "just me,
actually. You did say I’m your favourite.”

“And am I conducting this party?”

“You should be.” Aurora smirked, leaning in, watching how his lips quirked in a nervous
smile and his cheeks warmed as pink as her own. “I’d back your campaign to be chief
Slytherin party planner.”

“Because I am such a good socialite.” Theo raised his eyebrows, teasing. When she chuckled,
he went on in a breezy tone, "I don’t know why you’re laughing, Aurora, everyone knows I
host the best parties. Lady Greengrass is going to have to start fighting me soon, I’ve issued a
formal challenge for the day I turn seventeen.”

“For what? The title of party-planner-in-chief?”

“Title and crown, yes.” He laughed, shaking his head, and leaned back, shoulder brushing
against hers again. Aurora wondered if he could hear the furious pounding of her heart, if his
was the same or if it was just her, falling with nothing to cling to. “It’s a green and silver
crown, too, it’ll suit me perfectly.”



“Ah, I’m sure — how much time have you spent gazing on it? Is that why you hang out with
Daphne — you’ve got your eye on the family jewels?”

Letting out a melodramatic gasp, Theo clasped the hand with his cards over his heart and
said, “You’ve uncovered my secret, Lady Black!”

“You should’ve been more subtle. That’s where bragging gets you.” Instinctively, she wagged
her finger at him, teasing, but it brushed against his cheek and she stopped herself, halted by
the sparks that ran along her hand. They stared at one another, and Aurora’s mind told her to
run and run and never be so stupid again. “As I said.” She cleared her throat. “You…” Her
mind stopped as Theo’s free hand reached up covered her own, his thumb brushing over her
knuckles and tucking her finger in. The corners of his eyes were creased from withheld
laughter, his lips pressed together in affectionate amusement.

“Maybe I’ll put my party planning ambitions on hold for a little, then,” he said, voice teasing,
“or at least halt the bragging.”

“That seems a good idea,” Aurora told him, slightly out of breath. She swallowed, but could
not look away from his face and the smile upon his lips. “Give Lady Greengrass a reprieve, I
heard Merlin’s Day’s going to be better than ever—"

"Will you two pay attention?" Leah snapped, waving cards in their face, and Aurora flushed,
snatching one from her hand. "Honestly, you'd think one of you would have some presence of
mind when you've agreed to be dealt in to a game—"

"Sorry, MacMillan," Theo said with an easy grin, waving his cards at her. "Promise we won't
do it again."

"Yeah, right," Leah muttered, glaring at them as she continued dealing to Robin, who
snickered. "Idiots."
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Simple Secrets
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Rita Skeeter’s next article was published on Monday morning, an interrogation into the
character of the newest addition to the hereditary peerage: Lord Lucius Malfoy. It was, to
Aurora’s relief, a Prophet piece. Seemingly, Fudge could not find a reason to defend his
benefactor, and not when his Ministry was already under attack from other corners.

When Draco read the headline that morning, Aurora watched with a sick mixture of
anticipation and heldover guilt as what little colour there was left in his cheeks drained from
it, and he gaped at the page.

“Oh, dear,” Aurora commented as she opened her own newspaper, feigning surprise, “Draco
won’t be too happy about this.”

“What is it?” Leah asked excitedly, leaning over to read, and gasped. “Oh, he really won’t.
Look — he’s furious.” The colour had come back to his cheeks, bright flaming red. Aurora
pretended not to see him. “My father, on the other hand, will be dancing around his office.”
With a gleeful smile, she read the page along with Aurora, taking in the mentions of
embezzled funds, questionable donations, and raids for Dark magic which had been raised
many times by the Ministry and not yet fully resolved. “One thing about Skeeter — you
might not like her, but she does not give a shit about that.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Aurora said, trying to stop the smile pulling at her lips at the
underhanded mention of his over-involvement in St. Mungo’s. “I do feel bad for Draco,
though," she lied, hoping it would mask any suspicion of her involvement. "He has an awful
lot going on.”

Leah tutted and rolled her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous, Aurora. He wouldn’t give a shit if it
were you — history shows he hasn’t.”

And Aurora reminded herself of that again and again, as if the righteous motivation of
vengeance absolved her of all sin, all responsibility for the way she mimicked the methods
the Malfoys and their allies had used to hurt her, and the way she betrayed her oldest friend.
Even the way she relished his dismay and anger, realising with a jolt that somehow, she had
come to like wounding him. And she wasn’t sure that she was all too comfortable with that
side of herself; not when it was directed at Draco. But then, he and his family deserved it, she
told herself again. They were perfectly happy to hurt her.

She supposed she should also hope that Skeeter didn’t get targeted as a result. But retaliation
would be from an obvious source and risk exposing the Death Eaters before they were ready.
They wouldn’t, not yet.

"Umbridge wants to see you," Pansy informed her later that day, at break. "She thinks you'd
make a good addition to the team she's setting up."



A small ember of triumph burned in Aurora's chest. "She does? Oh, Pans, that's—"

"But she is suspicious. She's been monitoring your letters and things, and she hasn't found
anything she doesn't want to see, but, I know you've been talking to your father and she said
she hardly saw any letters between the two of you."

It was a blow that struck her chest. Of course, she should have made her correspondence
appear normal, banal, but everything she wanted to tell her father she usually just told him
through the mirror. "She thinks you're hiding something, and she wants to get to the bottom
of it. I said that your relationship with him's strained so that's why, but, I know that's not
really all that true."

"I suspected she was monitoring my letters. I didn't want to put anything..." She couldn't go
any further. She couldn't give Pansy any reasonable explanation, and her friend was looking
at her with her own suspicion.

"You have another way to communicate with him, don't you? The same Potter uses, I
imagine?"

Aurora frowned at her, feigning confusion. "We both just use letters, like everybody else.”

“No, you don’t. Umbridge has been checking your post, and I know you know that. So how
have you been talking to your father, and your cousins?”

Aurora floundered. “I — I’ve only been writing. I’m sure Umbridge hasn’t seen all my post,
and I am good at not giving away important things.”

Pansy shook her head. “No. You're lying to me, Aurora. Look." She took her arm, lowering
her voice. "I just want you to be careful. Umbridge is going to catch on sooner or later, and if
you're doing something she wouldn't approve of, we need to make sure she doesn't find out."

“I’m only using letters. I am!”

“Why are you lying to me?”

“Why do you think?” Pansy recoiled, visibly hurt, and guilt rang through Aurora’s chest.
“Pans, I’m sorry, I just — I can't tell you. But she won't find it, I can assure you of that."

"You can't tell me?" Pansy asked with a derisive sound. "Why not? Who's stopping you?"

Only herself. But Pansy's persistence scared her and she didn't know why. "No one. It just has
to be secret. But you don't need to know — it won't be discovered. And there are no rules
against it, either, so Umbridge has no reason to be upset, or any way to know what we
discuss. It's fine."

“But are you sure that Umbridge can’t get to it? If I knew, I could throw her off the scent—"

"I have it under control," Aurora told her, with a warning look. "Look, I don't want this to be
a fight. It really doesn't need to be." Pansy really didn't need to know.



"I don't like you hiding things from me."

"You've hidden things from me. Let me have this one."

Pansy swallowed tightly, taking a step back. "I’m worried about you, Aurora. Draco suspects
you had a hand in that article about his father, and in that anonymous letter to the Warlock
Post, and in Potter’s interview. He’s angry, and if he gives Umbridge reason to suspect you,
for anything, you could be in real trouble. I know you want to defend yourself by staying on
her good side, you’re not going to do that if you’re getting yourself into trouble with him. His
father is friends with Umbridge, or have you forgotten? What reflects badly on him reflects
badly on the Ministry, and what’s more, is that Draco reports to her. You’re being foolish, all
for some agenda.”

“I don’t have an agenda.”

Pansy scoffed. “Come on, Aurora. You can lie well enough, but I know you. I know you’re
angry, I know you always want an upper hand, I know you’re flailing trying to find one but I
promise you, your hand is not as good as you think it is. Just… Listen to me.”

“I am listening, Pans.” She swallowed tightly. “I promise, I’m being safe.”

Pansy sighed, and let a moment of silence pass between them, before she pinched her brow
and said, “Good. Because I think Umbridge might accept you, after all.”

Her heart raced at the news. “You do?”

“But that does not mean you’re safe, if anything it makes your position more precarious. You
can’t put a foot wrong with her, Aurora.”

“I know,” she said, grinning, “and I won’t. I’ve got this, Pans — and I won’t let you down,
either. I know you must have a lot riding on this, putting my name forward.”

“You have no idea.”

Aurora stepped forward and clasped her hands, her earlier tension dissipating somewhat.
"Thank you. Really, truly, from the bottom of my heart. Thank you.”

It was such a relief, that another friend was standing by her, actively trying to help her. It was
all she wanted, to be supported, to have someone make that active choice to stand on her side.
Even better that it was Pansy, even better that it made her feel like she had another edge over
Draco and over Umbridge.

-*

It was only two days later that Aurora was called into Umbridge’s office. Two separate notes
had landed on the Slytherin Table that lunchtime; one for Aurora, and one for Theo, both on
the same ghastly pink parchment. They exchanged glances — Aurora trying to hide her
anticipation, Theo masking his own confusion — as they opened them, to reveal Umbridge’s
swirling script.



Dear Miss Black, her note read.

I request your presence in my office for a spot of tea and an informal chat about your
schoolwork after class this afternoon. As I shall be inspecting your Care of Magical Creatures
class in seventh period, I think it reasonable that you accompany me to the castle from there.

Best wishes,

Professor Dolores Umbridge, High Inquisitor of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and
Wizardry, Senior Undersecretary to the Minister for Magic, Cornelius Fudge

“Don’t tell me you’ve been invited for tea, too?” Theodore asked, glancing over.

“This evening, after Care of Magical Creatures.”

“Ah. I’m right after dinner. You know what it’s about?”

“I have my suspicions,” she said slowly, glancing to Pansy up the table. “Don’t you?”

Theo nodded grimly. “She’s been dropping hints about some… Group, for a while. Draco
has, too.”

“Are you in?”

“Well, that depends what she says,” he said. “But if you are…” Aurora suppressed a smile.
“I’ll consider it. I don't like the idea, but it might help keep Grandfather off my back for a
while — depending on what's expected of me."

Aurora sat impatiently through their classes all day, including Care of Magical Creatures,
which was a theory-based class involving a lot of studying and drawing of diagrams. Now
she knew his artistic tendencies, Aurora was attuned to Theodore’s drawing skills in the class,
watching as he formed diagrams far better proportioned and dynamic than she could ever
manage.

At the end of the class, she met with Umbridge, who said with a saccharine smile, “Hold on
just a moment for me, dear, I’ve to write up a report for Professor Hagrid.”

She stood awkwardly, waiting with Umbridge as the rest of the class cleared, trying to avoid
Ron Weasley’s suspicious glare. Umbridge said something to Hagrid which made him
blanche and fret about with his hands, before she beckoned Aurora to follow and led the way
up to her office.

It was just as garish and horrifically pink as she remembered. “Take a seat, dearie,”
Umbridge simpered, gesturing to the plush armchair before her desk. Aurora sat down
gingerly, placing her satchel, double-sealed, on the floor beneath her. “How do you take your
tea?”

“Drop of milk, one sugar, if you would, Professor.”



Umbridge smiled. Aurora watched her carefully, just in case she tried to slip anything into the
tea, but she did not. That was a relief. She wouldn’t have put it past her to dose her with some
veritaserum, to be on the safe side, but perhaps she was saving that for later. One did tend to
realise once they were under its influence; if Umbridge was suspicious, the last thing she
would want to do was alert Aurora to that. But equally, that meant that if Umbridge did hold
suspicions about Aurora’s intentions — and she wasn’t stupid, so Aurora was sure that she
must — then she would seek to use her, too.

“Miss Parkinson gives you a glowing recommendation, Miss Black,” Umbridge told her,
handing over a cup of tea.

“Thank you, Professor. Though I’m sure Pansy exaggerates — we have been friends for a
very long time.” Umbridge liked humility, liked young witches and wizards who wouldn't
make a fuss or get too big for their boots. There was little use in pretending that she did not
have her own motivations, but a little modesty could go a long way.

“Ah, yes.” Umbridge’s eyes glimmered as she sat down. “So I gather. Though one could be
forgiven for thinking otherwise.”

Aurora blinked. “I’m not sure I understand, Professor.”

“I merely meant that your company increasingly seems to fall outside of the group Miss
Parkinson frequents.”

“Oh. Well, yes, I suppose. I am close with Leah MacMillan, and Gwendolyn Tearston, though
Pansy and Daphne Greengrass join us from time to time. I suppose it is merely the reality of
growing older — I like to think Pansy and I have a closer bond than that dictated by
schoolyard politics. We've been friends so long, it feels like we'll always be tied to one
another, no matter how we change or grow.” How she wished that she believed her own
words.

“How sweet,” Umbridge said, smiling. “And your friendship with Draco Malfoy.”

She tried not to let the tension that overtook her show in her body. “Ah. Again, a childhood
friend, but I’m afraid we have not remained so steadfast. These things happen, though.”

Umbridge gave her an assessing, critical look. “Of course they do. How wretched when such
a thing occurs, though. His mother, I must say, still speaks highly of you.”

That was news to Aurora, and despite her better wishes, it filled her with a rush of joy and
validation she hadn’t even realised she still craved. “Narcissa is my cousin, on my father’s
side. We haven’t spoken in some time, but we have always been close.” She let out a wry sort
of laugh. “Funnily, when I was growing up, she was the youngest woman around me, at least
within my family. My great-grandfather used to say…” She trailed off, as though the words
were unexpected to her and she needed to process what she said. But she decided there that
she had to give Umbridge as much truth as she had reason to. Evading questions would get
her nowhere, only raise Umbridge’s suspicions of her. “Well, he understood how important
we were to one another. And still are, of course.”



“Narcissa is your father’s cousin, is she not?” Aurora nodded. Umbridge leaned back in her
chair with a smug, yet curious, smile. “That must be a strange dynamic to manage.”

Aurora hesitated. “At times, yes. I try to make them get along, but, it seems stubbornness
runs in the family. Everything’s been so different…” She let herself trail off and let Umbridge
notice it, the downward turn of her gaze, the worry she put into her expression. It was not all
so fake. “Sorry, Professor. This was meant to be about class, wasn’t it? I don’t want to derail
by going on about my silly family problems.”

“As a matter of fact,” Umbridge said slowly, “there was something else I wanted to discuss…
Something of a nature too delicate to put in writing.”

“Professor?”

“I’m sure you’re aware by now that I have been hosting a little group of your classmates. A
club, of sorts. Just trusted Slytherins who I believe will go on to do great things, given the
correct guidance and influence. I admit, I did not initially think you would want to join such a
club.”

“Well, I am always looking to better myself, Professor. And it’s like I said at the start of term
— I intend to make the most of my school career, and to cultivate the best professional
relationship with yourself. Regardless of any pre-perceived political connections. I won't
pretend that i don't want to get to know you — you have friends in powerful places, and
despite my name, I know I need to put in a lot more work to gain the sort of respect
commanded by my predecessor."

Umbridge’s smile widened, and Aurora’s stomach twisted. She could not tell how genuine
Umbridge was, if she believed the narrative Aurora was trying to spin. “What is the function
of the club, may I ask?”

“Oh, you know… It is mutually beneficial. I ensure that my students — the best and the
brightest only — have a place to gather, and establish connections with their peers and my
own network.” Something Aurora neither really wanted nor needed. Still, she pretended to be
interested. “In return, I only ask for my students’ loyalty. Something which Pansy Parkinson
has promised you will give me.”

“Well, yes.” She blinked. “Why wouldn’t I be… Loyal? As you say?”

“Oh, I’m sure you have an idea, smart girl like you. Your godbrother’s been giving me quite a
bit of grief.”

“I’m not my godbrother,” she said, letting her regular annoyance ring even clearer in her face.
“He gives me plenty grief, too, believe me. Always has, ever since first year.”

“Rumour has it you two have grown close, though, hm? Surely you must share things…
Secrets?”

Aurora let out a high laugh. “Potter wouldn’t tell me a secret if I had my wand to his throat.
He trusts me about as much as he trusts any Slytherin, which is to say, not at all.”



“Is that so?” Umbridge’s eyebrows were raised. “Is there anything you could do to change
that, dear?”

“I — I’m sorry?”

“Well, you know. Potter hasn’t exactly kept himself on the right side of the rules this year.
Earned himself quite a few detentions.” In which the bitch fucking tortured him, Aurora
thought with flaring anger, trying to keep up her calm facade. “Now, I have some brilliant
students, but none of us have quite managed to work out what it is that Potter’s been doing.
He has been seen sneaking around, likely in violation of Educational Decree Number 24. But
you could be our secret weapon. Of course, I’d help you out. Your societal reputation is, to be
frank, in desperate need of repair.” Aurora swallowed her natural anger at that statement.

“You’re not wrong,” she said, casting her eyes downward. “I just… I mean, yes, I — Merlin
knows there’s no love lost between the two of us. But he will likely be suspicious if I start
poking around in his business. He’s suspicious even when I smile at him — which, in
fairness, I do mainly do to confuse and annoy him. It works very well.”

Just enough truth to cover the holes of her lies. Umbridge smiled as though she were being
indulged and confided in, and Aurora realised that was what she needed. She needed to think
Aurora trusted her, in order than she could trust her in return.

“Well, perhaps that cannot be helped. Potter seems a fragile boy… Suspicious of everything,
I’m sure. But you have easier access to him than most, don’t you?”

“I suppose. If you compare me to my housemates, certainly.”

“You’re a bright girl, Miss Black,” Umbridge said with a smile. “I’m sure you can find a way
to discover Potter’s secrets.”

Aurora swallowed tightly, pressed her lips together. She felt bile rise in her throat; like she
had already betrayed him. She shouldn’t have to feel like there was anything to betray; she
had always intended to tell Harry if something like this happened. And yet now, she could not
shake the feeling that she was doing this all wrong. There was a mistake she was making that
she could not yet see, because the error lay deep within her own self.

“I — I will certainly try, Professor. But what exactly is it you want me to… Discover, as you
say? I mean, forgive me if I’m wrong, but I imagine you already suspect him of something,
yes?”

“Indeed.” Umbridge’s eyes glimmered. “I assume you recall the circumstances of Education
Decreee 24. I discovered just before that decree was implemented, that Potter was intending
to form a little group in open rebellion towards me and Ministry policy.”

“Oh.”

“I now suspect that he has continued this, in defiance of the terms of that Educational Decree,
and not only that, he is, by collaborating with Dumbledore, plotting to overthrow my position
as Hogwarts High Inquisitor and then turn his sights on the Ministry.”



“Oh.”

Umbridge narrowed her eyes. “Oh? Is that all you have to say?”

“I mean — im not as surprised as I should be, I think. I’m not sure that Potter’s ambitions
extend to outright rebellion though. He’s too lazy,” she clarified, “and unorganised.”

“I hear his friend isn’t. The muggleborn girl, Granger.”

Her stomach twisted. “Perhaps you have a point. Though Granger also much prefers to
follow the rules. Respectfully, Professor, I’m not sure that you are right about the intentions
— but it does ring true that Potter might have formed some sort of outlawed group.” She bit
her lip, as though she were thinking very hard. “I have a feeling he mentioned something
back in the holidays.”

Umbridge’s eyes lit and she leaned forward, eager to hear. “Yes? What was it?”

“I can’t remember — something about a duelling club type situation? I don’t know, it could
have been something else — he was telling his friend Ron, when he visited, but they both
shut up when they noticed me. But I thought he might have just been telling some story about
our fourth year, when we had an official duelling club going. I didn't know he was up to
something worthy of reporting."

“A duelling club?” She did not look satisfied. Possibly she had already guessed the nature of
the club; it fit with the idea that Harry was starting some sort of rebellious army, and with the
information he would have given out back in October. Dumbledore’s Army. She was
determined now to tear that parchment list apart.

“I think — I’m not sure exactly, it was something of that nature. But I can find out more,” she
added quickly before Umbridge could even ask, like she was so eager to impress that she was
falling over herself. “He doesn't trust me, but I am good at antagonising him, once I know
where to aim. And if you’re right, it’s… I don't exactly think that overthrowing the Ministry
is a good idea, for anybody, including myself. I know you know that I haven't always agreed
with every Ministry policy—" Umbridge was watching her with a scrutinising look in her eye
"—but I do believe in the law. And I think that Albus Dumbledore is one of the worst
replacements as Minister possible. It's a terribly frightening prospect."

“Indeed it is. But I’m sure we can stop it, between the two of us, hm? I'm sure you know how
much you have to lose here, too."

“Yeah.” She nodded. “We can stop it. Potter is... Unruly. He's scared, of what, I'm not entirely
sure. But he can be dealt with, I'm sure."

"I'm very glad to hear it," Umbridge said with a saccharine smile, holding her hand out for
Aurora to shake. She did so with no small amount of trepidation, and left the office with a
sense of both accomplishment and guilt, like she had done something far more terrible than
she really had.



She found Theo in the common room before dinner and debriefed him. “I don’t know what
she’ll ask of you,” she told him, “but if she asks about my relationship with Potter, say we
don’t like each other, that he’s always suspicious of me, that I disapprove of what he’s been
saying, alright?”

Theo nodded, running a hand through his hair. “Do you really think Potter’s trying to start a
rebellion?”

“Merlin, no,” she scoffed. “But I think he could be up to something. And it’s better that it’s
stopped now.”

He frowned at her, as though trying to decipher some encrypted code behind her eyes.
“You’re not involved in it, are you?”

“In what?”

“Whatever he’s up to.”

She grimaced. The lie was on the top of her tongue, about to fall out, but she stopped herself.
There was no point to lying, not to Theo. "I was," she said, "but not anymore. I've warned
him, and I've quit."

Something like pity crossed his gaze. "Right. I take it you can't say anymore than that?"

"Probably not advisable. I did want to say something before, but no one there likes me
anyway and I didn't think anyone'd take well to me sharing it about or trying to bring anyone
in. But." She swallowed tightly. "It doesn't matter. It's done now."

He didn’t fully believe her, she could tell. Yet, telling him the truth might put him in danger
too, if Umbridge found out — because somehow, despite her ever-present, shredded nerves,
Aurora was certain that if she were to tell him, he would keep the secret, no matter what. But
she could not — would not — put him in that position. Not for her.

"Don't say anything."

"You still think that I would?"

"No. I never did."

A small smile of gratitude and relief flickered on his lips. "Thank you. For telling me, I mean.
You think Umbridge'll ask me much the same as she asked you?"

"Probably a bit less interrogation, but yes. Just be careful. I don’t think she’s as trusting as
she wants to put across. But it’s not like you’ve anything to worry about — she’ll eat you
up.”

“I’m not entirely sure that I want her to,” Theo said, wrinkling his nose, and Aurora laughed.

“Fair. Now, you’d better get to dinner early, and before me, just in case we make her
suspicious. I’ll be there in fifteen.”



“Where are you going?”

She just grinned and said, “Super-secret-sleuthing.”

The corner of his lips lifted into a smile as he stood up, making to leave. “You’re impossible,
you know. Going to tell me what you're up to?"

"Only when I succeed. Promise it's nothing that serious."

There was still a dubious look in his eye as he bid her goodbye and left. Aurora watched him
go fondly for a moment, heart fluttering, before she came to her senses and shook her head.
“Don’t be an idiot,” she muttered to herself, fishing the Marauder’s Map from her robe
pocket. As she opened it, she immediately went to look for Potter’s name, finding him
lurking in a fourth floor corridor with Hermione, while the Gryffindor Quidditch Team were
down on the pitch. Feeling sorry for himself, no doubt.

This would not make that much better.

She passed them in the thankfully deserted corridor and caught Harry's arm, stopping them.
"Come with me," she said softly, "I need to talk to you."

She gave him no time to reply before bundling them all into a nearby broom cupboard,
locking the door behind them and going to the back, where no one would well overhear them.

“What the hell are you doing now—”

“Umbridge is onto you, and she wants me to act as a spy for her. I’ve agreed.”

“Are you mental, Black?”

“Maybe. I want to dig up dirt on her in return, but I need her to think I’m on her side — or at
least, not on yours. I’m trying to lead her away from the most dangerous theories, but she
knows you’ve got a club going and she’s just waiting to find evidence, or for someone to
come forward.”

“And that’s going to be you, is it?”

“No, of course not, are you listening at all? Look, it’s only a matter of time, and I'll try and
find out if she has any further leads once I'm properly in the group. I certainly have no
intentions of hastening the process for her. I can help you stall, but I might have to leave the
DA for a bit, cover myself.”

“But I was just about to start teaching Patronuses!”

Aurora blinked at him, surprised. “Well, I don’t really need to learn that, Potter, so I’m not
sure how it’d change anything.”

“No, I mean… I was going to ask you to help me teach.”



For a moment, all she could do was stare at him. “You think — Potter, I’m a wretched
teacher. I half-terrified Neville back in second year. And everyone there annoys me, I could
never — but that’s not the point. You need to get rid of your class list, Hermione.”

“Why?”

“Because Umbridge knows it exists, and if she can find it, she’ll punish every single one of
you. Just like I told you, Potter.” She shook her head, and leaned against the cold stone with a
sigh. “Look, this is all… A lot. I'm not totally sure how I'm going to achieve anything, but
my goal is to dig up information on Umbridge - get evidence of her using blood quills, of
how she's gotten the information she has about the DA and others, see if I can track down any
of her correspondence with the Ministry. I know there's got to be something we can use to
inspire anger, to try and bring her and Fudge down. But trust me? I’ll try and keep her off the
scent, I’ll report to you when things get dangerous.”

“But why are you doing this?”

“I’m not trying to fuck you over, if that’s what you mean—”

“No, I know that!” Potter shouted, more forcefully than she had expected. Aurora blinked,
surprised by the outburst, as anger glinted in his eyes. “God, stop acting like I’m stupid!”

“I am not acting like—”

“Why are you doing this? Why do you think you have to? All you ever do is whine about
everything you have to do, how dangerous your little life is, and now you’re going to let her
take this from me?”

“I’m not letting her take it from you, I’m trying to protect you—”

“I don’t need protecting!” His voice rose dangerously, and Aurora’s heart pounded. She
didn’t like the crackle of anger and fire in the air, like the feeling before a thunderstorm,
oppressive, stifling, and hot. “Least of all from you!”

“Where on earth is this coming from?”

“All year you’ve said, your position is dangerous, you have to stay on Umbridge’s good side
— why?”

“Because I—” She floundered. “I have to. I can’t — I can’t expose myself, I can’t… I need to
be able to find out what she’s up to. The Ministry is hiding something, everything, and her
use of the blood quill. If I can evidence that… I want to destroy them, Potter. You never
heard the saying keep your enemies close?”

“She knows you’re enemies. She’s always known it, it’s only ever you who pretends like
people like you.”

“Well, that’s just rude.”

“She’s not going to trust you. You do know that?"



“Why do you care? If I fuck myself over, what’s it to you? I’m doing this to help you! You
need someone on the inside or you would be completely unprepared for when she does
discover you. I’m telling you this because I’m on your side, Potter, because I trust you and I
hope that you trust me. But I suppose it makes sense that you don’t. After all this, things
haven’t changed that much.”

She went to grab the door handle behind her, but Hermione stopped her, with a hand on her
arm and a pleading expression.

“Don’t fight,” she told them both, “please. It doesn’t help anyone.”

“It’s what we do, Hermione. Don’t worry your little head.”

“Don’t talk to her like that,” Harry snapped, even though Aurora was already feeling the
condescending sting of her own words.

She clenched her jaw. “Sorry. Really. That was rude of me. And to you — don’t say I didn’t
warn you when it all comes crashing down.”

“But you’ll be out of the crash zone, right? You’ll be safely with Umbridge, like the coward
you are. That’s why you do this—”

“I’ve just told you why—”

“You’re still a coward. You still won’t stand by what you actually believe in and what you’re
fighting for, you’re just saying you will, one day, when you’re ready, and then you’re hiding.”

His words stung, ice cold in her heart. She stared him down, feeling a hex on her lips, but
refused to reach for her wand. That would only confirm what he wanted her to do. Even now,
even when she thought he knew her better.

“I’m not a coward,” she told him, even as she doubted the words. “I’m not. I'm trying to do
something with more impact than petty student rebellion, and I'm sorry that you can't see far
enough in front of you to realise that there are steps to be taken to do that."

"I do," Potter snapped. "I hear what you're saying, Aurora, but I know you, too. You're
covering your own back, too. Don't think you've fooled us into thinking you do anything out
the goodness of your heart."

She turned back to him, a glare burning behind her eyes. "Maybe I don't. Or maybe, I'm
trying to work out how to fight for what I believe in, without getting killed before I can
achieve some actual change."

"Umbridge isn't going to kill you."

"Someone will try."

"You don't think I know what it feels like? But I'm not hiding from Voldemort!"



"It's not the same, Potter! You're just trying to stay alive! And that's a very valid motivation,
don't get me wrong, but you want to fight Voldemort and win and that's it, but if Fudge is still
in power and doesn't even acknowledge what's happening? Or if people like Umbridge,
who'd have any manner of magical creatures killed because she doesn't like them, who'd be
perfectly happy with the eradication of Muggleborns if it served her, are allowed to keep
power? Then this is just going to keep going on and on and I don't know how to fix that, I
don't have any answers and I don't even know what questions I'm trying to answer, but I am
trying to find them!"

Potter clenched his jaw, glaring at her. "You really think you're going to be able to convince
Fudge Umbridge is in the wrong? You think he doesn't know what's going on?"

"I don't know," she said honestly, "but I'm willing to bet most people don't. And public
opinion can do a whole lot for someone's place in society."

I'm trying, she wanted to scream at him. Look at me, I'm trying. But trying meant nothing
when she didn't feel that she was achieving anything, when the bitter, scared parts of her
guilty conscience told her this was all for nothing, would all be for nothing. What was it all
for, really? Would she ever do anything of worth?

"You're sure about this?" Hermione asked her gingerly. "If Umbridge finds out..."

"I'm fucked, yes." Hermione winced. "But it's a chance I've got to take." She glanced to
Potter, who seemed to have mellowed somewhat. "You know this isn't an affront to you,
right? This isn't meant to be some betrayal, this is me doing things differently."

"Yeah," he said, unconvincingly. "I mean... Thanks for warning us."

"Anytime," she told him, and found that she meant it. She held her hand out, taking a deep
breath, and after a moment's hesitation, Potter took it, and shook it. "We're okay?"

"Yeah," he said, though he looked rather like he had swallowed something sour. "I guess we
are."

"Good. Remember — destroy that list. And you may want to be careful about how frequent
meetings are for a little while. I'll tell you if there are any developments, alright?"

"Alright. Thanks. Aurora."

She nodded to him, then unlocked the cupboard. "Don't come out of here until five minutes
after me, alright?"

Then she headed to dinner, rejoining her friends, hoping that she didn't wear her guilt on her
face as she ruminated over everything that was going on, wondering if she'd ever have more
of a plan than mere hope, and how far she felt she had fallen, that she no longer even knew
what she was trying to do.

“Are you alright?” Leah asked her as they headed for dance practice afterwards. "You seem a
bit out of it.”



“I’m fine,” she replied, forcing a smile. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Is this about your meeting with Umbridge? Did she give you anything juicy?”

“Nothing like that. Well… I don’t know. I don’t think I can talk about it. Certainly not in the
middle of the corridor.”

But she did want to tell Leah. Some part of her felt that Leah would understand, would see
the line she was walking but more importantly, would be able to walk it with her. At least
partly. A MacMillan in Slytherin, a young woman whose ambitions clearly were at odds with
what her family expected of her, who understood Aurora’s need to please people even while
rebelling against their thoughts, and who understood just how fragile safety was.

"I think I might be able to get some dirt on her," she whispered to Leah, making sure there
was no one in earshot. "Her methods of punishment and gathering information can't be
condoned, and even if they are, surely exposing that could do some damage to the Ministry,
don't you think?"

Leah's eyes widened and she nodded eagerly. "But how? D'you really think she trusts you?"

"No. Not fully, not as much as she needs to. But this is a start, and I just need her to trust me
enough that I can access her. Pansy's helping, she put in a good word for me."

"You think you can trust Parkinson?" Leah asked, scoffing, and something uncomfortable
twisted in Aurora's gut. She wasn't sure how to answer that. "I do like her, you know."

"No, you don't."

"Well," Leah said, cocking her head, "I don't hate her. She's alright. But she's on a different
side to us, she has to be, so it doesn't really matter."

Doesn't really matter. Aurora wasn't sure if she agreed or not, but she failed to come up with a
defense. But Leah seemed to think nothing of it. It was like she, somehow, just knew who she
needed to be and needed to be around, like she could so easily just cast off those who didn't
fit her world. In some ways, Aurora envied her that ability.

"You think I shouldn't trust her?"

Leah shrugged. "I'm not saying that, you know her better than I do. But, I'm just saying. She's
not one of us."

Aurora envied her the ability to make that sound so simple.

Chapter End Notes
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Exposed

Aurora was summoned to Umbridge’s office on the evening of the first of April, to the news
that Marietta Edgecombe had revealed the whereabouts of the DA, and near enough every
other detail about it, to Umbridge. They were exposing them tonight.

“I expect you all to follow my orders,” Umbridge told the fourteen gathered students,
sweeping around her office. On either side of Aurora stood Pansy and Theo, and further
along were Cassius, Graham, Draco, Vincent, Greg, the Carrow sisters, Lucille, Blaise, and
Millie and Drina Bulstrode. “We will go this Room of Requirement, as Miss Edgecombe
mapped out for me, and we will fight our way in. Catch as many students as you can —
Edgecombe could not give me any names.” Aurora felt a cold feeling drizzle into her gut.
Something like relief mixed with dread. “Whoever brings me Potter…” She licked her lips.
“Let’s just say they will be rewarded, hm? I have the Minister for Magic himself waiting for
me, along with Aurors Shacklebolt and Dawlish, and the Ministry will be very pleased with
whomever manages to capture who we most need to catch." The way she spoke made it
sound like a wild hunt. "Now, it’s probably best if we pair you all up. We don’t want anyone
being caught unawares — these students are practicing for an insurrection, remember?”

Aurora bit the inside of her cheek and tried to hide her derisive expression. The DA were
well-trained, certainly. She wouldn’t like to fight any of them. But insurrection was, still, a
bit of a reach.

“Me and you?” Theo asked her almost instantly, turning before Pansy had the chance.

Relief flooded through her. “Of course.”

On her other side, Pansy sighed. “You two always pair up, for everything! I wanted to go
with Aurora.”

Aurora stared at her, surprised by the unusual show of petulance over such a small matter.
Pansy had never seemed to care about her and Theo pairing up for anything before, not since
second year. Another seed of doubt crept, unwanted, into her gut. "I mean… I assumed you’d
go with Draco. And me and Theo know how each other fight. All the time in Duelling Club
last year came in handy.”

Pans didn’t look pleased, but muttered her agreement and hurried over to Draco, clutching
her wand tightly. Theo watched her with a nervous sort of frown, but came to Aurora’s side
as they made their way out of the office and upstairs to the seventh floor. Aurora didn’t have
to say anything — she knew, instinctively, that Theo knew this was going to be difficult, that
he probably already knew that she knew about the DA, and for whatever reason, he trusted
her intentions enough to not say anything to Umbridge, and instead to walk by her side, wand
ready to fend off anyone who turned around to them.

“Right,” Umbridge said as they came up onto the seventh floor. “Now, I’ll go on up ahead
with Malfoy, Crabbe, Goyle, Parkinson, and the Bulstrode girls. The rest of you, hide in your
pairs. They’ll scatter like rats.”



Aurora did not wait to be given further instruction, but led Theodore to a secret passage a few
corners away where she knew they would be muffled by the tapestry and said, “Promise you
won’t breathe a word of what I’m about to do?”

He didn’t even look surprised. “On my life.”

“Alright. Thank you. Tippy?” There was a loud crack, and her house elf appeared before her,
wielding a wooden spoon.

“Mistress!” she cried, beaming up at her. “Hello!”

“Hi, Tippy. Sorry to summon you away from whatever you were doing, but this is urgent. I
need you to get a message to Harry. He’s in the room, the Room of Requirement, here in
Hogwarts, do you know it? Or know any house elves who will?”

“Tippy can ask! If it is to help students, the elves will surely do it!”

“Good, but you have to be quick. Really quick. Tell Harry, and no one else — he has been
discovered, and he and his friends have to get to safety. Alright? And — it might help if you
ask for an elf called Dobby in the kitchens. The Malfoys’ old elf. Got that?” She nodded
furiously. “Okay. Thank you, Tippy, so so much. And please — if you think you might be
endangered at any point, get out as soon as you can. The person after Harry, she’s dangerous.
Get in, give the message, and go, understood?”

“Yes, mistress.” Tippy spared Theo only a curious look before disappearing again with a loud
crack.

Theo stared at her in the dark silence. “Dobby?”

“It’s a long story and I’m sure I don’t even know the half of it. Come on, before Umbridge
gets suspicious, we should pick a better spot.”

And without thinking she took his hand and led him away, down twisting corridors until they
were nearer te seventh floor landing, tucked into an alcove. “What are you going to do?”
Theo asked her, voice soft. “If you are supposed to capture someone… I know you don’t
want to.”

“I don’t know why you would think that, Theo.”

“Aurora, for just once, answer my question instead of pretending you don’t know what I’m
on about. I do. I’ve gone this long without saying anything, you think I can’t be told now?”

“I…” She had to force the words out. “I don’t know. I’ll… It depends if anyone else is
around. But if I have Harry… I need her to trust me. But I don't want him getting hurt, or
anybody else, if I can help it, I just — I might be in over my head."

Theo nodded slowly in understanding. “You’re going to get yourself in real trouble one of
these days, you know.”

“Probably.” She smiled grimly. “Let’s hope today isn’t one of those days.”



He held her gaze just a moment longer, before glancing away and clutching his wand tighter,
listening out. Their shoulders almost brushed; Aurora could feel the air between them as
surely as she would have felt him. "What do you want me to do?”

“Theo, I’m not going to tell you what to do.”

“Well, I’m here, and you're here, and you seem to know more about this situation than I do."

It sent a shiver down her spine. The way he looked at her, so sincere, so trusting. “We need to
give them a convenient escape, and make sure Umbridge doesn't get her hand on this scroll
Granger will — hopefully — have with her, it's a list of names. Her detention practices are
barbaric, I won't have anyone suffer that if I can help it. And if we can, warn Potter not to
give up anything. Pretend like nothing was happening."

He nodded, took a deep breath. “For what it’s worth,” he told her, in the anticipatory quiet,
“you could have told me you were in this club."

She sucked in a cold breath. "Theo, I didn't—"

"I know why," he said, shaking his head. "But, still. I just want you to understand that."

She flexed her fingers close to his, imagining the warmth she had felt at the party weeks ago.
But before she could test that, she was brought back to herself by the sound of shouting a
short distance away, and Potter’s voice, the words indistinct but the sound grating as ever.
“Brace yourself,” she muttered, and dragged Theo into an alcove, hands warm together. They
peered out from the darkness as students started rushing back, and made a half-hearted
attempt to stun passers-by, their spells ricocheting off all the walls and giving the impression
that they were trying.

There was shrieking and screaming and Aurora figured she probably wasn’t hurting anyone,
at least as far as she could see. The jelly-legs jinx that did hit Zacharias Smith was, of course,
only to make it seems more realistic; his housemates, loyal things they were, still helped him
get away from their invisible and extremely focused pursuers.

“Get them!” Umbridge’s voice started to yell from down the corridor. “For goodness’ sake,
do something!”

Aurora exchanged glances with Theo, who had a sudden mischievous grin as he tightened his
grip on her hand. “She doesn’t know we’re good at duelling,” he said slowly. “She’s never let
us prove any magical skills. For all she knows, I’ve the worst aim in the world.”

“And?” Aurora asked.

“And,” Theo said, “you’re an infuriatingly fast runner.”

She grinned, a slightly giddy, bubbly feeling rising inside of her. Then she darted out of the
alcove she was hidden in, muttering nonsense spells as she ran full-pelt down the corridor,
giving chase to nothing and no one, while behind her Theo turned another direction, firing off
spell that fizzled out the moment they left his wand. Aurora grinned at her sight of it, at his



mischievous stray smile he sent her way, and her heart pounded in her chest as she felt herself
latch onto gim, felt her breath catch and her thoughts stumble over themselves. There was a
beauty to him like this, one she was starting to see more and more. Moments of excitement
and joy and managing to find the fun in the world.

Then his eyes widened and he lurched forward and she turned, to see Draco behind her with
Harry Potter sent sprawling onto the floor. For a moment, on instinct, she turned her wand on
Draco, but Theo called out, "Professor Umbridge!" and she stopped herself, moving to point
it at Harry.

She looked him in the eye, silently begging him — with his furious, stubborn look — to
understand, to know when to run. She knelt beside him, grasped his hand tight, and said just
as Draco tried to shove in the way, "I've captured Potter, Professor!"

"It was me!" Draco retorted, and she squeezed Potter's hand.

Another Hufflepuff sprinted round the corner, giving Theo the chance to deliberately misfire
a jinx which knocked Draco back onto the floor with an inflating tongue, leaving Harry clear
to run.

"Have you destroyed the list?" she whispered in his ear, Theo chattering loudly to Umbridge
about how many they thought they had seen. "Like I told you?"

"Move away from him, Black," Umbridge ordered, and Aurora stood up immediately. She
could not give the Professor any more reason to be suspicious.

"I'll deal with him," Theodore said, bored. "And Draco — sorry about that, my duelling skills
are a bit rusty. Haven't used them in so long."

Umbridge's simpering smile was almost amusing, but Aurora could see the annoyance
flashing behind her eyes. But Lord Nott was too powerful a friend for her to risk offending
his grandson and heir. Aurora hurried to Umbridge's side and Theo took her place, leaning
down to say something to Harry even as he bound his arms behind his back.

"Have we captured anyone else, Professor, do you know?"

"Not as far as I can see, but Potter was the main target. Aurors Shacklebolt and Dawlish are
on their way already. We can tackle Dumbledore now, with Potter's testimony. Miss
Edgecombe said there was a list of names, hopefully we can use that as evidence, too."

She could only hope he wasn't forced to talk. At least if Kingsley was there, he wouldn't let
anything too bad happen to Harry. She tried to console herself with that as Umbridge stalked
forward and hoisted Harry to his feet. There had to be something she could do, but she
couldn't think of anything that wouldn't expose her. She tried telling herself it was fine, she
had a bigger plan. But it wasn't just a detention on the line. Harry could be physically hurt, he
could be expelled or exposed to Voldemort.

She had to trust that Dumbledore and Kingsley could, between them, help him more than she
could.



"Black and Nott?" Umbridge said as she helped Draco up. "You run along now and see if you
can find anybody else. Mister Malfoy, find Miss Parkinson, will you? We shouldn’t split from
our assigned pairs.”

Umbridge turned and stalked away, hauling Harry behind her, and with a scathing look at her
cousin, Aurora turned the other way, heading to a quiet passage with Theodore in tow, and
then ducking into a broom cupboard, locking the door behind her and illuminating the space.

“You can’t tell anyone about this either,” she told Theo as she took her two-way mirror from
her bag. “Sorry about this — I’m sure I’m putting you in an awful position, so if you’d rather
not know something you shouldn’t, feel free to run off.”

He blinked in surprise, but shook his head. “I can handle it. What’s that?”

“It’s how I talk to my father, without using letters. It’s a two-way mirror. All I have to do is
say, Sirius Black — and, give it a moment…”

Her father’s face swam in the glass. “Aurora! Hey, sweetheart, what’s — who’s that?”

“This is Theodore.”

“Theodore Nott.”

“Yes,” Theo said stiffly, still staring wide-eyed at the mirror, upside down. “Pleased to meet
you, sir. Sort of. Again.”

“What are you two doing… Is that a broom cupboard?”

“Yes,” Aurora said quickly, “it’s a long story—”

“Is it one I’m going to like?”

“Probably not — listen, Umbridge has found out about the DA, and she’s captured Harry. I
think most of the rest of them got away, I’m not sure, but we tried to cause enough of a
distraction, and Hermione listened to me and got rid of their list of names, but Umbridge is
taking him to Dumbledore’s office, where Fudge is. I don’t know what she’s going to do, but
you have to make sure someone can intervene, if she tries to hurt him, or Dumbledore.
Kingsley's there too, or should be, but I don’t know what to do.”

Her father said nothing, just looked suspiciously at Theodore, who shifted uncomfortably and
met Aurora’s eyes with a wary gaze. “Get near the office, if you can, but don’t go in. I’ll get
Phineas’ portrait to keep me updated over at — at the house.” Again, his suspicious gaze
drifted to Theo, and Aurora felt guilt twist inside of her, for whom, she did not know. “How
much danger do you think Harry’s in?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “If Fudge is there, I don’t think Umbridge will hurt him physically,
but he may well be risking expulsion, or some other punishment for whatever charge they
decide to cook up.”



Her father took in a deep breath. “Okay. Okay. Well, I shouldn’t know about this yet, should
I? Unless Phineas tells me, or Dumbledore gets a message, but I’m not sure Umbridge would
want us in contact with him, so I guess it’ll have to be the former. I’ll call on Phineas, get him
to pretend he’s telling me this himself — what does she have on him? Harry, I mean?”

“Nothing, really. One witness, but no proof he was at any meeting tonight, she might not
have anything to prove him guilty — not that the Ministry really cares all too much about
that. I don't know how much he knows..."

"I told him Edgecombe couldn't give any names," Theo piped up from beside her, catching
her gaze. "And that he shouldn't reveal anything, because Umbridge doesn't have the
evidence to accuse him. Hopefully he'll listen."

Her father nodded, almost in approval. "Hopefully," he agreed. "And if Kingsley's there, he
might be able to help too."

"I did try to help him, Dad,” she said, because it felt necessary to say, to insist to herself as
much as to him.

Her father smiled weakly. “I’m sure you did. Are you okay?” She nodded. “Alright. Well, I
better deal with this — but thanks for telling me. You did the right thing, kid.”

She wasn’t sure if that. But she didn’t have time to tell him, as his face swam out of view, and
the cupboard went quiet.

Into the silence, Theo said, “You’re out of your mind, you know.”

She smiled wryly, staring at the floor. “Someone has to be.”

“So — let me get this right. You’ve infiltrated the Inquisitorial Squad via Pansy, who
presumably doesn’t know any of your intentions, and you’ve used this to find out how
Umbridge planned to discover Potter’s group, and then to warn them, and then to stop them
getting caught, and then, through this mirror, to warn your dad?”

“More or less. I also plan to gain her trust and read through her papers and work out how to
bring the whole Fudge administration down, given that she’s been basically torturing students
and possibly engaging in bribery and all sorts of corruption as part of a series of coverups.
But that’s the long and short of it.”

“Sweet Merlin. You’re — and let me guess, I’m the first person you’ve told about any of
this? Right?”

“Potter knows. He didn’t want to hear it, but technically I did tell him.”

"Well, that's a first. Aurora Black telling someone what she's up to, who would have
thought?"

She gave a wry chuckle, leaning against his shoulder. In the warm darkness of the broom
cupboard, it felt like something was drawing them closer and closer still. As she looked at
him in the dim light, for a moment, Aurora found her breath was caught in her throat. He had



helped her and Potter without even really knowing why, had basically lied to Umbridge for
her. Had risked himself, if discovered, because, for some inexplicable reason, he believed in
her.

It terrified her, but it also made her giddy. The thought of his trust made a smile spread across
her face, and the feeling of him beside her even moreso. "What?" Theo asked, frowning even
as he himself smiled. "What are you smiling at?"

"I don't know," she said honestly. "It's just that I feel useless, and tonight has been a mess and
I've no idea what's about to happen but — I'm really grateful you're here. With me. Right
here, and..." She reached out and squeezed his hand and then he pulled her in closer, arms
drifting against her waist. Aurora took in a shaky breath broken against an irrepressible smile,
and looked up at him. "Thank you, Theo. For everything."

Theo just shrugged, and the action made Aurora pull just that bit closer to him, see his face
just that more clearly. Her gaze was inexplicably drawn to his lips as he spoke. "You don't
have to thank me. It was rather fun, actually." A small smirk curved his lips, but she could
sense the hitch in his breath as he caught her eye.

He bent lower, just ever so slightly, and for a moment Aurora stood up taller, moving her
head as if to grant him a better route to her lips. His fingers pressed gently against her sides
and she broke out in goosebumps, rising up on her tiptoes. Time stood still in the darkness
around them.

Then she felt the seconds fade away, and crossed the distance between them, tugging his lips
to hers.

The kiss was gentle at first, soft with surprise and uncertainty. Theo's arms wound around her
waist and she brought a hand up to cup his jaw and when he kissed back properly, her whole
body seemed to burn from the feeling. A blush ran, warm, from her lips through her veins to
the very tips of her fingers and her toes, imbued with restless energy that was desperate to
find itself an outlet. She wanted him, wanted this; wanted an end to the fear and uncertainty
that raged within her, wanted to just be here, in the darkness, with Theodore Nott.

She wanted something that filled her with this warm hope and joy instead of the usual cold
dread and gnawing anxiety, and when he drew away, hands trailing over her waist, she
realised that she did not want to let go at all, wanted to tug him back to her, pressed together
and intertwined.

"Aurora," Theo said breathlessly, staring at her with a broad, surprised smile. "That — what
—"

"I'm sorry," she said quickly, making to step away. "I don't know what I was thinking, I just
— I didn't think, I should've asked, that was so, so foolish of me.but I just — I wanted to do
something that I really wanted — something that’s not just for the sake of strategy and
planning and I want something I can hold and — I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be telling you any of
this, or saying it at all, and — and if you want to leave I’ll understand, but I thought — I
think you might — but if you don’t—”



This time, he brought their lips together, tugging her up by the waist and sending sparks
flying around and skittering over her skin. It was brief, but it left her wanting and breathless
and made her flood with relief and hope and joy, so overwhelming it was almost dizzying, as
she clasped her hands around his neck and leaned back, pulling him with her until they
separated, both flushed.

"I do," he said, and Aurora let out a breathless laugh, unable to stop herself from smiling,
even as the world began to slowly press in again. He pressed his forehead to hers, and she
wound her arms around his neck, with a giddy smile.

"Theo, I... Well, I rather fancy you, I think."

"I'd rather hope so, after that." He smirked. "For what it's worth, I fancy you, too. Have done
for a while, actually." The feeling of his fingertips resting against her was all the more
apparent. Aurora was certain she could feel him breathing, as sure as she could hear his
voice.

"But this is a bad idea," she whispered, and his smile fell. "I — I shouldn't have done that. We
shouldn't... It's dangerous. You have your family, your grandfather would be furious if he
found out that we were anything like... And I — I can't get you involved."

"Involved in what?"

"In me! In my life and my mess and my problems!"

"Every time anyone else gets involved in my plans, they go to shit! I almost died just trying
to do some research in first year because of Potter poking his nose in, and my dad almost got
his soul sucked out because they wouldn't just hand over their stupid rat! Other people getting
involved in my shit always tends to make it worse, not better." She swallowed tightly, putting
a stopper in the rush of words out of her throat. "And I don't want to make things worse for
you or anyone else, either. But that's — we should go. Find the others, they'll be suspicious
by now. I want to talk later, but this..."

"Okay," Theo said softly, though his lips were pursed and a frown etching it's way over his
face. "Okay, yeah, you're probably right. But." He dropped his hands from her waist and she
felt cold as his touch left her. Then his hand snaked to hers and intertwined their fingers. "If I
were to ask you to be my date, for the next Hogsmeade weekend, after exams, what would
you say?"

The question caught her by surprise and she hesitated a second too long.

“I’d want to say yes,” she told him. “But I’m not sure it’d be a good idea. I mean… Your
family would hate it. It would be dangerous. Your grandfather hates me enough and you have
that whole thing with Flora, I mean, it doesn’t matter if you don’t like her, you’re basically
betrothed and I don’t want to get in the middle of that, and, Merlin, this was a bad idea,
wasn’t it?”

“Aurora—”



“No, it was, it was — Merlin, I'm sorry, Theo, I never should have done this. We can’t do
this, we can’t just — this is more than our feelings, this is — and if you try to be with me —
if people knew — your grandfather hates me enough already—”

“I won’t let them hurt you—”

“You might not have a choice.”

“Aurora, I’ve already told you what I want, that I'm with you—”

“I know, Theo, but what if that doesn’t matter? What if that makes it worse? I…”

“You’re scared.”

“Of course I’m scared.”

“Aurora, you said you'd listen." She pressed her mouth closed in a thin line, and nodded. "I
— you don’t have to come to Hogsmeade. That was kind of silly to suggest. But if we were
normal, if no one else mattered and it was just you and me, would you want to? Would you
want to be in a relationship with me?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t matter!”

“Of course it matters! Doesn’t it matter what we want, rather than everybody else in the
world telling us what we should want? We have to let it matter. If it isn’t important, then we
aren’t important — and we are, aren’t we?” There was a fire in his eyes, a passion stirred
rarely, but more and more recently. “What we want is important, who we want to be with is
important.”

“It is,” she said, heart pounding, “but it can’t — it can’t be… But I want you.”

They could keep it secret. Aurora was good at hiding things and Theo was good at keeping
quiet. They were already friends; speaking, being close, would not be a shock to anyone.
“And I want you, too,” Theo told her, raising a hand to brush her hair behind her ear. Her
breath caught in her throat. “I want to be able to want you, I want you to let me tell you that.”

The words made warmth bloom inside her again, and she leaned back in towards him. “Tell
me, then,” she told him, “and I’ll do my best to listen." She swallowed tightly, then pressed
another quick kiss to his lips. "We really should go, though."

"Yeah," Theo said, exhaling. His grip on her hand tightened. "Let's, then."

But just as she placed her hand on the door handle, he turned her around, and asked, "Before
that — can I kiss you again?" and she melted.

"Make it quick," she whispered, and he pressed a gentle kiss to her lips, smiling as he pulled
away.

"Okay. We can go now."



She tried not to laugh as they separated and she opened the cupboard door to an empty
corridor. "Come on," she whispered, leading him out. "Quickly."

They went on quietly, a contemplative silence stretching between them. Now she had gotten a
taste of him, Aurora found herself wanting more, but she knew she could not cross the
distance between them again. Certainly not out in the open, where anybody could see them.
But as her gaze slid to him, she saw him in another light, saw the softness of his lips and the
angles of his jaw and the blush beneath his cheeks when he caught her eye and grinned.

“There are the stragglers,” Cassius said, as they appeared. “Catch anyone? We’ve none of us
had any luck.”

“Only Potter,” she said, trying to make it sound as though she were bragging.

“I caught him,” Draco snapped with a scowl. “And if it hadn’t been for Nott fucking up his
hex, then Umbridge would know that!”

Aurora shrugged. “Whatever story you want to tell, Draco. What’s the plan now, anybody
know?”

They all looked between each other, uncertain. “She didn’t really say.”

“I think we were meant to catch more students.”

“Probably.”

“How’d they all escape?”

“It’s like Professor Umbridge told us,” said Theo, "they’re highly trained in battle, and
probably also in running away from people.”

“It’s the Harry Potter method of warfare,” Aurora said with a sneer. “If in doubt, flee the
scene.”

Theo gave her a small smile before asking, “Anyone know what’s happening to him?”

“Expulsion, I hope,” Draco said, looking at Aurora as he said this, “or a cell in Azkaban.”

Aurora kept her face neutral and shrugged. “I don’t know and I don’t care. I suppose all we
have to do now is return to the dungeons and wait for an update?”

This was met with a number of grumbles, mostly that they should wait for her in her office.
Aurora didn’t care to hear Umbridge gloating, or to deal with the guilt that was twisting
inside of her, and the knowledge of the hatred she would now have to deal with and had, for
once, she felt, earned. Potter had been right. She hadn’t had to do this. But it would have
happened anyway. She just didn’t like her role in it, her complicity. The choice hadn’t only
been taking part or standing back and letting it happen. She could have stopped Umbridge
earlier, could have done more.



That line of thinking would get her nowhere. Aurora followed everybody downstairs, and
ended up crammed into Umbridge’s office, sat next to Theo on an floor cushion. When their
knees pressed together, she tried desperately to ignore the way her body seemed to just know
the feeling of him, sending a warm hum through her veins.

"I do want to talk," she whispered to him as the others busied themselves with speculation.
"But right now... I need to get my head in order."

"Alright," he whispered. "That's probably sensible, actually."

"If there was none of this," she told him, "none of... You know. Then knowing my feelings
would be as easy as breathing."

That seemed to reassure him. His smile widened and he glanced away for just a moment, as
though checking the room for wandering eyes, before he looked back at her. "Don't take too
long, will you?" He leaned over and whispered in her ear, so that nobody else could hear,
"You're a very good kisser, and I'd like to try that again."

"You're going to make me blush," she said shortly, struggling not to smile as he pulled away,
laughing. "We can't have that here."

That sobered him up, but his soft smile remained.

Umbridge appeared almost an hour later, face red and furious. “Well,” she said, “we couldn’t
get Potter and his friends, and Dumbledore escaped us. His army indeed! But, we got one
thing out of all this. Oh, yes. You all are looking at the new headmistress of Hogwarts.”
Aurora forced a smile even as her stomach plummeted. “And from this day, you are all
members of the Inquisitorial Squad, responsible for the monitoring of student behaviour in
the school.” She opened her drawer, revealing a handful of shiny silver badges with the
words on them. She had been planning this for some time, then. It made Aurora’s anger rise
even hotter and more bitter than before, though she took her badge and the list of
responsibility — monitoring the hallways, giving out detentions, deducting points — with a
proud smile. Umbridge met her eyes, smirking. “You’ve done well, Miss Black,” she told her,
“I didn’t think you had it in you.”

“I’m full of surprises,” she said lightly, and when Umbridge moved onto Theo, she looked at
the crowded drawers, jammed with official looking papers, and hoped that she could make
herself useful at last.

But there were even more worrying thoughts in her head now, so many things to puzzle out,
and she didn't know that she could even hold so many feelings. And then she locked gazes
with Theo again and fought so hard to suppress the smile she feared would give everything
away, and felt, more than ever before, exposed.
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Aurora didn’t sleep well that night, tossing and turning and worrying — about Harry, about
Umbridge, about what had passed between her and Theo, and what she had revealed to him.
She arrived to breakfast late, feeling groggy, and forced herself to take a small cup of coffee
to revive herself. Leah was beside her, muttering to Gwen about how ridiculous it was that
Umbridge had been made Headmistress, that Dumbledore had clearly been forced out, and
the Ministry completing its mission of destroying everything that Hogwarts had become
under him.

Aurora waited until later to pin the Inquisitorial Squad badge to her robes. “Professor
Umbridge wants me on her side,” she told Leah, when she asked about it, appearing — as
Aurora had expected — quite aghast. "I don’t know why, but sticking by her could be a good
thing. This is the reality we’re stuck in.”

Leah was not impressed by this, and Aurora fought to suppress the gnawing anxiety that she
was doing the wrong thing. But she knew she had the right intentions, and told herself that
was all that mattered.

That first day, it was like a battle had broken out across the castle. The Weasley twins set any
number of pranks and traps upon Umbridge, and in return most of the Inquisitorial Squad
docked points from any Gryffindor they spotted so much as grimacing in the corridors, any
Hufflepuff talking too loudly, and by the end of it, Graham had disappeared, Angelina
Johnson had duelled Cassius, and everywhere Aurora turned, another member of the DA
seemed to be hissing at her.

"I suppose they think they're clever," she commented to Theo and Leah, after the squirmy
fourth-year Creevey had shot her a filthy look and called her a snake. "The whole Slytherin
thing. It's ingenious. I'm sure no one's ever thought of such an insult before."

Still, it did irk her. The DA connection was a valuable resource in terms of people. She
wanted as many people as possible who would stand with her, if needed. Just in case. It left
her feeling vulnerable more than anything, and it was that vulnerability that upset her more
than simply being disliked.

Elise spoke to her after dinner, quite upset by the whole thing. "Everyone from the DA's
saying you're a traitor," she whispered as they sat on a desk in an empty, dusty classroom, the
door locked. "But you're not, right?"

"Of course not," Aurora told her, putting an arm around her shoulders. "But it's okay that
people think I am. I want Umbridge to think I'm on her side, for reasons I can't really tell
you."

Elise chewed on her lip. "Harry's friends are upset with you, I think. Ron, mostly."



"I don't care what Ronald Weasley thinks of me," Aurora muttered, then frowned. "Is Harry
upset?"

"I don't think so. Not as much as them."

"Well. He should at least be pretending to be."

Elise let out a nervous laugh. "I think he's worried about you. But he won't tell me why, and
you won't tell me what's going on." Her tone was as accusatory as it was concerned.

"It's complicated."

"Well, duh." Elise rolled her eyes, leaning back against the desk and staring up at the stone
ceiling. "You always say everything's complicated."

"Do I?"

"Yeah. Like you think your life's some big massive puzzle or, like, an equation or something.
I just wish people would tell me things! I'm not a kid."

But you are, Aurora wanted to say, and stopped herself. She had been frustrated like Elise,
too, feeling like she was kept in the dark, confused and untrusted with important secrets. But
she also didn't want Elise to have to deal with the secrets she was keeping. She wanted her to
be a kid in the ways Aurora herself had not really been allowed to.

"Harry thinks I'm working with Umbridge because I like her, despite me actually trying to
warn him about what was going on. But Harry's always finding something new to be upset
with me over."

Elise frowned, folding her arms. "Sounds like he's being stupid."

"He is," Aurora agreed. "It'll blow over, though. In the meantime, you keep quiet about
anything to do with the DA, alright? Umbridge's detentions are quite horrible and I don't
want you getting yourself in any trouble."

"I'll be fine," Elise said, rolling her eyes as though Aurora were being overbearing. "I just
don't want people thinking you're a traitor."

"They have to think that," Aurora told her quickly. "Everyone has to, think I'm on Umbridge's
side, so that she thinks that too, okay?"

"But you're not!" Elise said indignantly. "And people are being really, really mean about
you!"

It rattled Aurora to see Elise so defensive on her behalf. She was upset, she realised, to think
that people disliked Aurora, and so disarmingly assured of Aurora's goodness that for a
moment, she couldn't muster any sort of reply. "I'm used to it," she settled on telling her
cousin, who did not seem at all reassured by this. "You don't have to defend my honour."

"But they're — you're not a bad person!"



"I know that. And you know that." She swallowed tightly. "I appreciate you trying, Elise. But
it's really okay. This is what needs to happen."

"It isn't fair!"

"None of this is," she reminded Elise, keeping her voice soft. "But hopefully soon, things will
be better, yeah?" She reached out and squeezed Elise's shoulder, before bringing her in for a
hug. "You just keep your head down and stay safe, alright? That'll make me feel better about
it all."

"Are you sure?" Elise mumbled into her shoulder. "Because I do want to hex some people. I
don't know why you let them think the worst of you!"

Me neither, Aurora wanted to say. "It's what's necessary. It doesn't bother me." Except the
thought had her holding Elise tighter, wishing that everybody had that confidence in her.
Wishing that she could just be good enough for the people who mattered.

-*

The Slytherin Quidditch team was called into Snape’s office first thing the next morning, to
discuss the unexpected disappearance of Graham Montague while on Inquisitorial Squad
duties. Umbridge kept watch over them all as their head of house informed them, and
Aurora’s heart sank.

“It is my understanding,” Snape told them, “that Mister Montague had appointed Miss Black
as captain next year. Of course, the decision was not his to make… But if the team wishes
Miss Black to act as captain in the interim, until we can locate Mister Montague, I would
support that. With the Headmistress’s permission.”

“Of course,” Umbridge simpered, “I am sure Miss Black would do Slytherin House proud.”

Not like this. She didn’t want the captaincy like this; no one knew where Graham was, he
could be hurt, he could be dead, and Merlin, they should have stuck together, she should have
made sure he didn't say the wrong thing to the wrong person.

“I…” She faltered, and hated herself for it. She couldn’t have another person she cared about
die. She had to believe he was alright. “Yes, of course, I would be happy to accept — if my
team agrees.” She glanced at Cassius, but he had a faraway look in his eye, as though
searching for Graham in the cold stone wall of the dungeon office.

“She’s not experienced enough,” Draco said, after the rest of the team’s silence, and her heart
sank. Her eyes stung with betrayal.

“I’ve been on this team for almost four years now, Draco. More than anyone except Graham
and you.”

“Yeah, but you were a reserve.”

“And yet, I’m still a better Seeker than you,” she said coolly. His cheeks flamed, and Felix
Vaisey let out a snort of laughter. “And Graham thought you didn’t have the necessary



responsibility.”

“That’s not true!”

“He told me so himself. There’s no need to get so upset, Draco.”

“I should be the captain, I’ve got way more experience than you, and you don’t even know —
Professors!” He turned to Snape and Umbridge, furious.

“He does have a point,” Vincent muttered, looking at Snape, and Aurora seethed as Gregory
nodded along. “And she’s a girl.”

“Oh, for Merlin’s sake, are you actually being serious—”

“I think Aurora should be captain,” Felix put in. “If she’s going to be captain next year
anyway, it makes sense for continuity reasons.”

“She’s not going to be captain,” Draco spat, “is she, Professor Snape?”

Snape blinked, assessing, and Aurora knew the words he was about to speak before his
mouth even opened. “I have not yet made my choice. But I am not beholden to Montague’s
opinions, nor shall I have them taken as given."

“I think this should be put to a vote,” Umbridge said sweetly, though her sharp gaze went
between Aurora and Draco, keen to catch sight of a family rift. Aurora tried to even out her
expression, but she was seething. Another betrayal from her cousin, who didn’t even care
about Graham, or the team, or anything but himself. “All for Miss Black?”

Aurora raised her own hand immediately, as did Felix and Cassius, and then, rather more
reluctantly, James Urquhart. Draco, Vincent, and Greg all kept their arms firmly folded, while
Miles Bletchley looked uncomfortably around the room, made a move as if to raise his arm
for just a second, then thought better of it and sat back.

“Well.” Snape barely disguised his glee, lips lifting in a smirk that twisted her stomach with
hatred. “It seems, Miss Black, you do not have the confidence of your teammates.”

“It’s a tie, and Graham would vote for me if he was here!”

“It is not a tie. Voting for yourself is not allowed.” Draco let out a sharp, mean laugh. “Nor is
it particularly dignified.”

“Well, if Graham was here, it would be a tie, and as he is the rightful captain, I feel his should
be the deciding vote. And no one else has any better ideas!”

“I am sure Mister Malfoy could muster some support.”

“Oh, that is—”

“I’d be delighted to accept the captaincy, Professor,” Draco said with a smirk. Aurora
clenched her fists. “Of course, if my team supports me.”



“Well, I don’t,” Aurora snapped.

“Nor I,” said Felix, and Cassius shook his head.

“Graham wanted Aurora to be captain. And I’m technically Vice-Captain, so if you won’t let
it be Aurora…” He gripped the side of his chair, like he was scared he was about to topple
out of it. “Should be me.”

Draco rolled his eyes. “Another vote, then. Great. All for me?”

He raised his own hand and Aurora snapped, “You can’t vote for yourself.”

But Vincent and Greg and Bletchley followed and then, the traitor, Urquhart. “I just want
someone to do it,” he said with a shrug.

Bastard.

“Fine,” Aurora said, grinding her teeth. “Congratulations. Can I go now? I have to study for
my O.W.L.s.”

Snape sighed and waved a hand. “You’re all dismissed. Unless Headmistress Umbridge
would like to add anything?”

“Not at all,” she said sweetly. “I think this is a lovely outcome from a very tragic situation.
Though I would like a word with Mister Malfoy.”

“Of course, Professor,” Draco said smoothly, and Aurora resisted the urge to smack him with
her satchel on the way out as she hurried out the dungeons, trying to calm herself down from
the rush of anger that threatened to consume her.

Graham was gone and Draco didn’t care, Draco didn’t respect him, and Graham was gone
and someone had hurt him and she had to find out who. She opened the Marauder’s Map in
fury, heading for the staircase where Potter was making his way down to breakfast with his
friends, and hurried onwards, head ringing with anger and fear and that restless urge to do
something, anything.

When she found him she went right up to him, ignoring Hermione’s squeal of surprise and
Weasley’s shout and asked, “Do you know where Graham is?”

His eyes widened comically. “No. Black, I don’t—”

“Do you know what happened to him?”

“I…”

“Do you? You do.” Her hand curled into a fist around her wand. “Tell me what happened.
Now.”

“I really don’t know.”



“Yes, you do. I can see it in your eyes, you’re an awful liar.”

She lunged forward and Weasley grabbed her shoulder, shoving her back. “Stay away from
him!”

“Do you know what happened too, Weasley? Do you want to tell me why my friend is
missing?”

“Why would you assume it’s us that did something?”

“Because it’s always you three! Something goes wrong in my life and there you are, like
clockwork, Harry Potter and his mates! Just tell me what happened.”

“I don’t know!” Potter snapped. “It wasn’t us, Black! He pissed Fred and George off and
that’s all I know!”

“Fred and George. Those bastards—”

“Oi!”

“Look, I’m sorry,” Potter said, “I hope he’s alright, but he was being a right prat with all this
Inquisitorial Squad stuff—”

“He could be dead for all anyone knows! What did they do?”

“I don’t—”

“He’s in a Vanishing Cabinet,” Hermione said in a high-pitched, nervous rush. In a slow
moment, the boys stopped their fury in its tracks and turned to stare at her, just as Aurora did.

“What’s you tell her that for?” Weasley shouted. “Hermione!”

“Aurora’s right, he could be at the bottom of the ocean—”

“It doesn’t matter! He’s one of them!”

“He’s my friend, so shut your mouth.”

“Well, it’s — she was going to find out when he came back—”

“If he comes back,” Aurora replied coolly, heart racing. A Vanishing Cabinet. So not dead,
but not necessarily anywhere that he could stay alive. Being forcefully shoved in one of those
things was dangerous, but it should also be easy to get back from one. If he wasn’t back, he
was either too injured, or there was something wrong with the cabinet. And then, that was a
whole other problem.

“Well. Thank you for telling me.” She stepped back, even though her magic rushing through
her desperately wanted an outlet, wanting to curse Potter and Weasley until they were
screaming. But she held herself in. That wasn’t her, not really. Or at least, she didn’t want it
to be. So her hand trembled around her wand but did not wield it.



"I'm alright, by the way, since you didn't ask." Harry still watched her in that unnerved way,
like a rabbit watching a fox, wondering if it was about to pounce, or slip away unnoticed. “I
haven't been expelled, or tortured, and Dumbledore thankfully didn't get murdered or
imprisoned."

"I didn't have time—"

"Yeah," Harry said sharply, "you don't have to finish that sentence. I don't want to argue with
you, Black—"

"Oh, I'm not Aurora anymore, am I?"

"I haven't ever been Harry to you! I'm just some person you happen to be around who you
still think you can fuck over anytime you feel like it!"

"You know damn well that I tried to warn you, that I am not trying to fuck you over! I tried to
tell you what was going on even the other night!"

"Yeah, your friend Nott told me Umbridge didn't have any evidence, said not to tell her
anything — so I guess you decided it's a good idea to tell a Death Eater's son whatever you
like about us? He obviously knew about the DA, you obviously told him!"

"Theo's one of my best friends!"

"His dad's a Death Eater! His grandfather was there when Voldemort tried to kill me, and you
trust him?"

She stared at Harry with ice in her chest. "He's my friend," she snarled, wand out instinctively
as fury thrummed through her. "He is not his family and I will not stand here and hear you try
and slander someone you don't know the first thing about."

"Get your wand away," Weasley snapped at her, and she ignored him, though loosened her
grip.

"You can question my judgment if you want, Harry. But I stand by my friends. And I'm trying
to stand by you, too."

"Yeah, sure. You're standing by yourself, like always."

"I've told you already!"

"I know." He shot her a filthy look of disgust. "Can you give me the mirror, at least? I want to
talk to Sirius, see what the Order are saying."

"No," she said defensively. "I want to talk to him tonight."

"Why?"

"None of your business."



"Well, considering I want to use it, I want to know what's more important than Dumbledore
being forced to flee the school?"

"That's personal."

"Right so you just want to complain about me?"

"I hardly ever complain to my dad about you! If you must know, I want to speak to him
because I'm upset, because this is the only way I hesitate on hexing both Snape and Draco
right now! But I know you talk to my dad when you're annoyed with me, you're the one who
complains about me! I'm the one that tries to keep things civil."

"You've never kept things civil in your life!"

"My dad won't hear a word against you from me! So don't claim to know what I talk to him
about because that is none of your business, and, for your information, I did call him the
other night, to warn him and try to help you. So, kindly, piss off."

"You're the one who started this fight with me!"

"And I don't want to keep fighting!" she snapped, then shoved her wand back down her
sleeve. "Piss off."

She turned on her heel, leaving without another word. She thought she was alone, and
relished the moment of silence before Pansy appeared round the corner, hurrying over to her.

“Aurora,” she called, fretful, “I just heard about Montague, have you? Isn’t it awful — what
are you doing with them?”

The three Gryffindors were just behind her. Presumably glaring. “Nothing. It’s fine, Pansy.
They didn’t hurt me or anything.”

Pansy narrowed her eyes. “Well, I don’t like them hanging around you, not after what's
happened. Come on.” She grabbed Aurora’s hand, leading her down the stairs quickly,
without another word, and then to the breakfast table, where she sat Aurora down between
herself and Theodore and swiftly changed the subject to the next immature prank played by
the Weasley twins, and how desperate she was to return home for Easter on Friday and be rid
of them.

When Pansy's attention was captured by Daphne on her other side, Theo took the opportunity
to lean closer to Aurora and whisper, "Are you alright?"

"Yes. Of course I am. Don't I look alright?"

"You're a little pink. And somewhat moody. Is it about Montague?"

"No. Well, slightly. It's... A whole thing." She shook her head. "I can't tell you here, and I'm
fine. I'm just angry, and everyone's shitty and... Yeah." She forced a smile and knew he saw
right through it. His fingers brushed against hers beneath the table, and she squeezed his hand
in return, taking the leap to try and hold onto him. "I'll be alright."



"You know where I am if you need to talk."

"I do," she said, comforted, then turned away.

Aurora told her father all about the grave injustice of the interim captaincy through the mirror
that evening. He responded just as she had hoped, ranting about what an evil, snivelling git
Snape was, and how Draco only acted like that because he was jealous of her own talent, and
it bolstered her, but at the same time, made her feel somewhat empty instead.

"Sod them all, I say," her dad told her. "Your mate Graham thought you'd be the better
captain, clearly most of the rest of the team agreed, 'til that Urquhart changed his mind —
and didn't you say he's a reserve anyway? Hardly matters."

"I was a reserve for two years," she reminded him, annoyed. "It just — its not like it's that big
a deal. But it is, because he only contested that choice out of spite. If we'd still been friends,
he might not have been happy, but he wouldn't have stopped it. And it's petty. It's not a
surprise that he's petty, but, it is infuriating."

She let out an annoyed sound and flopped down on her bed, holding the mirror above her
face as she glared at the ceiling. "And Harry hates me again, by the way. I'm sure he'll tell
you all about it next time I give him this."

"Why? Because of the other night?"

"Yep. Even though I warned him, he's still pissed at me, as if it's my fault! And I tried, but I
couldn't stop her going for him, I didn't know Marietta was going to tell Umbridge! And he
called me a coward, as if I'm not trying to stop the Ministry, as if I'm not risking anything
here, too."

"You're not a coward, Aurora," her dad told her, and she hadn't realised how much she needed
him to say that — him, more than anyone else — until he did. "Harry's angry, and you know
how he is when he's angry. But from his side, surely you can see how he's seeing this as a
betrayal."

"No, I can't! I told him what I was doing—"

"Yes, but that doesn't matter if he thinks you won't stand by him when it matters, in front of
anybody else."

"But I can't," Aurora insisted. "I have other things to do, I can't forfeit that just because Potter
has a different definition of bravery."

"What things, though, Aurora? What is it that you think you're doing?"

"I'm trying... I want to take her down. I want to find something, that will expose the
Ministry's corruption and lies and how cruel Umbridge and Fudge are being. And I — I want
to be in a position where I can enact change."

"Change for what?"



"So this doesn't happen again! So the laws like Umbridge's about werewolves, aren't allowed
and can't unfairly punish people, and so people can't just get away with hurting muggles and
Muggleborns and squibs and not letting them live good lives just because someone decided
they're not worthy! I have power and it's not much, but I can't lose it. But I — I don't know
what I'm doing. I'm just trying to figure it out and I don't want Harry Potter to keep telling me
I'm wrong and cowardly and awful."

"You know Harry doesn't see things the same—"

"I don't care!" Aurora snapped. "I'm fed up of all his pressure and pretense to moral
superiority and if you're just going to tell me he's right, then, I'm putting this down."

"Thats not what I'm saying," her father said evenly, though the spark of annoyance in his eye
made her want to curl up in shame. "Look, I'll speak to him. But from what I heard he's
gotten off lightly, Umbridge didn't have evidence, and he destroyed whatever she thought
would tell her who was in on it."

"Because I told him to!" Aurora said. "If it weren't for me, they'd all have been strung up in
detention!"

"I suspect his anger is because he thought you were in the DA. He didn't expect you to make
nice with Umbridge."

"Well, he should have. I literally told him I was going to!"

"I know, I know. Just let him cool off a bit."

"I'm not sure he's capable of cooling off," she bit out, in a mocking voice. Then she
remembered what Potter had said and bit her tongue. "I just... I feel like I'm trying. To be a
better person. But he doesn't want to see it, and I'm not doing it for him, but, he's one of the
few people who I can allow to see what I'm trying to do, and why, and it's — it's frustrating.
That's all. But it's fine, I won't... I don't want to complain to you."

Something in her tone must have caught her father's surprise, and he frowned at her. "Is there
something more going on? With Harry."

"No. No, we argued again, but that's nothing unusual. It's alright, I promise. I'm just getting
annoyed. Everything recently is going badly, I just needed to get it out my system."

With a wry chuckle, her dad said, "Yeah, I know how you feel. Listen, if you need to insult
Snivellus, I am here for as long as you need. I mean, he doesn't know anything about
Quidditch — he fell right off his broom our first lesson. He was always jealous of James for
how good he was on the pitch. And all else aside, he's just a twat."

Aurora snorted. "I'm aware."

"Don't let him get under your skin. Or Draco, or Umbridge. You're too good for any of them,
alright? Anyone with sense knows you deserve that captaincy."



"I don't. Well, more then Draco, but really it should be Cassius, and Graham shouldn't have
been shoved into a bloody cabinet anyway, which I'm still trying to figure out what to do
about! You won't tell Molly if I mildly threaten and possibly blackmail her kids, will you?"

He gave a weary sigh, but held a conspiratorial smile as he said, "You have my word. Though
I would advise, she doesn't need another reason to be mad at us."

"Well, the twins don't tell her anything anyway."

"True."

Aurora sighed, shaking her head. "I just need a break. I wish I was coming home for Easter,
but I have to study."

"You are always welcome, you know, even last minute."

"Umbridge would think it suspicious."

"Fuck Umbridge."

"Yeah, yeah — I'll see what I can do on that front while I'm here, if I can manage anything in
between O.W.L. revision."

"Oh, come on, you know you'll do great no matter what."

"I don't. I'm getting worse in Herbology, and when I've practiced magic, it's like... I don't
quite have the same control. Like there's more itching to get out of me, but I can't access it."
She still hadn't told him about Castella, and didn't intend to. Not until she knew what it
meant. But something had felt off ever since that night, and she needed to feel it out. "I've got
the theory down for most things, except Arithmancy, which is a nightmare."

"You'll be fine," her dad repeated. "Just don't panic, or overwork yourself, okay? You're
always far too hard on yourself, and it isn't good for you."

She chewed on her lip, nervous. "Yeah. Sure."

"Keep taking breaks. And if you're miserable, come home. Everyone misses you. Dora wants
to talk to you."

"She does?"

"Well, she keeps saying she wished there was another girl around to talk to about... Certain
things that are going on. I'm not allowed to tell you."

"Don't tease me with it then!"

Her dad laughed half-heartedly. "You don't even want to know, believe me. Downright
disturbing, it is... But anyway. You'll have to come home and grace us with your presence if
you want the gossip properly. I've lots to tell you which I want you to be here for."



"That's so not fair!"

Her dad cracked a grin. "Get used to it, sweets."

Aurora rolled her eyes. "Fine. I'd better go, now, anyway, Gwen'll want her privacy with
Robin."

Her dad pulled a face. "Don't tell me any more than that, please."

"They're fine, I just hide out in the common room with Theo or Leah."

"Make sure you're not studying," her dad chided. "It's gone eight."

"I won't go to bed for hours yet."

"Yes, but that doesn't mean you keep working until you crash out."

"I won't! I haven't done that in ages! Anyway, I think I'll go see Theo." For a moment, she
considered telling her dad about their kiss the other night, but she refrained. She and Theo
hadn't even really spoken about it, even though she felt they had to, at some point.

Her father looked rather suspicious anyway. "You've been rather close with this Theo boy
recently, haven't you? Anything I should know about?"

"Certainly not," Aurora said primly, cheeks flaming.

Her dad raised his eyebrows. "That was a rather testy response, sweetheart."

"I — we're just..." She didn't like lying to her dad. "We did kiss. A few times." Her dad's
mouth fell open and he stared, eyes wide. "But we're not anything official or anything, and
we probably won't ever be, because it's a silly idea and nothing could ever come of it, not
now, at least, but... Yes. I suppose we are rather... Close. As friends."

"Friends who kissed? Multiple times?" He had a dubious look on his face which made her
squirm.

"Well, we can't not be friends, and we can't be anything more than friends. It's complicated."

With a sigh, her father shook his head. "Aurora, I know you probably already know this, but
boys like Theodore Nott, regardless of who he is as a person, are dangerous for you to
associate with, especially right now, especially in that way."

"Dad, Theo's not his family—"

"I'm not saying that he is. I've enough reasons to be hard on the kid who seems to think he
can kiss my daughter, but I know judging him based on his family isn't fair. I'll reserve
judgment on him at least until I meet him myself — properly. But this is dangerous. You
think Lord Nott would just be alright with you dating his heir? You, a halfblood, his enemy?"



The words stung — they were pointed, almost angry, and made her temper flare. "We're not
dating! I'm not Theo's enemy!"

"But you're his family's enemy, whether you like it or not, and you know what people like
that would do. They won't just be a bit upset, or try to break you up! They might not stop at
trying to force him into another betrothal! If this boy were to date you, he would be deemed a
blood traitor, and you the girl who led him astray, and I will not let that happen!"

"We can make our own choices," she snapped. "I know all this, I understand—"

"No, you don't understand!" her dad shouted through the mirror, and she flinched, cold
running through her. "You're too young to understand the consequences of this, Aurora!"

"I'm sixteen!"

"Exactly! You're naive, you don't know what you're getting yourself into, and regardless of
how great you think this boy is, he's not safe!"

"Theo makes me happy, Dad! I trust him, and that takes a lot, and just because you don't like
him—"

"Whether I like him or not remains to be seen, but I certainly don't like his family!"

"Neither does he!"

"Good! I'm glad to hear he's the bare minimum of a decent human being! That doesn't mean
you two being together is a good idea, or that you'll be safe!"

"I know that, and that's why we're not! We're just... I don't know what we are, Dad! I don't
know and I wish I could just figure it out and I wish we could be together but I know we
can't, I know all this, and I — I don't need you to tell me, too! It's shitty enough, and I've had
a shitty day already and I just — I just want to be able to be happy!"

“I want you to be happy, but I also want you to be alive!”

"Well, it's not as if they're the only ones who'd want me dead, Bellatrix could do the job just
as well." Her father flinched, drawing away from the mirror as if she had just reached through
the glass and slapped him. "I'm sorry," she whispered, feeling the bitter curdle of regret in her
chest.

“You’re in plenty danger already. I don’t want you being in any more danger, whether you or
this boy realise that it’s going to happen. But Aurora, your blood status makes you a target.
You know this. Certain pureblood families, they don’t want their sons marrying people like
you. They won’t let it happen.”

“I’m not going to marry him."

“They'll still feel threatened by the possibility! By the idea that you might tarnish his
bloodline! You know this, Aurora!”



"I know," she whispered, leaning back against her pillows. "I just wish I didn't. It isn't fair
that I can't just be with him."

"You're right," her dad told her, "it isn't fair at all. But you have to look out for yourself. You
have to use your head, not your heart."

She let out an amused, bitter laugh. "Yes, like you do? Like Harry does? But I have to be
perfect and rational at all times, don't I?"

Her father frowned. "That's not what I'm trying to imply, Aurora. I just want you safe. I want
you to think about what you're doing — all of it, not just with this boy."

"Yes, well, maybe I don't know, and maybe I don't want to think about it, and maybe, I just
want to be a normal sixteen year old with a nice boyfriend and happy, loyal friends, who
understand me. But no, eating that means I'm being stupid, doesn't it?"

“I didn’t call you stupid, Aurora. But I do think you’re being reckless, and that’s not like
you.”

“No, it isn’t, it’s like you!”

“I can’t recall you ever thinking of me as a positive role model.”

“Oh, sod off.”

“Aurora!”

“Okay, fine. Fine. Maybe… I don’t know. I know this isn’t ideal but, we’re being careful.
And it isn’t serious. We’ve been close friends for years, Dad, and I… I really like him."

“It isn’t safe. I want you to be happy, Aurora, but… This boy could get you killed. That’s the
reality. I — I got your mother killed.”

“You didn’t—”

“Our relationship did. I’m not letting that happen to you.”

“It won’t!”

“You don’t know that! We said that, we thought it’d be fine, us against the world, but the
thing is, the world has a habit of screwing people over. And, Merlin, if I could take it all back
and save her I would because it was my fault for running headlong into something like that,
when I should have known the risk to her, and should have stopped because I loved her!"

“You’d take it back?” she echoed, and his face fell as he realised what he’d said. Tears came
unbidden too her cheeks, deep cold resonating inside of her. “And that means me as well,
right?”

“Of course not, you know that's not what I meant — I love you, and I love your mother and
the time we had… But it killed her—”



“You mean I killed her,” Aurora said, voice shaking.

“You know that isn’t what I’m saying—”

"I don't want this," she whispered, cold biting at her heart. "Any of this. I don't want to have
to think about the possibility of being killed just because I fancy someone, and he fancies me
back. I don't want you to try and tell me how to live my life."

"I'm not — I'm trying to warn you, sweetheart. To protect you."

"I don't need you to..." She couldn't finish her sentence. "He really does mean so much to me,
Dad. I told him I needed time."

"And did he respect that?"

"Yes. Of course he did. He's Theo." Aurora let out a sigh and leaned back, glaring beyond the
mirror, at the murky window to the lake. "I'm not stupid, Dad. I know this is dangerous. But I
also know that we're a great team, and that I want to at least try to be with him."

"This isn't you, Aurora. My daughter doesn't just throw all caution to the wind, least of all
because of some boy."

"Well, maybe I do. Maybe for once in my life, I just want to have a say in the people who I
surround myself with, or I just want to feel wanted, and like I have something or someone
that's just... Mine. I shouldn't have even told you — we're not anything, it doesn't matter. I
should go."

"Aurora, I'm not trying to — just listen to me. I'm trying to look out for you."

"I know," she said, voice tight. "I know. And I know that it's dangerous, but... He's my friend.
And it probably won't happen again. It won't be anything." Her father looked dubious. "I'm
careful. We're careful. I..." She found that she didn't have a defence, other than that, stupidly,
she wanted to be with Theo. That she couldn't stop herself from having feelings for him, or
wanting to be around him and see him smile. "I have to go. Love you. Call over."

Her dad's face swam out of view before she could hear his response. Aurora tossed the mirror
into her open drawer, frustrated, before slamming it shut and snatching up the Marauder's
Map, looking for the dot attached to Theo's name. He was in his dorm, alone, thankfully. She
all but threw herself off her bed and hurried out the door, anger at her father and herself and
the world blazing in her chest. Theo was right — what they wanted had to matter, they had to
let it matter. They had to make it matter.

But what if it didn't end well? What if it mattered too much and it destroyed them both and
everyone that they cared for? If she was able to put all her other feelings aside to be
pragamatic, she should do the same now, she reasoned. But she couldn't. Because her father's
words rang in her ears in ways he had not intended, and she could only think of Theo to
comfort her over what had been said about her mother and how little she actually knew of
anything.



Perhaps she was a coward, she thought, as she crossed the common room in a flurry. Perhaps
Potter was right. She realised he probably was. Cowardice came easily to her, too easily, and
she always told herself it was pragmatism, but what if it wasn't? What if it was just fear, plain
and simple?

When she reached the door to Theo's room, she knocked twice on the door, sharp, and
waited.

"Who is it?" his clear voice asked from inside.

"Aurora. Can I come in?"

A quick rustling from inside and then he opened the door, grinning as he ran a hand quickly
through his hair and straightened his shirt. "Hey. You alright?"

"Yes," she said in a clipped voice. "Mostly. Can I come in?"

"Of course, of course." He ushered her inside and closed the door, lingering in the doorway.
"Is this about earlier?"

"Sort of. I'm fine," she said, though every time she said it it sounded less convincing. "I've
spoken to my dad. But I just wanted some alone time, but not really alone, just... Quiet. With
someone else. Unless you're busy, obviously, don't drop anything for me, I really don't mean
to impose, but you — well, I thought of you. And I think we have to talk, because we haven't,
for the last few days and, well. There's a lot that needs to be said."

"I thought you needed time?"

"I did." She closed the door behind her, looking him in the eye. "I don't want more time. I
think I want to just — just let things continue as they are. See what happens. In the sense that,
you know, we can kiss each other, and that'll be nice, and everyone else will probably have to
just think we're friends but, I think, I'd like to be able to want you and so that's what I'm
going to let myself do and if you also want me and the other night wasn't just some
ridiculous, out-of-body experience fuelled by adrenaline — and if it was, please stop me
talking before I embarrass myself further — but basically, yeah. My dad thinks I'm being an
idiot and maybe I am, but, I trust you, and you've been my friend so long and I just feel like
we have to try. And I want to be brave."

And she was still too scared to be brave in any other way.

She held Theo's gaze, heart pounding, as his dizzying smile widened. "The other night was
definitely not a one-off," he told her, hands drifting to hers. He intertwined their fingers,
sending warm glimmers beneath her skin, and drew her closer. As she tilted her head up, he
asked, "Can I kiss you?" and she answered with her lips against his, tugging him against her.
One hand went to encircle her waist, as she brought hers up to brush against the back of his
neck, feeling heat rush through her.

Without the threat of detection and the uncertainty of its meaning, the kiss lasted longer, went
deeper. Where their skin touched, Aurora felt herself suddenly anchored to Theo, and let him



hold him tighter as they came up for breath and then met again, teeth clashing awkwardly and
noses bumping as they laughed and tried again, and held each other, flushed.

Theo's fingers found the ends of her hair, fiddling with the curls she had let fall loose earlier.
"Do you want to come in properly? I think the only thing worse than Robin barging in on us
would be if we were against the door as he did so."

Aurora's cheeks got even warmer at the thought, and she moved hurriedly with him as he
quickly moved the textbooks that had been lying on his bed to one side, and levitated the
armchair from the corner of the room over to sit beside his bed. As he did so, Aurora caught
sight of an open sketchbook, with a watercolour painting of a forest, but he closed it before
she could get a proper look.

"Mind if I ask what brought on this epiphany?" Theo asked breezily, putting his sketchbook
and a watercolour palette into a drawer.

"Oh, you know... The usual emotional chaos. I had a sort of fight with my dad and realised
some things."

"Oh." A deep frown creased his forehead as he sat down on the edge of his bed, and Aurora
followed, sitting beside him. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. It... I know what he was trying to do. He thinks he's protecting me and I love that he
tries and that he wants to but... I don't know. It's all complicated. I just wanted to speak to him
about the Quidditch captaincy — you've probably heard Draco crowing about how the team
picked him over me — and I wanted to talk about the fact my friend's seemingly vanished off
the face of the earth. And it was fine but today's just been a shitty day and then he started
going on about you and how he doesn't think we should see each other and he started talking
about my mother and — and I just — I don't know how to talk about that still, you know?"
She shook her head, sighing, as Theo tentatively put his arm around her. "But I don't want to
keep being upset over it. I just — it's like you said. I want to be able to want this and I want
to be able to just be happy and not worry about whatever's going on outside and so just, just
for now. Could we just... Be us? Nobody else can know."

"Nobody else?"

"I don't want you to be put in harm's way because you associated with me. And it is,
unfortunately, dangerous, for us to be seen as a couple. We've gotten away with being just
friends this long. As long as nobody knows..."

He took a moment, frowning, but said, "Yes. Of course, if that's what you want. It's probably
pretty sensible, to be honest."

Her heart flooded with relief and gratitude, and she reached out to hold his hand, tight.
"Thank you," Aurora said, and leaned into his side. "Now, I said I don't want to be upset, so,
I'm not going to be."

"That easy?"



"Not at all." She sighed, then crossed her legs, as Theo's arm would closer around her, his
fingertips drifting over the ends of her hair. "I need a distraction."

"Oh, yeah?" An amused smile played on Theo’s lips, as he nudged her foot with his own.
“You think I’m distracting, do you?”

"Yes," she said boldly, grinning. Her cheeks filled with heat; his words had made something
dance in her chest, and that feeling only spread as Theo leaned down and kissed her softly,
quickly. She blushed, glanced away and then back at him, raising her hand to hold his, and
run her thumble over the back of his hand.

Theo smiled softly and then said, "Here. If you want a distraction."

He reached over to his bedside table, opened a drawer, and tossed her a little red box, with
black roses painted on it. “It’s this puzzle box I made. When you get it right, you open it up
and it shows… Well, I’ll let you find out.”

“You made this?” Aurora asked, staring at the intricately painted box. “How’d you do that?”

He shrugged. “It’s not that hard, once you get the right pieces and know how to slot them
together properly. It took a while, it’s fairly simple, but the magic solved some of the tricky
joins.“

Intrigued, Aurora looked down at the box, trying to figure out how to approach it, fiddling
with and swiping various pieces and panels, until the picture slotted together, like pieces of a
jigsaw. Theo leaned forward, grinning. “You’re getting it,” he said, a slightly giddy note in
his voice. “Okay, now you have to figure out how to turn it inside out.”

“And how do I do that?”

“I’m not going to tell you, you have to work it out!”

Aurora shot him a playful scowl, and Theo just grinned, shuffling closer. Their knees
knocked against one another as Aurora fiddled with the pieces, finally tugging on a small
piece of wood which stuck out, turning it so that the pieces on the outside flipped up and then
flattened down, making each layer of the box a flat square, stacked six high.

“What on earth?”

“You’ve almost got it,” Theo encouraged. “Robin didn’t get this far, he gave up.”

“I’m not the premiere? I’m offended, Theodore.”

“Only because Robin likes fiddling with things he finds on my nightstand. You’ll get it.”

“You know muggles have a thing like this,” Aurora said, flicking one piece which whirled
around an invisible pile, “only all the little squares are different colours? Gwen said it’s
called a Rubik’s cube. Her little sister’s obsessed with it.”

“Yeah, Robin mentioned that thing. I promise I didn’t try to steal the design.”



Aurora laughed, and hooked a piece onto the one above. It clicked into place and she grinned
at the anticipatory look on Theo’s face, knowing that she’d gotten it right. “I believe you,”
she promised. “Even if I can’t believe you’ve got time for this in amidst everything else. I’ve
barely time to read.”

“Suppose I haven’t got Quidditch and dance to contend with.”

“Well, at least I won’t have Quidditch to deal with much longer if Draco gets his way. I’m
sure he’ll try to kick me off the team first chance he gets.”

Theo scoffed. “He’s not that stupid.”

“He tried before.”

“Yeah, and Montague knew you’d all be toast if they got rid of you.”

“You’re trying to flatter me,” she said in a sing-song voice, frowning at the box as it
collapsed in on itself again. “But you are correct.”

Theodore laughed, just as she managed to click the right piece into the right place, and the
whole box twisted in on itself, revealing a rose that pushed up from inside of the box itself,
resting on dark green wooden panels. Aurora grinned at it, transfixed as the wooden painted
petals bloomed and multiplied seemingly from nowhere. “That’s so cool!” she said before she
could stop herself and think of anything cleverer to say.

Theodore grinned and leaned across, putting his hand on the box to fiddle with something. As
he did so, his fingers brushed over the back of her knuckles, soft, resting just in the grooves
of her own hand. “Here,” he said, “if you just kind of push it up slightly.” His hand pressed
against hers, and there was another click, as the whole thing seemed to solidify, and gleam
from within. “And it’s a light!”

“How the hell did you do that?” she demanded, amazed.

“I worked it out. There are lots of moving parts, but once you figure out the separate images
of the puzzle, you can keep track of things better. From there, it’s a matter of making sure
things turn the right way, and letting magic do its work to move them. I used a variation of a
colour-changing charm for the pictures, and some Transfiguration work to get things to turn
into the right shapes, but it wasn’t too difficult. I had a lot of trial and error, though — there’s
half a dozen unfinished boxes somewhere under my bed.” He shrugged, cheeks flushed pink.
His hand was still on Aurora’s, a feeling she simply could not push from her mind no matter
how hard she tried. “My mum used to have a lot of these puzzle boxes as jewellery boxes and
I always found them fascinating when I was a kid, so…” He glanced away, and Aurora
brushed her thumb over the back of his hand, quite unthinkingly. “It’s nice having something
to do that’s kind of just my project, you know?”

“You never said anything!”

“Yeah, it’s like you like to tell me — I wanted to show you once I knew I succeeded.” His
smile had turned teasing and she couldn’t help but laugh, brushing their legs together as she



did so and trying, failing, to ignore the rush of warm sparks that went through her. “You can
keep this one, by the way.”

“It’s your first one!”

“Exactly. And you’re the first one to solve it. I’ll get complacent if I’ve got the finished one
sat in my room. I can change the colour if you’d like something purple, though.”

That casual comment — said so easily, and yet carrying such weight from simply knowing
her, simply offering to do a small kind thing — made warmth rush to her cheeks, her breath
catch in her throat and a giddy, yet almost shy, smile grace her lips. There was a moment
where time seemed to flow around them instead of through them, as Aurora’s mind lurched
towards the inevitability she had been avoiding for months now and her gaze and focus
narrowed in on the boy before her, the feeling of his hands and his attention and his smile.
The feeling of knowing that he cared. Which she knew, but somehow it felt different when it
was just remembering a detail, instead of facing down a crisis. It felt normal, and that
mattered.

“Yeah,” she said, voice coming out slightly breathless. “Yes, I’d — well, you don’t have to. It
is beautiful as it is. But if you’d like me to keep it, I certainly won’t say no.”

“Good,” he said, quite cheerful. But he still didn’t remove his hand from hers. It was nice, to
know they could rest like that. That both their hearts allowed it. “I don’t know if I’ll make
another; the most fun part was just figuring it out, and now that’s done, there’s not much else
to entertain me about it.”

“I suppose so.” He drew his hand away then, just slightly, and Aurora leaned back, still
holding the unfolded box in her hands. “Still, I bet you’d fly your O.W.L. if you showed this
to Flitwick.”

“If only,” Theo laughed, shaking his head. “It feels like all I’ve thought about is studying. I’m
not actually sure it’s possibly for me to cram anymore information into my head.”

“Right?” Aurora agreed, setting the box down carefully beside her. “I swear there can’t be
any more to learn, and then I try to test myself on my theory and all of a sudden, I’ve
forgotten the fourth law of enchantment and I have to scour my notes for an hour before the
answer even reaches anywhere within the vicinity of my conscious brain!”

“Same!” Theo cried, indignant. “Especially Ancient Runes, I don’t know what on earth
anything means anymore. Everything’s turned to random, meaningless lines in my head.”

“Honestly, I don’t think I’m going to know anything by the time the exams come round. It’s
all going to disappear. And I’ve been getting awful headaches in the library lately.”

“I swear Madam Pince has done something to the lighting to drive students away!”

“It’s the only explanation, I’ve no idea what’s wrong with me — and she would do that, too!”
Aurora groaned and rolled her eyes. “I think this school’s conspiring against me. Just, you
know, conceptually, or spiritually, or… Something.”



Theo laughed, and Aurora shivered as his hand brushed over her knee. “In fairness, you did
call it a bloody stupid little castle the other day.”

“Because the staircase changed on me, even though it has never, once, in five years, changed
at that time of the day! Yet another reason why I’m sure it’s conspiring against me. I wish I
was going home, now — my dad wants me back, but, I have to be here. I have plans.”

“Plans?” Theo shot her a dubious look. “Do I want to know?”

“All part of the bring-down-the-Ministry plot! I’ve no idea how yet, but I’m going to get up
to some snooping around Umbridge’s office.”

“Sounds fun.”

“Lots of fun. I think I’ll blackmail the Weasley twins into providing a distraction, too, that’ll
be good for the soul.”

Theo snorted. “You really are such a sweet girl, Lady Black.”

“I am the sweetest,” Aurora said, feigning offense, and leaning in towards him, close enough
to kiss. His arm curled around her again and, daring, she moved her legs so she was curled up
beside him.

“I suspect it will be far more fun than my holidays. It’s going to be all very — yes, Lord
Travers, no, Lady Thorel, why of course Lord Carrow.” He rolled his eyes. “And there’s a
ball.”

“Oh, what an ordeal!”

“It is! They’re awful, I always have to talk to people I don’t like, and dance with — well,
with people I have no interest in.” His voice caught over the words, and both hope and worry
intertwined in her chest. “At least when you’re there, they’re more tolerable.”

“More tolerable? I like to think I make any ball the best party ever held." She bumped his
shoulder gently. "Don't tell me you don't like dancing with me, Theodore."

With a telltale pink blush, he said, "Well, yes, you are my favourite dance partner. The only
dance partner I like having, to be quite honest.”

“And you’re mine,” she said, unable to stop her own smile. “At least you can manage to keep
up a conversation, even if you do step on my toes.”

“I haven’t done that in ages!” he protested, as Aurora giggled, leaning in to his shoulder at
the same time that he brushed against her again and sent goosebumps up her arms. “Do I
need to whirl you around again like I did after that Quiddifch party?”

“Absolutely not, I’m sure we would destroy something. Next Merlin’s Day, though,
absolutely. If you can manage to do some grievous injury to Cecil Parkinson, then all the
better.”



“I will do my utmost to make that happen,” Theo said, with a layer of sincerity beneath the
teasing exterior. “He’s, uh — he isn’t still interested in you, right?”

“I don’t know. I don’t really care — there's absolutely no chance of him, or anybody else,
getting my attention.” She said it perhaps more forcefully than she needed to, but it felt of the
utmost importance that Theo know she did not have any interest in courting Cecil Parkinson.
“You don't have competition."

"Nor do you," he said, and she hadn't known she needed to hear it until then. "I — my
grandfather still wants me to try and court Flora Carrow, but I'm going to call it off."

"Theo, you don't have—"

"Yes, I do. Valentine's Day was disastrous, I clearly don't like her, and it wouldn't feel right
anyway. There's no one for me but you, and I need you to know that." As if to prove a point,
he leaned down to kiss her again, hands winding in her hair. She smiled into it, kissing him
back, arms drifting to wind around his neck. His hands brushed over her cheeks and he pulled
away slightly to whisper, "I'll end it over the holidays. Just so you know."

For a moment, Aurora didn't know what to say, bound up with warmth at the feeling of
having Theo just be hers, even though she couldn't say he was hers, but at least he wasn't
anybody else's. At least she knew where his heart lay. "Thank you," she whispered at last, and
kissed him again, quick. Then he grinned, and leaned in again, and every other worry melted
away.

Chapter End Notes
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Inked Secrets

Chapter Notes
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Theo left two days later for the Easter holidays, alongside Pansy and most of their old
friends. Gwen went too, but Leah remained, a welcome study partner to fill the quieter days
and survive the onslaught of revision. Aurora had returned the mirror to Harry at the
beginning of the holidays — he seemed desperate to talk to Sirius, and she desperate to avoid
thinking about their last conversation — and he took some time to return it, leading her to
worry. She didn't want to talk to her father right now, but the idea of being unable to do so, if
she needed to, carved a worry deep inside of her. But she didn't want Harry to know that, so
she said nothing.

The timing of the holidays was unfortunate, too; Umbridge deeply needed more of the
Inquisitorial Squad on hand, as open dissent was starting to break out across the castle, led
mainly by the Weasley twins.

On Saturday afternoon, Aurora confronted the twins as they were sitting on the fourth floor,
chucking firepoppers in the air and watching them explode in different coloured flames. Fred
glared as she approached, face already mocking. "You’re not here to take points off us, are
you, Miss Inquisitor?”

Aurora glared right back and said, “Don’t be ridiculous, Weasley.”

“Detention then, is it?”

“Actually," Aurora said, sitting down gracefully on the edge of the windowsill beside them,
"I'll remind you I have not taken a single point from you, or given out a single detention all
week." She raised her eyebrows, daring them to challenge her.

“Yeah, you just let your mates do it for you.”

“I have a proposition," she said, ignoring Fred's comment. "It will cause great nuisance to
Umbridge and the castle in general. If that isn't tempting enough, then I should also inform
you that I know what you did to Graham Montague, and I'd like you to tell me where this
cabinet is and how to get him back — if you don't, and you don't help me, then I will go
straight to Umbridge and ensure that you are punished."

"With what?" George snorted. "Last we heard, she just wants us expelled. And we'd love to
get out of here."

"I'm sure I can persuade her to another punishment. But I don't want to. Frankly, I think she's
cruel. So I'd really rather have you co-operate. Now, would you like to hear my proposition,
or not?"

Fred glared, but George said — with a considerable air of suspicion, “What do you want?”



“You’ve got those fireworks, and the dungbombs and whatever else you’ve been setting off
all over the place, right?” They nodded slowly. “Well, if you could maybe set them off as far
away from Umbridge’s office as possible to lure her out, preferable in enough different places
to make the Inquisitorial Squad have to split apart, and if maybe, you’d have some sort of
device to pick the lock of her office door…?”

“You want in her office? Why?”

She shrugged. “Don’t you want to know what the Ministry’s up to?” The twins exchanged a
glance. “Exactly. I know where everything is, she doesn’t suspect me of anything right now.
It’s perfect. So?”

“Cause her grief, you say?”

“Her and Fudge and the whole lot of them.” She smirked. “Are you in?”

“Well,” George said slowly, looking at his brother, a grin spreading across his face, “suppose
on more prank can’t hurt, can it, Freddie?”

“You know, Georgie, I think it might be just wha t this school needs.”

On Monday evening, after dinner, Harry Potter appeared in front of her, just as she was trying
to find her way to the common room and work up a solid alibi. "Fred and George said you
needed something from me?"

She stared at him, suspicious. "Like what?"

He fished around in his pockets, and withdrew a silver knife which glinted in the early
evening glow. "Your dad gave me this for Christmas last year," he told her, voice quiet. "It
can unlock any door. You can borrow it — they told me... You know."

Tentatively, Aurora accepted. She didn't like the feeling of accepting a gift or aid from Potter.
It made her skin crawl. "Uh, they also said to avoid the Charms corridor."

"Got it." They looked at each other awkwardly for another moment, and Aurora pocketed the
knife with a forced smile. "Thank you. This is kind of you."

He shrugged. "Thought it'd help. I could come with you, if you want. The twins told me
what's going on."

The offer didn't feel anyone. It couldn't be. "Decided you trust me now again?"

"I've... Cooled down a bit."

That was not a yes. "Thank you, for the offer. But no — if I were to be caught in Umbridge's
office by her, but alone, that's one thing, but with you? It'd blow everything up in my face, so,
I'd rather not."

"Yeah." He winced. "Fair enough."



isten, I was talking to Sirius about this the other night — about my dad, something I saw in
Snape's Pensive."

-*

An hour later, Aurora got the news that the Weasley twins had set off a bunch of fireworks all
over the school, and Umbridge summoned the Inquisitorial Squad — currently consisting of
Cassius, Aurora, Bletchley, and the Bulstrode sisters — to run off and help her deal with it. A
difficult task, considering the fireworks were constantly going off in different places.

This did, however, add to the confusion amongst the squad, and allowed Aurora to double
back when they were suitably tied up with Fred’s exploding water balloons — an invention
Aurora had familiarised herself with over the winter holidays — and wouldn’t miss her, all
splintering off in different directions.

Aurora doubled back round to Umbridge's office, and attempted to unlock the door with the
alohomora charm. It resisted it, as she had anticipated. That was where Potter's knife came in.
She flicked it open carefully, then slid it into the lock, where it confirmed perfectly to the
keyhole. It unlocked with ease, and she slipped inside, keeping an eye on her map to make
sure no one was coming this way who might stop her, and she went round the edge of the
desk, to the chest of drawers. They were locked, but another use of the knife opened them for
her.

The map showed that Umbridge and the Inquisitorial Squad were still far away on the other
side of the castle, as was Filch. Hopefully, no one had yet noticed her absence, though they
were all spread out enough that she could hope it would take a while.

So she unlocked the drawers as quickly as she could and went through them. She had very
little time; a handy, wide-range duplication charm ought to do the trick. She had seen
Umbridge stow her letters in the second drawer down, and so she picked through it until she
found something addressed from Fudge, duplicated it immediately, and moved on, afraid in
case she ran out of time before Umbridge returned or someone else realised there was
something amiss. Everything was meticulously organised, from detention slips to files for
separate correspondents. Nothing could be out of place; Aurora knew that Umbridge would
notice immediately, and start to smell a rat.

Cornelius Fudge, Aloysius Vabsley, Lucius Malfoy. Aurora felt cold at that final name, even
though she knew they were in contact, and she knew there could be nothing good within
those letters. Then she reached a slim file titled Willy Widdershins, and frowned, reaching
out to read the letters. The name was familiar, but she couldn’t remember why, until she lifted
out the first letter and saw the date, and the words ‘regurgitating toilets’ and it all flooded
back, a Prophet article in early August about a wizard violating the statute of secrecy by
causing Muggle toilets to explode. Petty, but illegal. It had been a big stir at the time and then
all press about it shut down, and he was never prosecuted. And if Umbridge had been in
communication with him — even better, if Fudge had, or had known about it…

She couldn’t help the satisfied grin as she duplicated the file and set the new one aside,
setting the original back in its drawer and moving on, flitting through various Assembly and
Ministry Council correspondence, a large file with Barnabas Cuffe, and a series of documents



relating the Educational Decrees, which she hurried through, watching the dots on the map
carefully as Umbridge turned, and started heading back that way.

Aurora closed the drawers carefully, locked them, and hurried to gather the files into her
satchel, snatching up the map, and hurrying out, locking the door again behind her before she
slipped round the corner to a secret passage that took her to the other side of the castle, the
sixth floor, where she was promptly doused in something that was definitely not water, from
a balloon George Weasley chucked at her.

“Oops!” he shouted after her as she cringed. “Sorry, Black!”

She ignored him and sprinted off, towards Cassius on the other side of the corridor, hoping no
one would notice anything, and that the papers she had found might be of use. Cassius gave
her a funny look as she approached, but said nothing, letting her settle into the poor efforts to
stop the prank, until Umbridge was satisfied and they could leave, soaked and exhausted, and
Aurora able to hide the papers she had duplicated in her locked top drawers, to read through
that night.

She took the papers out after dinner, claiming she needed to be alone to study and take
advantage of having her and Gwen's room all to herself for a while. Instead, she laid out the
stacks of duplicated papers on her desk and went through them, one by one, noting any
strange word choices and listing the topics of each piece of correspondence, named and dated
and catalogued in her own scrolls.

There was one recurring theme, across the names of lords and heirs and random witches and
wizards who happened to have something Umbridge wanted. It was that she would pay off
anyone she wanted, make promises on behalf of the Ministry to target Fudge's enemies,
whether they be Potter or Dumbledore or even, in the case of her correspondence with Lord
Yaxley, Aloysius Vabsley himself, who had dared to question the Minister's efficacy and
whose children Yaxley's nephews had apparently paid an unfriendly visit to. From reading, it
seemed Vabsley had written to Umbridge directly to ask whether she or the Minister were
going to address the concerns raised by Potter's interview — not because of any moral issue,
but because he was concerned he was losing the support of his party and public, and there
were two upcoming by-elections to replace peers who had resigned out of protest. Umbridge
had retaliated by utilising Yaxley, and by promising a pay raise for the role of Assembly
Leader.

Their correspondence had returned to its usual cordiality after that.

It was damning stuff. There in plain ink was evidence of Umbridge's corruption and that of
the Ministry overall; there were mentions of secret, unregistered hoards of gold and valuable
artefacts from lords and ladies up and down the country, from Greengrass to Selwyn.

Aurora duplicated the ones she needed again, to be safe, and locked the others in the very
bottom of her trunk. Her mind needed to let the information sit and marinate, but she knew
the threads that were beginning to coil inside of her brain. She could get more, she knew. She
could keep pulling at the threads already left by these letters and unearth trails of corruption.
She could destroy those who wanted to destroy her first. It would be a sweet-tasting revenge.



-*

The rest of the holidays were overtaken by revision and spontaneous Quidditch practices,
Aurora desperate to get as much flying in as possible before her cousin returned and
inevitably ruined everything. With Draco, Vincent, and Greg absent, thy were down to
Quaffle rules only, swapping out Urquhart and Vaisey as Chasers to try and figure out who fit
Aurora and Cassius but. They were both good, Aurora had to admit, and she liked Vaisey
well enough, even though she felt she could never trust Urquhart again, but they weren't
Graham.

Their captain had shown up eventually the night before, after Aurora had located the
Vanishing Cabinet in question and pulled him out into a broom cupboard, but he was still
unconscious in the Hospital Wing, and it seemed would be for the foreseeable future. She had
lied to Madam Pomfrey, told her all Graham had managed to say was that he had been
pushed into the Vanishing Cabinet, but nothing more. The nurse had looked dubious, but
clearly decided she had more pressing matters to attend to than the details of Aurora's story.

Now, she was not even allowed in to see Graham. In an attempt to take her mind off of the
growing pile of worries from her own life, Aurora took again to reading her mother's old
diary, landing on a series of entries from late in Marlene's own fifth year at Hogwarts. They
varied in length, some complaining about the girl in her dorm, or about homework, or
classmates she disliked. Some pages were filled with song lyrics and poems in sparkly purple
ink, glittering at her. One entry in particular caught her eye, from the nineteenth of March,
1976.

God, I don’t even know what to write down here today, the entry began, in a jagged, angry
scrawl. Half the things that have happened I don’t even understand and what I do understand
is too embarrassing to admit to anyone other than myself. Actually, it’s too embarrassing to
admit to myself, but maybe if I write it down here, tear the pages out and burn them, I might
put half it out my mind.

It’s all Lily Evans’ fault. Mostly. Actually it goes back to Severus Snape, because of course it
does. Everyone knows he’s gotten in with the Death Eaters, just like Mulciber and Avery. I
don’t know how many times I’ve told Lily about what everyone else has seen him get up to,
cursing kids in the corridors, calling people Mudbloods and scum and all sorts. They sent a
third year Ravenclaw to the Hospital Wing the other week. Today, he tried to curse me when I
was on my way back from Quidditch practice, but I was quicker, stopped him. He was
slagging me off, and then he moved onto Danny, and I snapped, cause of course I did. I know
that’s what he wanted and he knew he’d get it but that’s on him, not me! We had a whole duel
until Lily came and broke it up and once she’d dragged me back to the common room, she
started going off at me about how irresponsible I was, and how cruel I was for targeting
Snape even though he started it and I was just defending my brother.

She didn’t want to hear anything I had to say, but it got worse and worse because she hadn’t
been listening to me for the last five years and I’m bloody well sick of it! We all are, and I
told her so and the stupid bitch started saying I’m only saying this cause I’m mates with
Sirius and James, as if we haven’t all been saying this for years now, so I ended up saying
something about her potions grades and how just because her sister never likes her doesn’t



mean I can’t stick up for my wee brother and maybe I accidentally implied she was a slag,
and she slapped me, so of course I had to give her it back. And then things got bad and
Remus Lupin had to break it up and I stormed out.

I hate her. I’m really mad about it because I love her too but I don’t know how to keep being
friends with her when she’s like this. She’ll defend SNAPE over any of us just cause she feels
bad for him, he’s her oldest friend, she wants to give him a chance to change, but he’s never
going to change and she's just too naive and stuck trying to pretend to be a nice person to see
it.

Anyway, Remus split us up and Lily’s probably getting her prefect badge taken off her, which
can only be a good thing. It’s gone wayyyyy to her head. None of us respect her anymore.
Even Mary isn’t speaking to her. She needs to screw her bloody head back on or I’m never
talking to her again and I’m actually being serious this time because what the fuck is wrong
with her?

Ugh. She’ll kill me if she reads this but I don’t give a shit. It’s all true anyway.

Anyway. After, Lily was still pissing me off, so I stormed off cause I just needed to be on my
own for a bit and get my anger out on something other than her stupid face, and then bloody
Sirius came after me, like he thinks he’s some knight in shining armour. He was cracking
jokes and everything, totally ranting about what a snivelling greasy git Snape is. I don’t know
if he realises I fancy him or not yet, but probably not. He could have the whole school after
him (I mean, he pretty much does) and he doesn’t care at all, and I think we’re just mates.
Mostly. Except sometimes he might be flirting but I don’t know if he is, and I don’t know how
to find out.

And fuck, I hate that I fancy him, and he’s so bloody good about it. I think he knows, or he
must be really dense, but he’s just a good friend. Yes, he’s a twat most of the time, but as a
mate, he’s brilliant. He calmed me down and I didn’t think that was possible, so he’s clearly
got some hidden power. So of course then I had to go and try and kiss him.

My teammate, my friend, who was just trying to be decent and I had to go and make an
absolute twat of myself. But he smells so good, and hugged me so tightly, and made me smile
(he always makes me smile, for God’s sake). He thinks Lily’s being ridiculous too, though in
fairness he just hates Snape anyway. He stepped away before I could kiss him and I turned
away and pretended I never even tried. Maybe he didn’t notice. I hope. Shit, I’m an idiot.

This day has been awful and ridiculous and stupid and so am I, so I’m going to bed now. Lily
isn’t here, I don’t know where she is. I’m pretty sure I haven’t hospitalised her. I didn't try
hard enough for that. Mary reckons she’s in the other girls’ dorm, avoiding us all. Good
bloody riddance.

I just really wish this could all be easier. Like if Snape wasn't an evil hateful git or if Lily had
a bit more of a spine when it comes to him ot if she didn't always seem desperate to prove he's
a good person to spite her sister, who's like the Muggle version of him as far as I can tell.
And obviously everything'd be easier if there wasn't a war and Voldemort and all that but
that's a given by this point. I just guess I wish the Wizarding world was an easier one to love.
Instead it's all just shitshow after shitshow and none of us really have any clue what to do



once we leave school and have to face what's going on out there. I just hope Lily opens her
eyes sometime before then. The only thing holding Mulciber and that lot back from attacking
her the way they do me and Mary is Snape and even then I kind of think it makes them hate
her more.

Goodnight diary,

Marlene McKinnon (idiot)

The reading left a bitter, uncomfortable feeling in the pit of Aurora's stomach. It was difficult
to ignore her mother's voice, and to keep elements of Harry or her father from dripping into
it. She had heard such words before, or at least the gist of them, in Harry's complaints and her
father's warnings about her friendship with Draco. It was over and burned down now but still,
Aurora felt guilt hit her, sharp and painful, as though her mother were berating her from
beyond the grave.

What would Marlene McKinnon think of her daughter, she wondered? It was an issue she had
considered before, but never with this accompanying sense of dread, that whatever the
current disconnect between herself and her father, it would be even greater with her mother.
But then she might have been a completely different person, had her mother lived and raised
her. She was almost certain of it. That knowledge had always filled her with some sort of
unease, like by thinking of it she was glimpsing another world that she was not allowed
access to.

Her thoughts strayed to her own journal, sitting in her drawer, unused. She had tried to write
in it before, but it never worked. All the thoughts crammed in her head felt silly and
worthless when she considered putting them onto paper, and the materiality of doing so
scared her. What if someone found it, what if someone saw, what if by writing her truth into
the world she tempted fate and made all her worst fears come true?

At least for her mother, it had seemed like a sort of catharsis. And perhaps, Aurora
considered, such things needed to be written because someone, in many many years' time,
might need to read it, to know someone they never would have met.

But she couldn't bring herself to put ink down, not yet. So she closed the diary and tried to
cast away her guilt and self-doubt.

-*

She was grateful when the rest of her friends returned from their holidays, Gwen and Theo
and Robin piling in with her and Leah and Sally-Anne to go over all the gossip from back
home and around the castle, and sharing the endless struggle of O.W.L. revision. Later that
night, once the rest had gone to their rooms, Gwen and Aurora stayed up, and Gwen told her
in a nervous voice, “I told my family about what’s going on with the Ministry, and You-
Know-Who.”

“Oh.” Aurora looked at her, trying to work out where this was leading. Nowhere good. “What
did you say?”



“That he’s a murderous maniac who hates people like me, and he’s back from the dead, and
our government are incompetent and won’t do anything about it but let a bunch of his psycho
followers out of prison.”

“Oh,” Aurora echoed again, looking down at her bedsheets. “Yeah, that seems to just about
cover it. I take it that didn’t go down great?”

Gwen looked at her flatly. “Mum freaked out. Said I shouldn’t be coming to Hogwarts if
that’s the case — I told her about Umbridge and everything too — and wants to write to
Umbridge and ask what protections are in place which is obviously going to end badly
considering Umbridge doesn’t believe You-Know-Who’s back anyway. I think I’ve held her
off, but, I had to tell them, right? Like, they have a right to know, and I guess I wanted them
to be able to comfort me, which they didn’t, they just panicked, saying we don’t even know if
I’m a muggleborn or not, what with the whole adoption thing, but that doesn’t matter to any
Death Eaters, obviously, and anyway, I think they freaked out even more because of the
whole precious baby thing but, you know, it’s not great. And then Mum was all let’s ask
Andromeda or Eleanor and I was like that’s so not going to help — Robin’s mum’s not fully
convinced and she’s in the Ministry and he said she’s under a lot of pressure right now, it’s —
well, I can’t really say, but she challenged Fudge on something recently and he didn’t take
well and she’s not fully convinced by Harry and Dumbledore anyway, and obviously
Andromeda’s got her own shit to deal with and when I told my mum that Andromeda’s sister
is one of the escaped Death Eaters, and her other sister’s married to a suspected one…”

She trailed off, and Aurora let out a humourless laugh. “It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. I think she’s still trying to process it, to be honest. Anyway, I talked them out of
forcing me to leave, but given the whole tournament last year, and the deal with your dad in
third year — not that it’s the same thing, but—”

“Hey, I was terrified back then. It’s fair that everyone else was, too.”

“Yeah. Exactly, and the chamber in second year, I think they just think the Wizarding world is
really scary. And it is, but they don’t get to see how wonderful it really is too, you know?
And I can’t show them, I can’t do magic, but they don’t know how important it is that I’m
here and with my friends and just what it all means and how hard it is when…” She made a
small sound like a sob and Aurora slipped off of her bed, perching beside Gwen instead and
putting her arms around her. “I really want to belong here and I feel like I do but then, there
are people who really don’t think I do. And my parents don’t get what it’s like to half-belong
to something, or how much I really want to be able to exist here.”

“Oh, Gwen…”

“Do you really think it’s going to come to war, Aurora? Do you think anyone’s going to fight
for us, or will they just keep on like they have, saying Mudbloods a bad word but never
actually punishing anyone for it, just letting people attack muggles like at the World Cup and
not doing anything about it?”

“I — people will fight, Gwen. They are fighting.”



“Where? Who? What have they got to show for it? No one’s doing anything and I don’t know
what to do, or how I can do anything? Nobody’s going to listen to people like me.”

“I’m listening,” Aurora said.

“Yeah, but come on, what can you do? You’ve not done anything so far.”

“I have! I’ve voted for the—”

“You haven’t spoken, you haven’t made any actual moves!”

“I wrote that article for the Warlock Post!” she said, defensively, and Gwen stopped, staring
at her.

“That was you?”

“Yes, of course it was, only I couldn’t take credit—”

“Oh yeah. Course not.”

“Gwen, I don’t understand—”

“No, no. I wouldn’t want to make myself more of a target either. Just — isn’t there someone
who can take the hit, who’s willing to? Even Leah’s parents, they’re doing stuff, trying to
stand up to the Ministry, but they’re not challenging the anti-Muggle prejudice, or the anti-
werewolf or other creatures prejudice, the same shit Umbridge is spouting! It’s — but you
know that. You said so in that article.”

“Yes,” she said, words curling around her tongue. “But I do want to say more. I have been
looking into Umbridge, and I think I’ve got something to take her down and get her out of
here and then I — then I think I need to use my voice. As Aurora Black.”

Gwen shook her head, leaning aback against her pillows and glaring at the ceiling. “Make
sure you destroy her. All of them, actually. The useless establishment, Fudge and Malfoy and
Nott and all of that lot. I don't care if anyone in the Ministry thinks they're fine because they
don't work with Death Eaters, none of them seem to give a shit about protecting anyone but
their mates. They deserve a bit of hell."

Aurora gave a wry smile, leaning over to look down at Gwen, blonde hair splayed out over
the pillow. “I’ll do my best,” she told her. “Pinkie promise.”

Gwen laughed and reached her hand up, linking their pinkies, and Aurora felt the urge to cry,
to flop down and put her arms round Gwen and just hug her, like she hadn’t all year.

-*

She spoke with Theodore the next night, on a patrol for the Inquisitorial Squad together,
tactically avoiding the spots which they anticipated students to actually be causing trouble
and instead roaming deserted corridors with an eye on the Marauder’s Map, just in case.



“Umbridge is trying to get into Dumbledore’s old office,” Theo pointed out at one point with
a grin, gesturing to the spot of the map. “Again.”

“I think she’s on the verge of trying to blow up that gargoyle at the front door,” Aurora said,
laughing. “Did you see her the other day?”

“When the portrait called her a toad?”

“No!” Aurora laughed. "I didn’t know that — no I mean when she tried to crack a hole in the
door and just got pelted by sherbet lemons!”

“What, Dumbledore’s sherbet lemons?”

“Well, they’re not Snape’s are they?”

“I don’t know, he looks like he’s sucking on lemons most of the time — what’d she do after
they hit her?”

“Ah, screamed and said something incoherent about him being a sadistic old fool.”

“Sadistic’s a new one, I’ve never heard Dumbledore called that before.”

“Umbridge is getting quite inventive, actually,” Aurora said, skipping on with a laugh. “I’m
just waiting for the day she snaps and calls Snape out for something.”

“Who d’you think would kill the other first?”

“Oh, Snape would far and away get Umbridge, but I do just want to see them go at it.
Everyone else so clearly hates her, it’s just a matter of time.”

“Personally, I’d like to see Flitwick take her on — he’s a brilliant duellist, and I just know
he’d screw with her the most. He’d make it entertaining, you know?”

“I suppose, but I think he’s too mild-mannered.”

“You clearly don’t know Flitwick like I do,” Theo said airily, and Aurora laughed. “No, we
really bonded over that Duelling Club last year — I think he’d turn Umbridge’s hand into a
teacup or something and just cause some absolute chaos. He’d have fun with it. Besides,
Umbridge doesn’t actually seem very accomplished. A first year could take her in a duel.”

“That’s downright treasonous, Theodore,” Aurora said with a teasing grin, turning back to
him and walking backwards, seeing the laughter and levity on his face, rare these days.
“She’s clearly the most superior of all witches, and we all should bow down to our
benevolent headmistress.”

“You’re so right,” he said, voice dripping with sarcasm, “how could I possibly disrespect our
dear High Inquisitor. But, consider — I took her down with a ricocheted hex and she had no
clue how to fix it.”



Aurora laughed at the memory. “It’s all part of the scheme, Theodore. She intended to do
that, she was being kind to you.”

“Oh, sure, sure.” Theodore walked closer to her, grinning. “It was all just an ego boost,
wasn’t it?”

“Yes, Professor Umbridge lives to uplift the students of Hogwarts School.”

At that, Theo let out a loud, scoffing laugh, and linked their arms. A rush went through
Aurora at the sensation, like they were acknowledging again what had happened just a few
nights before the holidays, something they had yet to address since Theo’s return. The air
seemed to shift between them again, but the expression on his face fell, into something
heavier that Aurora didn’t like.

“Listen,” he started, and even though she didn’t want to know what was coming, she nodded.
“When I was at home, I overheard some things. I don’t know what’s going on — no one
trusted me with details — but there’s some sort of plot going on. The Dark Lord’s planning
something. An attack, presumably, and likely on Potter. Draco knows more, but he’s been
sworn to secrecy, I couldn’t get it out of him.”

Of course Draco had to be involved, she thought bitterly. “Right.” Aurora squeezed Theo’s
hands and looked away. “Well, that’s hardly news, is it? And you don’t know any more?”

He shook his head. “My grandfather isn’t particularly impressed with me at the moment, nor
does he trust me, really, with any sort of information. I tried but he and my father were away
most of the time and I — I don’t even know what they think of me anymore.”

“Your father?” Aurora asked. Somehow, even though logically she knew that Theo would be
returning home and seeing his father, having it said aloud hit her in the chest and hurt. “That
must have been—”

“I don’t really want to discuss it,” Theo said briskly, taking a deep breath. “Not right now, I
don’t want to concentrate on that, I just want to enjoy being here, being back at Hogwarts,
with you, and to tell you my other news?”

“News?”

"That I officially called off the maybe-courtship with Flora Carrow. It's done and my
grandfather isn't happy, but Father, for some reason, seemed to approve my reasons: I said it
wasn’t going anywhere, she was too young, and we weren’t a good match." He shugged,
grinning. "It's all over with."

Aurora threw her arms around him, pulling him in for a tight hug. His arms around her waist
made her feel at home, safe and warm. Aurora tilted her head and kissed him before she knew
what she was doing, winding her arms around his neck as he did the same to hold her waist.
His lips were gentle, but the kiss soon gave way to something more excited, eager, like both
were chasing one another’s lips. Aurora’s tongue slipped between his lips and she laughed as
he turned his head the wrong way, their teeth knocking against one another.



“Sorry—” he said and she kissed him, again, winding her hands into his hair.

“Don’t be,” she whispered, coming up for breath and to look him in the eye, a beam of
warmth pulsating through her at the sight of the dark glimmer in his gaze. “Stop apologising
and just kiss me.”

Theo grinned, and the feeling of the smile against her lips made her heart burst, craving more
of this joy and excitement, something to block out the misery that seemed to be following
them both around recently. When they split apart again, Theo was beaming, and had one hand
cupping her cheek. “We probably shouldn’t do this in the middle of a corridor,” he said, voice
low. “Just in case.”

“Probably.” She drew her arm away and checked the Marauder’s Map. “Though there’s still
no one nearby.”

“The portraits may be scandalised, though. That dancing nun behind you seems to have fled
the scene.”

Her cheeks heated as she turned sharply to look over her shoulder and spy the empty portrait.
Theo laughed, his hand falling to rest on her shoulder. “I do think it was worth it, though.”

Her smile broadened. “Well, good. I am a spectacular kisser.”

Theo laughed and pressed another kiss to her lips, soft and chaste and fleeting, before
straightening up, a flush to his cheeks. They parted, slightly, but their arms remained linked,
their shoulders brushing, as they turned the conversation back to making fun of their teachers
and dissecting Slytherin’s odds in the upcoming match against Hufflepuff, the memory of
their kisses still on both their lips.
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Thorns In Sides
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As summer drew near, the northern days grew longer, and the sun finally returned. Yet, this
did not bring peace. 

The month of April was marred by all-out war across the school, with Umbridge dictating the
Inquisitorial Squad, most of whom, to Aurora’s annoyance, were indeed living up to their
reputation and going out of their way to make school a nightmare for other students.

More than once she had to intervene when she spotted Draco or Drina Bulstrode picking on a
first or second year, deducting points or giving out detentions for crimes as innocuous as
tying their tie incorrectly (apparently, there was a rule about it, somewhere). The youngest
Creevey brother had stammered out his gratitude to her and taken off running when she
snapped at Draco to get his act together and stop targeting children, which resulted in him
shoving roughly past her and her almost hexing him in return.

Quidditch practices hit their lowest point. The atmosphere was the sourest it had ever been,
the team divided. Aurora was sure by now that Greg and Vince had been told to start aiming
Bludgers her way, just so that she wouldn’t get to play in their final match of the year. Draco
either ignored her presence or barked her surname to get her attention, like they were further
apart even than strangers. Some nights she didn’t even want to go to Quidditch practice. All
the joy had been sucked out of it, and she could now barely remember the time that Draco
had taught her how to fly and raced her across the manor gardens like there was nothing in
the world that could force them to the ground.

One evening in late April, she managed to excuse herself from the end of practice to take on a
patrol of the castle with Theo, at Umbridge’s request. Apparently a group of Ravenclaw
second years were suspected of setting off booby traps in the western corridor to catch Filch’s
cat. When asked, Elise had told Aurora there was nothing going on, but she should
conveniently forget about the passage that ran between the library and the entrance to North
Tower on her patrols. Aurora did not think it necessary to inquire any further.

She and Theo were wandering along the charms corridor for the fifth time that evening,
discussing the dance club’s upcoming showcase, when she heard whispering nearby and the
telltale shuffling of feet beneath a cloak. Putting a hand on Theo’s arm, she pursed her lips
and tried to locate the source of the noise.

“Potter’s looking for me,” she whispered to Theo, who turned around, frowning.

“How do you know?”

“He’s hiding. I can tell he’s near. Quiet, you’ll be able to hear him.”



Theo went silent for a moment, and Aurora could hear the shuffling of multiple pairs of feet
nearby. If she really looked, if she really concentrated, she could just about feel where they
were lingering.

“Are you sure?” Theo asked after a moment, looking at her with some concern. “I can’t hear
or see anything.”

“Just focus, over there—”

Potter appeared suddenly beside the tapestry of Garnuk’s defeat, and Theo stepped back,
blinking in surprise. “Huh. I can see that.”

“I need to speak to you,” Potter told Aurora, looking past Theo as though he didn’t exist.
Aurora glared at him in return, stepping closer to Theo, just to make a point. “About your
dad.”

“Why?" Her heartbeat quickened. "Is there something wrong?”

“No. It’s just, personal stuff.” Aurora frowned at Potter, but he looked hesitantly at Theo.

“Anything you have to say to me can be said in front of Theo,” she told him. “It’s quite
alright.”

“I kind of wanted this to be you and me.”

“Then why did you bring Weasley and Granger?”

“They’re my backup!”

“For what?” When he didn’t answer, she scoffed and rolled her eyes, before turning to Theo.
“Sorry my godbrother’s such a twat.”

“I’m not! It’s about my parents, too.”

That changed things. Aurora turned and stared at him, quite confused, and Theo told her, “It’s
really alright. I’ll pretend we had to separate to track down a first year out of bed or
something. I'll be back in ten, fifteen minutes?”

Aurora didn’t like the idea, but she nodded anyway, and squeezed his hand in goodbye.
“Don’t get into any trouble.”

“Like what?” he asked with a teasing grin. “All the trouble’s right here.”

She tried to suppress her answering smile, as he gave Potter a hard, skeptical look before
wandering in the other direction, leaving them to it. Then there was the telltale sound of
Hermione and Ron shuffling away in the darkness, and Aurora knew she and Potter were
alone.

“Well?” she asked, impatient. “What is it?”



“Well, you know how I’ve been having Occlumency lessons off Snape?” Aurora nodded,
crossing her arms. “The other night when Fred and George had Umbridge kicking off about
their pranks, he left and I sort of looked in the Pensive in his office? And I saw… My dad.
Bullying Snape.”

“Oh. Right.”

“Your dad was there too, but it was my dad doing it. Had him hanging upside down, making
fun of him in front of everyone. And my mum was furious, called my dad a toerag and they
just — it was like she hated him. And he was horrible. And I couldn’t stop thinking about it
so I used the mirror to speak to Sirius and he said she didn’t hate him, and that my dad was
good and I want to believe him but…” He trailed off, leaning against the wall. “I mean, it’s
Snape. He’s a git.”

“That’s very true.”

“But the way my dad acted, was like how Dudley treats people. And my mum hated him!”

Aurora looked at him, frowning, trying to work out why he was telling her this. “I assume she
changed her mind, then.”

“You didn’t see it. She really hated him. And my dad was just showing off, by attacking
Snape, and your mum defended him, or tried to, and then he called her a mudblood and it was
— I don’t know. It’s just — it’s not how I saw them.”

“Your parents?” He nodded. “Well, I suppose families do have a terrible habit of turning out
to be different than we imagined.” She sighed, and leaned back against a wall. After a
moment, he joined her, frown still etched on his face. “I don’t really know what you want me
to say, Potter, I hope you realise that. I don’t have answers for you.”

“I know. I suppose I just wondered if you’d kind of felt the same? You know, not knowing
your parents, thinking certain things about them and being wrong.”

She met his question with a wry smile. “I don’t think I’d ever heard a kind word spoken
about my father until after I’d already proven his innocence. I’m not sure I can help you with
that. But, my mother — I don’t know, I didn’t really have an idea of who she was. I knew she
was muggleborn and she was dead, and that was kind of all I was allowed to wonder about.
Now I have more of an idea. But, I don’t know. I think, we didn’t really know them. They’re
not quite real.”

“They are real to me,” Harry said hotly, as though she had grievously insulted him.

“I’m not trying to — I’m just saying, they’re never going to live up to what you imagined
them to be. But, about your dad, I'm sure my dad can tell you more than I can." She bit her
lip. "Look, really, certain memories of mine would probably paint you as much worse than
you really are. And whatever you saw your dad do to Snape, I’m not saying that’s fine or
anything but, Snape obviously hates him. Memories aren’t objective. But.” She hesitated a
moment, too long; Harry narrowed his eyes and she failed to find anything else to say. “I
can’t remember if I told you that Hestia sent me my mother’s diaries. I’ve learned rather a lot



about her and her friends through those. From the looks of things, Snape was rather awful to
all of them, but your mother was one of his closest friends, for a time, much to the annoyance
of my own mother. They rather came to blows over it, too, but it’s clear they loved each
other. Just, don’t worry about it too much.”

“But my dad… He was awful.”

“It seems Snape was, too. Probably between his memories and my mother’s writing, there’s
some sort of middle ground where they’re all just people, who kind of sucked, but could also
be good."

This seemed to get through something in Harry’s head, for he nodded, and leaned back
against the wall. “I just thought they’d love each other from the start. I mean, that’s kind of
stupid, I know. I thought they’d at least like each other.”

“Maybe they did. They seemed to get along at times — according to my mother, even though
Lily seemed to dislike our dads and their friends, sometimes, when it took her fancy. And
they liked each other enough to make you, so.”

Harry glared at her, but with the flicker of a smile, and Aurora knew she’d won, though what,
she did not know. “Suppose you’re right. Your dad said she didn’t really hate him, but, I don’t
know. I’ve just never seen either of them like that.”

She could see in his eyes a feeling she often had herself; that sort of longing for an unknown,
to uncover everything that had been kept from them, to simply be allowed to know, and be
assured by knowledge of who their parents were.

“If it helps,” she said, “I know your mother kept a diary for a time, too. Not as extensive as
my mother’s, but if you asked Hestia, she might be able to show you it. Or at least, give you
more of Lily’s perspective.”

“You think?”

“Probably. It’s worth a try, at least.”

Harry pursed his lips. “Alright. I don’t know if I want to read that, but, thanks, Aurora.”

She gave a small smile, but failed to come up with an appropriate response. It was not no
problem, because it made her feel deeply uncomfortable to think she had had a personal
conversation with Potter, and he was not welcome because that feeling made her want to run
away as fast as she could. “How is the Occlumency anyway?” she asked, and he blinked,
startled.

“What d’you mean?”

He was trying too hard to be casual. “Well, I realised I never asked.”

“I’m still going. It’s fine.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You sound like you’re lying. Why are you lying?”



He huffed, turning away. “Snape kind of stopped my lessons, when he caught me snooping in
his Pensieve."

Unfortunately, she could almost understand why. “So you’re not having Occlumency
lessons?”

“No. But don’t tell your dad, I told him everything was fine! He was going to come up and
start a fight otherwise, and Dumbledore didn’t want anyone knowing about the lessons, and
Umbridge would definitely find out if Sirius started a fuss.”

That was unfortunately true. “I’d suggest trying to make Snape reconsider, but I can’t say I
would if I were you. But you can practice on your own, right? Now you know what to do? Or
at least, do some sort of exercises.”

“Sure.”

It was unconvincing. Aurora looked at him flatly. “Occlumency is a very difficult, but very
rewarding, form of magic. You should at least keep trying.”

“I could never do it with Snape.”

“So? If you can master it on your own, then that’s all the better, isn’t it?”

“Suppose.”

With a sigh, Aurora clapped him on the shoulder and said, “Don’t let Snape get in your way,
alright. He’s a git — always has been, probably always will be. Now, if that’s all, you’re
going to have to get back to your dorm before I give you a detention.”

“You’re not giving me a detention.”

She grinned. ”Not if you get back to your dorm, with Granger and Weasley. I assume they’re
nearby.” She took out the map, spotted them lingering round the corner, not very far from
where Theo was. “You’re going to be alright?”

Potter hesitated, then shrugged. “Probably. Just wanted to get your thoughts. It’ll be fine.”

She wasn’t entirely sure that she believed him.

-*

In mid-May, Graham Montague’s parents came to visit him in the Hospital Wing, and left
white-faced and shaken, furious and heartbroken at the same time. Aurora could hardly focus
on her studies some days, worrying about her friend. Cassius was worse. His heart wasn’t in
Quidditch anymore, she could tell. She wasn’t quite sure why, but she knew that he often sat
alone at the end of practice, with a worried look that broke her heart.

She approached him one such evening, herself sufficiently angered by Draco that she knew
she couldn’t go back into the common room for quite some time anyway. Cassius barely
looked at her as she sat down on the cold bench with him, staring into the fading light.



“Tough practice,” she started, then hesitated. Cassius merely grunted. “Are you alright?”

“Sure. Fine.”

“Right. Just, you don’t really seem it.”

“And? How’s that any of your business?”

“Because you’re my friend,” she said in a clipped tone, “and I know you’re going through a
rough time, like all of us, and I don’t like seeing it. Apart from anything else, we’re going to
lose the cup, and I know you don’t want that.”

“I don’t want Graham to be fucking dying either,” Cassius said. “If we win, it should be with
him.”

“Well, it’s unlikely that it will. But we still have to win. For him, no?”

Cassius snorts. “And how d’you propose we do that? The team’s falling to pieces. Your
cousin doesn’t know what he’s doing, Vaisey and Urquhart are bigger hindrances than helps,
Crabbe and Goyle wouldn’t know a rule book if you slapped them with it. There’s no point to
it.”

“You don’t mean that. You’re not meant to be so despondent, Cassius. Come on. You love
Quidditch for Quidditch! It’s your career!”

“I know, I know. But we were going to win together. Going out in a blaze of glory, you
know? And now it just feels like a bad omen.” He shrugged. “You just go on ahead. I don’t
want to talk.”

That, she could understand. Still, she felt, for a moment, that more had to be said. That
restless feeling returned beneath her skin. “Fine,” she muttered. “But, I want Graham to be
better, too. I’m not exactly enjoying having my cousin yell at me everytime I try something
new, or tell me I’m shit when I know I’m not. And I’m worried about Graham. You’re not the
only one.”

Cassius shrugged, and said nothing. After a moment, Aurora had no choice but to sigh and
get to her feet, grabbing her broom and kit with her. “See you later, then. Mind you don’t
freeze out here.”

“Sure.”

In silence, Aurora turned and headed out of the stadium, trying to ignore the nervous feeling
inside of her. Every day the world seemed darker and more twisted, and she could feel it in
her bones, like some deep power was gathering. She could almost smell it, tension in the late
spring air, painted red in the beginnings of sunset.

“How’s Warrington?”

At the sound of Draco’s voice, Aurora froze, and turned to the shadows just outside the
stadium where he stood. “Fine. We were just talking about Graham. What do you want?”



Draco shrugged and slunk away from the shadows, following her. That nervous feelings
intensified; it were as though her body was yelling at her to run, and get as far away from him
as she could, telling her that something was deeply wrong and dangerously off-balance.

“Thought I should check in with my team. As a captain.”

“Talk to Warrington yourself, then. I’m not a message owl, and certainly not on your behalf.”

She picked up the pace, looking straight ahead, but with a hand tight around her wand.
Coming to her side, Draco told her, “Umbridge reckons Dumbledore’s planning something
around exam time.”

“I know. She told me at the Inquisitorial Squad meeting, with everybody else."

“Just thought you might know something you’re not telling any of the rest of us.”

“Sorry to disappoint your lack of faith. If you don’t mind, I’d like to be quick. I need to
shower in my dorm.”

There was a moment of silence broken only by the sounds of them walking, faster and faster,
toward the castle, until Draco said, “I know you’re not really on Umbridge’s side, you know.”

“Why on earth would you think that?”

“Because you’re obviously on Potter’s side.”

“Enlightening.”

“He’s going to be the death of you, you know.”

“Is that so?” She couldn’t help but hurt at his word choice, and to imagine his father’s cold
eyes, his aunt’s delirious grin. “Thank you for the warning, though I don’t think I’ll need it.
Might you stop talking before I get a headache from the sound of your voice?”

“That’s insubordination,” he said, almost gleeful. “I could have you taken off the team for
that.”

“Do it, then,” she muttered. “Stop being a twat, Draco — whatever you think you’re going to
get out of me by being a pest, you’re going to be disappointed.”

“That’s also insubordination.”

“It’s the truth, and I don’t care. I have neither the time nor energy to deal with you tonight.”

She stomped up the steps of the castle, not looking behind as she heard his footsteps echo in
her wake, and saw his shadow spill over the floor of the Entrance Hall. “Do you know why
Potter’s getting Remedial Potions?”

She tried not to let her surprise show. “Because he’s crap at Potions, probably.”



“Is it really Remedial Potions?”

All Aurora could do was shrug. “How should I know? I can’t imagine Snape’s having him for
tea.” She rolled her eyes. “Why are you asking me this now?”

“Just curious.”

“Of course. That’s believable, Draco.” Aurora glared at him over her shoulder. “If you want
to accuse me of something, speak plainly. Otherwise, let me enjoy my night on my own.”

As she turned, Draco’s gaze had been drawn, rathr unsubtle, to her right hand, where the
family ring and now the lapis nocte ring rested. His gaze felt hot against her skin, made her
heart pound louder and a voice in her head shout something indicipherable.

“Goodnight,” Aurora said, and picked up her pace, hurrying down to the dungeons.
Somewhere along the way, her cousin had disappeared, and she entered the common room
alone, sparing a wave for her friends by the window before heading to her dormitory. Despite
the long and intense practice, an energy had returned that made her want to run a mile.

Having seen that Gwen was still in the common room, Aurora locked the door behind her,
flung her bag and broom on the floor, and then knelt by the window, staring into the depths of
the lake. She closed her hand over the lapis nocte ring and shivered. It was pulsing, sending
small tremors through her finger, cold little waves lapping at her skin.

She tugged it off, wincing in pain at the way its band seemed to dig into her skin. When it lay
in her palm, she could see the smoky shadows swirling in the dark stone, and the glimmer of
something almost emerald around the edge. A trick of the light, perhaps.

With a pounding heart, she whispered, “Castella?”

The room temperature dropped instantly. "I can feel you." Her spirit pressed into Aurora's
chest, a magic she recognised but was still not a part of her.

 

Then she was there, Aurora felt her, a presence at her neck. “Fight him,” her voice whispered
in Aurora’s ear. “The boy challenges you, child.”

“I know. But I can’t fight him. Not now.”

“You ought to. It is too close in here; I feel trapped. I did not like that.”

“Because of Draco?”

“He is a challenger. A would-be usurper, in the wrong circumstances.” Cold flared across the
palm of Aurora’s hand. The flames of the torch on the wall flickered. Upon her neck, Julius
hissed. “I do not like him, Lady Black.”

“Nor do I,” Aurora admitted.



Castella did not speak again. When the ring went back to its normal temperature, Aurora set
it back on her finger again, and tried to ignore the restlessness that built inside of her once
again.

On the morning of the Slytherin team’s final match against Hufflepuff, Aurora found herself
in the dressing room alone an hour before they were to start the match. It was rare that she
was in here, as the only girl on the team. But she could still see the boxes Graham had been
trying to get them to move earlier in the year. Old frames and medals and photographs poked
out of them, and Aurora wandered over out of bored curiosity, to find framed pictures of the
old teams from years gone by. With a frown, she looked further, setting each year aside until
she found 1977.

Her gaze fell upon the Seeker in the front row, with a painfully familiar face halfway between
her father and Draco. He had her father’s eyes and hair and Draco’s sneer and smallness.

Regulus.

He looked like any normal child, albeit a rather snobbish one, from the way he looked down
his nose at the photographer. Just a child. There was no real mystery about him; he was plain,
he was the Slytherin Seeker, and by the trophy the team captain held, he had done his job
rather nicely.

But she just wanted to know him. She wanted to ask him questions and understand what he
was and what he had done and why, always, why. “Who are you?” she whispered, staring at
him. He did not speak. She wished he could, that someone had thought this child’s voice was
worth preserving.

“What are you looking at?”

It was Draco again. “Why are you following me?”

“I’m not.” He crossed to her side. “I’m captain, I have to be here early — why are you
snooping about?”

“Bored,” she said, hastily putting the photo back. But he caught the movement and picked it
up, frowning before his own gaze caught sight of her uncle. To her surprise, it was a fierce
look of hatred that contorted his features.

“Don’t tell me you’re getting sentimental now.”

“I’m not. I was merely curious.”

He gave her a dubious sideways glance, then raised his eyebrows with a shrug. “Suit
yourself.”

There was a long moment of stiff, frustrated silence, but Aurora refused to move first. For a
second, Draco inhaled as though he were about to say something, but Aurora was spared by
the sudden entrance of Felix Vaisey, complaining loudly about Hufflepuff’s Seeker, Cedric
Diggory, and his ‘pretty face’.



Aurora set the picture back in its box and didn’t look at Draco again until they were on the
pitch, preparing to take to the air for the final time that season. It was a cool and calm day,
perfect for flying in, but Aurora felt none of her usual sense of anticipation, only dread at the
thought they might lose, and also at the thought they might win, with her cousin taking all the
glory for himself.

The match dragged on and on and on. Aurora tried to bridge the gap between Cassius and
Felix, who seemed incapable of managing a successful pass between them, but still the goals
came slowly; the Hufflepuff Keeper was quick and precise, guarding her hoops with
practiced ease. Aurora only managed three goals; Cassius two, and Felix one. Hufflepuff, on
the other hand, had two hundred points by the time Draco first turned and veered into a dive,
his gaze set on the golden snitch.

He was fast, but Diggory was faster, doubling back instantly in a flip and soaring down, right
on Draco’s tail. Aurora didn’t dare look, only tackled the Hufflepuff Chaser and caused them
to drop the Quaffle, which she grabbed and clutched close to her chest, hurting across the
pitch to the goal hoops. When she tossed the Quaffle threw, she knew by the Keeper’s sudden
distraction that the crowd’s cheering was not for her.

She turned, sharp, to see Diggory’s fist holding the Snitch aloft and Draco’s furious look. The
whole team, dejected, floated down to the ground, where Draco was waiting for them,
glaring.

“To the changing rooms,” he barked, turning around as soon as they reached the ground. All
they could do was follow. Aurora already knew he had nothing good to say to them.

The moment the changing room door closed behind the team, Draco whirled around to face
Aurora and her fellow Chasers and snapped, “What do you three think you’re playing at?”

“Excuse me?” Felix said, eyebrows raised. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Six goals between you! Six! That’s all?”

“Seven, actually,” Aurora said, and her cousin threw her a look of disgust.

“We lost to Hufflepuff! Don’t you think we should have been playing a bit better than
fucking Hufflepuff?”

“You’re the one who lost the Snitch,” Aurora sneered, folding her arms. “It’s done, Draco.
Get over it.”

“Get over it? We should have won! Don’t you care that we didn’t win?”

Of course she did. The shame of it, and the frustration at losing again, was like cold poison
running through her blood.

“Yes. But not enough to yell at my teammates for my failure.”

Draco scoffed and turned away, tossing his broom in a corner. "You’re just jealous.”



“Of what? Your Seeking abilities? Yes, I forgot you were the one who managed to finally
beat Harry Potter!”

“You can’t hold that over me forever!”

“Watch me.”

“Um,” Cassius broke in, with a short cough, “I think we’re all just going to lock our stuff up
and shower in the dorms, if that’s alright?”

Draco held Aurora’s gaze with a sharp, venomous look in his eye, then said stiffly, “Fine. Go.
No point sticking around considering we’ve lost the cup already.”

“There’s always next year,” Vincent mumbled in a consoling way, but Draco didn’t even
spare him a look as he dismissed him with a wave of his hand.

The rest of the team trickled out of the room, but Draco didn’t move and so neither did
Aurora. “Don’t blame the rest of the team for what happened today, Draco. You’ve been a
crap captain, training’s been hell, and if you hadn’t gone after the snitch at the first sight,
when Diggory hadn’t noticed it at all, then we’d still be playing right now. He was way closer
to it than you were, and it should've been obvious."

“I think you’ve forgotten who’s captain here, Aurora.”

“I don’t give a shit who’s captain, Draco. I’m just telling you my opinion. Everyone thinks
you’re being a twat.”

“Get out, then,” Draco scoffed, “and shut up. I could easily have you taken off the team if I
wanted.”

“Do it,” she challenged, “I don’t want a captain that loses every game.”

“I did not lose every game!”

“You’ve lost more than I have.”

He snapped forward as she tried to turn and walk away; his hand closed right around her
forearm, and Aurora let out a surprised gasp of pain. “Draco!” Beneath her skin, a hot thrum
of power started up, like some caged bird had set its wings against her flesh.

“You can’t speak to me like that,” he spat at her. "I won’t have you treat me like this.”

“Like what? Get a grip, Draco.” But the tightness of his hand around her arm unnerved her.
Her chest tightened; something cold bound around her ribs. “Why are you being like this?
Why now?”

He was too confident, challenging her, and she did not like it one bit. She didn't trust that him
appearing at her back all the time was pure coincidence, especially with what Theo had told
her about Pansy. "You started this,” he hissed. “I warned you what would happen.”



Her stomach turned. “And what’s going to happen, Draco? Hm? You can tell me.” She took a
step closer, looking him right in the eye. “We’re family, after all.”

He answered with a sneer, grip tightening, and as Aurora reached for the wand in her pocket,
she felt a spark of anger release from her chest into her arm and fingertips, acidic and bitter.

Draco leapt back as though she had just burned him, before her fingers had even closed
around her wand. Something new slashed through the air; a magic, but not her own. She still
knew it. Castella. She felt her presence.

“What the hell?” Draco snapped, letting go and nursing his hand. “What did you just do?”

Aurora blinked. The pull of restless energy in her chest receded, and from around her neck,
Julius hissed. The ring on her finger twinkled in the light.

“Don’t put your hands on me again, Draco.”

He glowered, nursing that hand as though he had been bitten by a feral cat. "Get out,” he
snapped. “And don’t expect me to let you back on the team next year. I don’t want to deal
with you anymore.”

“The feeling’s mutual,” she sneered, picking up her broom from where she had left it on the
bench. Her hands shook as she did so. “And don’t try to threaten me, Draco. You’re
embarrassing yourself.”

But as she stormed out, she felt the creeping tension at her neck and the sudden cold of her
hands. It was the feeling like she just had to hit something, to thrust out all of her energy and
anger. When she stomped up to the castle, she felt the slowly blooming rosebushes wither at
her side, and pretended she didn’t.

Chapter End Notes
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O.W.L.s

As summer drew ever closer, Aurora only found room for one thing in her mind: exams.
Quidditch was destined to disappoint her now, and so she threw herself into working towards
a success she felt she could control. Yet a few short weeks before the exam diet started, she
and her classmates were called in for individual meetings about their careers.

The issue of career planning overtook almost every fifth-year in the Slytherin common room.
But Aurora found, surrounded by her friends and their discussions of the pamphlets on the
table, that she had no ideas to offer. A multitude of careers appealed to her; Unspeakable,
archivist, Auror, Healer, anything, really. But it all seemed somewhat meaningless. She knew
the map of her career. It only followed one path, and she had to make sure she did not stray.
She had never before felt that was so restrictive, but with all her friends discussing the
possibilities their futures held, she felt, for the first time, like she was powerless over her own
fate.

Her careers meeting with Snape was over quickly. He approved her choices and she said her
ambition was political, but she wanted to keep studying, and then she left, feeling adrift.
Millicent was waiting outside, anxiety written on her face. Aurora gave her a strained smile
and said, "He's in a good mood. Good luck."

Millie smiled back, but the words she had seemed about to say died on her lips.

Aurora spoke with her father on the mirror that night for the first time in a while, dancing
around the issue she felt stuck inside of her chest, instead insulting Snape and lamenting her
team's Quidditch loss. Her father was to leave for a mission in two days' time, but he
promised he'd be able to speak once her O.W.L.s were over. Aurora could only hope they
went well; she didn't know if she would be able to bring herself to admit defeat to him.

The first round of exams didn’t go so bad. At least, Aurora didn’t feel like she was going to
have to admit defeat in receiving anything lower than an E. Herbology could go either way,
she felt, and she had worked slower than ever before in an effort to stop anything going
wrong or being handled too roughly. Ever since the ill-fated Hufflepuff match, she had felt
that restless itch of magic beneath the surface of her skin, and it seemed to drive all plants
and animals away from her. The practical was still somewhat disastrous, but she felt she had
made up for it with the written paper, and hoped that would be enough to scrape her through.

She absolutely sailed through her Defense Against the Dark Arts O.W.L., begrudgingly
admitting to herself later that she couldn’t have done nearly as well had she not been part of
the DA, even if only for a few months. On Friday morning, she had her Ancient Runes
translation paper, in which they were given an excerpt of an epic poem — this one, if she did
her work right, about the defeat of the Romans in the Pentlands — and in their afternoon
paper, had to analyse its meaning in both Futhark and English, and write on the issues of
translation. It was by far Aurora’s hardest exam; even Arithmancy the following Thursday
did not compare.



On Thursday evening, Aurora felt quite relaxed. She only had the Astronomy practical and
the History paper to go, both of which she felt assured of receiving Os in.

But the Astronomy exam was not destined to go as well as she had hoped. Aurora went
through it quickly, confident in her abilities to identify stars and constellations, but making
sure every mark on her star chart was made with the utmost precision. The Astronomy Tower
was near-silent, but for the creaking of telescopes and rustling of quills and parchment, until,
an hour or so in, their dark quiet was broken by the sound of the castle doors opening down
below and the sight of the grounds being flooded with yellow light.

Aurora grimaced, annoyed by the effect the new lighting had. She repositioned her telescope,
double-checking the position of Venus, and as she went to redraw the shape of the
constellation Orion, she heard a roar from far down in the grounds, and jumped. Her quill tip
skittered across the parchment and she held back a curse, hastily trying to vanish the ink and
correct it. Once she had done so, she peeked over the top of her telescope, seeing about half a
dozen figures surrounding Professor Hagrid’s cabin. That could not be good.

“Twenty minutes to go, boys and girls,” said Professor Tofty, and Aurora returned to the
constellation Böotes, smiling to herself as she labelled Arcturus with a little flourish.

There was a loud bang down in the grounds and Aurora jumped again, this time thankfully
not vandalising her chart in the process. Professor Hagrid had just appeared out of his
doorway, and the others gathered around his house seemed to be trying to Stun him.

“No!” Hermione Granger cried out, face white.

“My dear girl,” scolded Professor Tofty, their invigilator for the evening, “this is an
examination!”

But no one seemed very much bothered about that now. Aurora hastily finished off her last
constellation, glad she had been quick at the beginning, all the while trying to see what was
going on in the grounds. She had just finished when Parvati Patil squealed, “Look!” and she
turned, peering round the side of her telescope, to see Professor McGonagall rushing out into
the grounds, cloak snapping behind her.

“Now, really!” Tofty protested. “Only sixteen minutes left, you know!”

“How dare you?” McGonagall was shouting down in the grounds. “How dare you? Leave
him alone, alone I say! On what grounds are you attacking him, he has done nothing, nothing
to warrant such—”

Her fellow classmates let out screams as no less than four Stunners were sent soaring right
towards McGonagall’s chest, knocking her backwards. She landed hard on the ground,
motionless, and Aurora’s chest seized.

“Galloping gargoyles!” cried Professor Tofty, presumably having decided silent exams were
no longer a priority. “Not so much as a warning! Outrageous behaviour!”



“Cowards!” bellowed Hagrid’s voice. A few lights inside the castle flickered back on,
students and staff eager to see what was going on. “Ruddy cowards! Have some of that, and
that—”

He swiped at his attackers, knocking two of them over in one blow. Then he swung his dog
Fang up onto his back, and backed away. Umbridge shrieked for her remaining assistant to go
after him, but he was backing away, clearly not wanting to meet the same fate as his
colleagues. Hagrid turned, and ran off into the Forest, Fang with him.

There was a stunned silence around the class, lingering for a good minute before Tofty said,
“Um, five minutes left, everybody.”

Aurora did a quick but distracted check of her chart, and when Tofty dismissed them, was
one of the first to pack her telescope away. She caught up to Potter, heart pounding, and
asked him quickly, “Can you give me the mirror, please?”

She had never been so relieved to find out he kept such a secret and precious item on his
person at all times. She didn’t even scold him for it as he handed it over with a bewildered
look, and started to ask, “What did you think of that?”

“Quite terrible,” she said, slipping the mirror into her bag. “And cowardly beyond belief.”

“I quite agree,” said Ernie MacMillan, squeezing in beside them. “She clearly wanted to
avoid another scene like Trelawney, don’t you think, Aurora?”

“Obviously,” she snapped, as Leah and Pansy fell in behind her. “I hope McGonagall’s alright
though — four Stunners to the chest could easily kill someone.”

“McGonagall’s made of strong stuff,” Ernie said pompously. “Don’t you worry, Aurora,
she’ll be right as rain, soon enough.”

“I didn’t say I thought she was weak, did I?”

“Come on,” Leah said, throwing her brother an annoyed look, and taking Aurora by the arm.
“Let’s get to the dungeon, I’m exhausted, and we’ve got to get a good sleep before History
tomorrow.”

But none of them did get a good sleep at all. Theo bid them goodnight at the doors to the
girls’ dormitory, but Pansy and Leah joined Aurora and Gwen in their room, discussing with
indignation what they had just seen and didn’t leave until gone two. Aurora had intended to
call her father on the mirror in her bag, but by the time her friends left was too tired to do
anything. Besides, she remembered just as Pansy and Leah left, he was away on some
mission for the Order, or so Harry had told her earlier in the week. She shouldn't bother him
unless it was urgent.

The thought did not help her rest. Aurora’s sleep was constantly disturbed, by dreams and
memories of the lights in the grounds and a prickling urgent anxiety beneath her skin.



They at least didn’t have any exams the next morning. History wasn’t until two in the
afternoon, so Aurora allowed herself a lazy lie in, roused around half past ten to force herself
into a round of unsuccessful last minute cramming with Pansy and Theo. It was with a sense
of great relief that she made it to the Great Hall for lunch, Pansy having hung back to check
her notes on the giant wars. Theo took great delight in teasing Aurora for her confusion over
goblin generals Garduck and Groblac, but by the time two o’clock came around and they
were hanging outside the Great Hall, both of their nerves were worked back up.

“What if they bring up the Revolt of 1309?” Theo asked, pacing in front of Aurora and Gwen
and Leah, as she flipped through her textbook and the other two whispered their essay plans
to one another. “I haven’t read hardly anything about the Revolt of 1309!”

“Make something up about taxation and the difficulties of educating the entire English
populace in a country they’re supposed to be at war with. And of course no one likes the
Muggle kings, that one’s always a winner.”

“And Matthew Hopkins? How do I explain him — do we have to explain him? I don’t know
enough about the Muggle context to explain the Essex trials, not at all — why doesn’t Binns
tell us anything?”

“They don’t want the truth or the Muggle context, just go with they hated witches, hated
women, and loved getting money for burning people. Fuck all the rest of it.”

“How are you so calm?”

“Because you’re not, and somebody has to be,” she said, while trying to take in every single
word written in that textbook. “You’re going to be fine, Theo, but if you wear a hole in that
floor from pacing so much you might just tire yourself out too much to write, so.”

“Alright,” he said, wringing his hands and falling back against the wall next to her. “Alright.
It’ll be fine, won’t it? All fine.”

“Absolutely fine,” Aurora told him with a laugh, “and once this is done, we can all celebrate
— I’m just dying to go down to the lake with everybody and finally enjoy the sun."

"I suppose that’s true.” Theo let out a sigh and came to her side, leaning against her slightly
with a nervous smile. “Alright.” He checked the time on his watch and started tapping his
foot. “Ten minutes. Ten minutes and then two hours and then we’re done.”

“Sweet, sweet freedom,” Gwen sighed from Aurora’s other side. “And sweet, sweet,
partying.”

They were called into the hall just a moment later, and Aurora separated from her friends so
she could sit at the front beside Millicent. She sat there with an anxiety deeper than just the
exam, running all the way through her body, a restless, reckless itch inside of her.

Her writing for the next two hours was frantic, racing through all the questions and trying to
answer as much as she could in the time. Any dates she forgot — which was far more than
she cared to admit — she simply neglected to mention, running on to the next thing and



cramming her writing in anywhere that she could. She had just ten minutes to spare once she
had answered every question, to go back and add details, conferences that she should have
specified, names that would show her thorough knowledge. She was just deliberating over
whether the Lichtenstein Conference was held in 1516 or 1517, when her peaceful silence
was broken by the sound of a scream near the back of the hall, and an almighty crash.

She whipped around, seeing Potter fall on the ground, yelling incomprehensibly. Her heart
pounded, and it was all she could do to stay in her seat instead of running over and
demanding to know what was wrong. He was clutching his scar, face pale, the way he always
did when the Dark Lord had gotten in his head. But this one, this one was bad.

Professor Tofty escorted Harry out of the exam room quickly, despite his protestations.
“Everybody, calm down,” Professor Marchbanks, the other invigilator, said, as whispers
broke out across the hall. “You still have ten minutes left of your examination, and you must
remain silent.”

Aurora stared at her paper, but after a moment of whirring thoughts, she turned it back to the
front page and set her quill down. Something serious must have happened, she felt, for Potter
to have reacted like that. It was like how Weasley had described the night of his father’s
attack, Potter’s yelling and frantic movement.

The moment the invigilators dismissed them, Aurora was out of her seat and hurrying out of
the hall, retrieving the Marauder’s Map from her bag and searching for Potter, who was
pacing in a nearby corridor. Probably waiting for Ronald and Hermione. For a moment, she
debated leaving and letting them deal with it. It wasn’t for her to look after him, or check in
on him, and he doubted if he would appreciate her concern anyway.

But she had to make sure she knew what was going on. Then, she could figure out how she
could deal with it. That was the excuse she gave herself as she hurried in the opposite
direction to the rest of the students, down towards Potter, taking ahold of his arm and
recoiling at the stricken expression in his eyes.

“Aurora,” he said, breathless.

“What’s wrong, Potter? What happened, was it one of your dreams again? Has someone been
attacked?”

He met her gaze and swallowed tightly, reluctant. He was pale and shaken and she knew
before he spoke, what he should say, and she felt the cold sliver of ice run right through her,
breaking her heart in two. “Who? Dora? Remus? My dad?”

His voice was a frantic whisper as he said, “Sirius,” and Aurora felt her life start to fall apart.
She couldn’t lose him, was the only thought running through her head. Not again, not another
person that she loved.

“You have to tell someone! Who have you told, have you done—”

“I can’t tell anyone! There’s no one to tell!”



He was right, she realised with disturbing clarity. No Dumbledore or McGonagall or Hagrid,
and she didn’t know for certain if any of the other professors were in the Order or could be
trusted at all.

“We need to call him.”

“Call—”

“The mirror,” Harry snapped, and it fell into place in her head. Of course. Her mind was
spiralling and she couldn’t even think as she dug about in her satchel. The mirror wasn’t
there.

Her heart picked up. “It’s in my dorm,” she said, even though panic was starting to numb her,
even though she was sure she had put it in her bag. “I must have left it — in case someone
checked our bags before the exam — I’ll go get it, come on—”

“I need to tell Ron and Hermione—” he started, but Aurora had already turned the other way
and was sprinting towards the dungeons. “Aurora, I can’t come in your common room—”

“That’s never stopped you before!”

“I think I’m pretty noticeable!”

“Put your Invisibility Cloak on!”

“I haven’t got it, it’s in my dorm, and I need to tell—”

“Go, then,” she said, turning back and lowering her voice, lest anybody hear her. “Meet me at
the top of the grand stairs, as soon as you can. Go!”

She turned away again and hurried away, along the corridors and down the stairs to the
dungeons, where everybody was already streaming back into the common room. She tried to
keep her expression neutral, then calm, then excited, as if she were just relieved to be finished
with her exams and not terrified that her father might be dying. Potter hadn’t even given her
details — she should have checked, should have asked everything, but her mind was
spiralling and her heart racing and she failed to come up with any coherent thought as she
hurried to her dormitory, wrenching open her locked drawer where the mirror had to be,
before realising, head spinning with confusion, that it wasn’t in her drawer at all, but on top
of it.

She must have put it there by mistake, too distracted by worrying about her exam. And there
was no time to waste wondering why she had done that; she snatched the mirror up as soon as
she saw it and called out, “Sirius Black!”

There was no response. Her gut churned. He had to pick up, he always picked up. He was
always there, he always had it with him, even on missions. This was important — shouldn't
fathers know, somehow, instinctively, even miles away, when something was important and
something was wrong?

“Sirius Black,” she said again, unable to keep panic out of her voice. “Dad? Dad!”



There was still no response. A sort of preemptive grief lurched through her, cold and sickly.
A nauseous daze came over her, like the world was falling away from her, slipping out of her
grasp.

Something had happened, that was certain. She wished she had gotten more information from
Potter, but it seemed certain that her father was in danger, and something was not right.

But she had to be rational, or try to, even as her thoughts spiralled closer and closer to death.
She couldn’t lose him, too; she didn’t think she could beat it if she lost another member of
her family. She had only just got him back, and was still trying to bridge the gap those years
apart had forged between them.

She had to find Potter.

But, someone else might know something, might know more. Hurriedly placing her mirror in
her pocket, she turned and called, “Kreacher! Tippy! Timmy!”

With three loud cracks, her house elves appeared before her. “Mistress!” Tippy cried, smiling
for just a second before she saw the look in Aurora’s face, and the smile vanished.
“Mistress?”

“Where is my father?”

Tippy blinked. “Master Sirius left, Mistress, many days ago, on a mission for the Order.”

“And he hasn’t returned at all?”

“No, Mistress,” Kreacher croaked. “Not at all.”

“Not to any of the houses?”

“No.”

“And you don’t — you don’t happen to know where he’s gone?”

“No, Mistress.”

“Right. Okay.” She took in a deep breath. “What about Dora — Tonks?” She glanced to
Kreacher. “Can you get a message to her? Tell her my dad may have been compromised?
Kreacher, who’s at Headquarters?” It was still daytime, even though the Ministry would be
clearing soon — it was the summer solstice, after all. Dora would be there, and they could
not risk alerting anyone at the Ministry.

“Nobody, Mistress,” Kreacher said, “nobody but Kreacher.”

That couldn’t be. There was always supposed to be at least one person in Grimmauld Place
from the Order, to keep the wards strong. Alarm bells began to ring loudly in her ears. Part of
her wanted to tell the house elves to go and find her father and bring him back safe, but if he
had been captured, there was no telling how that might escalate the situation. She didn't even



know where he was — if she had been thinking straight, she should have asked Harry for
more information, but she had panicked, and she hated herself for that.

And her elves were not cannon fodder, either — she could not send them in to a situation she
knew nothing about, and let them die for it. Against Dark wizards who saw house elves as
dirt on their boots, they would stand little chance.

“Do you know where Tonks is?”

“I believe she is at her works,” Tippy told her, “at the Ministry.”

So she could not get a message to her, and risk interception. “Okay. Don't — don't get a
message to her, not yet, until you know she isn't there. What about Remus Lupin? Molly
Weasley?”

“Mister Lupin is with Master Sirius,” Timmy told her. “Mrs Molly Weasley, we do not
know.”

At the Burrow. But what could she do, to help? What would she do — she hated Aurora’s
father, and Aurora too, it felt. Perhaps she could do something, if she thought Harry was
concerned. “Find her,” she told Timmy, “tell her that we believe my father may have been
captured on his current mission. Quickly! Tell her Harry Potter saw it!”

That would convince her of the severity, or at least give her enough parallels to her husband
that she might be compelled to act, and go above her dislike for Aurora’s father. Timmy
disappeared with a loud crack, and Aurora told the two remaining elves, “If you think you
may know anything that might help me and my father right now, please, tell me.”

Tippy shook her head miserably. Kreacher held Aurora’s gaze, and said nothing, with a long
and slow shake of the head. “You’re absolutely certain?”

“Mistress, Master Sirius said before he left he wished to speak to you when your exams were
over! Perhaps he is trying to come to you!”

Unlikely, she felt, but it was sweet of Tippy to try and be optimistic. “Could you check, for
me, if my father left a mirror at Arbrus Hill, just like this one?” She held it out for Tippy to
examine, and she shook her head.

“I am sure Master Sirius took it with him, as he always does, but I will check!” Tippy
Disapparated with a loud crack, and then it was just Aurora and Kreacher face to face.

Kreacher lowered his head. “Mistress Aurora must not act rashly,” he told her, voice stiff.
“Mistress Aurora’s father is perfectly safe.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Mistress has been speaking with Harry Potter, but Harry Potter’s words are not to be
trusted.” He raised his head to meet her gaze.



“I trust him,” she said, an unexpected defensiveness rising inside of her. “And I dearly hope
my father is safe, but if not, then I must do something!”

“He is not worth jeopardising the future of the House of Black!”

“He is my father!” Aurora’s words came out sharp, and Kreacher recoiled as though slapped.
“I am sorry—”

“Kreacher did not mean to misspeak, Mistress. Kreacher is sorry, he did not mean to cause
offense…”

“There is no mirror like that in the house,” Tippy said, reappearing. “I am very sorry,
Mistress.”

He had lost it some other way. “Leave,” she said quickly, “go, find Dumbledore if you can,
tell him my father is compromised, and Potter has seen him in danger from the Dark Lord!
Go!”

They disappeared and alone, in the silence, Aurora’s mind grew louder and the screams
within fiercer. Frantically, Aurora took the mirror from her pocket again, and called, “Sirius
Black!”

This time, all she could hear was screaming.

She waved the mirror shut with bile in her throat, and before she knew what she was doing,
she was running around her room, hauling drawers open. She took her spare snake necklace
from the drawer, along with Castella’s ring and grimoire, and the key which held Lyra’s
image. Her gaze trailed over the papers she had duplicated from Umbridge's office, the report
she had compiled on them. Then she locked the drawer, turned, and ran to the door, spilling
out in the corridor just in time to almost slam into Gwen and Leah. “Hey,” Leah called after
her, “what’s the rush?”

“I can’t!”

She slammed the door and hurried onward, shaking off Leah as she tried to grab ahold of her,
even though she had to slow her pace. Act cool, unpanicked. Don’t let anyone know there’s
anything wrong. Don’t cause a scene.

“Aurora,” Gwen said at her side, “what’s wrong? Is this about what happened to Potter?”

She swallowed tight and hard around the lump of cold terror in her throat. But if she couldn’t
tell them, she couldn’t tell anyone. “I think my father’s been captured by the Dark Lord.”

Leah swore under her breath. “Shit."

"Yes. Yes, it is."

“How — never mind, what are you going to do?”



“No idea,” she said, picking up the pace as they reached the door to the common room, “I
can’t tell you in here, there are too many people. I need to find Harry.”

And she couldn’t let them come with her, even though she wanted to. Gwen was a target
already, just as they’d said. And if she got anyone else involved, they would be a liability.
She couldn't control everybody, just like she couldn't control whatever any given member of
the Order could do with the information that her father was in danger. She couldn't trust
anyone to save him except herself, and maybe Dora — but she didn't dare put her cousin in
danger.

She kept a tight grip on both of their hands as she made her way through the dungeons,
catching Theodore’s eye with a panicked look which she hoped he understood, and hurried
out into the cool corridors, towards a hidden shortcut upstairs, and she let go and started
running, even with them just behind her.

Then she stopped abruptly at the stop of the stairs, turning around swiftly. Snape. She was so
stupid, forgetting about him, her mind completely erasing the possibility that he was on her
side, someone that could be trusted. She had to alert the Order, and stop Harry acting rashly,
or going in to try and do something foolish, when they didn’t even know where her father
was, and Snape was her only choice. Even though he, even more than Molly Weasley, would
have cause to let her father die. But he was the only one she herself could get to right now,
providing the way for her to feel at least somewhat in control of a situation that already felt
like it was spiralling.

Aurora stepped back down the stairs, a second before Theodore appeared in front of her,
Leah and Gwen and Robin all clustered behind him, panting.

“How do you run so bloody fast—”

“What’s going on, Aurora?” Theo held her gaze intently, taking a hold of her shoulders.
“Aurora, it’s going to be okay, I promise. Just tell us what’s happening. We can help.”

“I have to talk to Snape,” she said in a shocked breath, “I have to — Dumbledore and
McGonagall are gone and my father — and he’s the only one—”

“Snape?” Theo asked, and her heart stopped. Her stomach lurched. She shouldn’t have said
that. She had blown his cover. Even if it was only her friends, it was dangerous to say.

“I… I don’t know…”

“You can’t trust Snape.” His eyes were wide and imploring, horrified, as it all clicked into
place and he realised what she meant, painfully easily. “You might think you can but you —
you can’t. If this is... You know. You can’t trust him, Aurora. He's not on your side."

“I don’t know what to do.” Her words came out in spot of her breathlessness. She did not
know how. “I don’t know — he’s just so — I can’t do this, I can’t, I need more time, I need to
think, but I have to find Potter — he barely told me anything, I need to know, I need to plan
— and he’s rash and it’s terrifying and I need to be the common sense but I don’t have any of



my own right now… I can't let anyone else — anyone else will fuck this up, I have — I can't
put this on anyone else, I don't — I can’t lose him, I can’t—”

“You’re not going to,” Leah told her. “Look, whatever’s going on, we can help. I can write to
my father, he can look into it.”

“That’s not going to help!” she snapped. “He’s gone, you’re not meant to know, I — I don’t
know, Potter didn’t say—“

“What’s Harry Potter got to do with this?”

“Don’t be stupid, Oliphant.”

“I’m asking ‘cause I don’t know what the fuck’s going on!”

“I don’t have the time to explain and I barely know either and I need to find Potter and he’s
not going to take kindly to any of you being here with me.”

“Tough shit,” Robin said, stepping up to stand beside Theo. “We’re not leaving you in this
state.”

“I am not in a state!”

“Let’s just go,” Theo said fiercely, taking her hand. “The longer we’re here, the more time
we’re wasting and if your dad’s in danger, we can’t waste time, right? So don’t tell us to
leave, because we’re not going to, and if we have anything to do with it, neither you nor your
dad are going to be hurt, alright?”

“It’s not that simple — I can’t put you in danger, you all have other people to worry about—”

“Piss off with that,” Gwen said, brushing past her. “Stop being stubborn and come with us.”

And they all went past her, Theo tugging her to join them as they raced up the stairs, to the
first floor. “Where are you meeting—”

“Top of the grand staircase,” she said, eyes stinging with tears and head ringing with the
question of who to trust, if anybody, and what on earth she could possibly do. Who did she
trust to save her father, to be competent? Only Dora, and herself, really. She didn't know how
to put his fate in anybody else's hands, not even Harry Potter's. But it seemed she might have
to. "He’s with the other two, or he will be, I don’t know…”

There was no one there, but Aurora was sure she heard whispering, and an affronted scoff
from someone that could only be Ron Weasley. “They don’t like that you’re here,” she said
blandly, “but they’re being stupid if they think I can’t tell.”

A moment later, Potter appeared out of thin air, glaring. “What are they all doing here?”

“They all are my friends, and you’ve spoken to all of them perfectly civilly in the past. That's
not what's important right now."



“Have you got the mirror?”

“Where did you see him? Because wherever it is, we need to get someone there, now.”

Potter’s face paled. “The mirror? You didn't speak to him?"

“Silence. Then... Then there was just screaming.”

“No.”

“The elves confirmed he’s not at home, no one’s in Grim — home. And I’m scared the wards
— I don’t know what to do.”

“He’s at the Ministry,” Potter said, turning around and hurrying up the stairs. Aurora followed
him swiftly.

“Are you sure?” He shouldn’t be there. He couldn’t be there. But Dora was there, and
Kingsley, and Arthur. If they could get a message there undetected — unless the Ministry had
been infiltrated. Unless Potter’s fears about Umbridge being a Death Eater earlier that year
had basis, unless Lucius Malfoy had used his influence yet again. The Ministry had been in
denial and that had suited the Dark Lord and his assembly allies. What if that was by design,
too?

Frustrated, terrified tears burned in her eyes as she followed Potter upstairs. She didn't
understand — nothing added up. How could the Dark Lord be in the Ministry, how could her
father, how could no one know? But it made perfect sense for someone in the Ministry or
Assembly to be in on this. Not one of them could be trusted.

“He’s in the Department of Mysteries. He’s being tortured — I know this place, I’ve been
seeing it all year. Voldemort’s got him and he’s…” He turned slightly, gaze drifting towards
Theo, and Aurora glared at him. “He’s torturing him. He’s going to kill him. We have to go
—”

“But he — he can’t be there. Why would the Dark Lord — he can’t just — but you…” The
prophecy was the only thing being guarded in the Department of Mysteries. And why would
they capture her father to take him there, when he was unlikely to be there already? Unless
Potter was mistaken, in which case they had nothing to go on.

Or, it was a trap. Her father was bait.

“Was it really the Dark Lord there? Are you sure?”

“Yes! That’s how I saw it!”

“But he’d be there — my dad isn’t meant to be guarding — Potter, stop. This might be a
trap.”

Hermione had a triumphant look on her face which Aurora didn’t like. Harry didn’t seem to
like it either, rounding on Aurora with a glare. “I don’t care! I can’t let him die! He’s been
captured, he’s not got his mirror, no one knows where he is except me!”



“I…” Aurora floundered helplessly. He wasn’t wrong. But she didn’t know what to do, how
to get there. She felt stranded, alone, even with all these people standing behind her. She felt
certain in her gut that she was the only person who could possibly do this right, who could
save her father. Potter would ruin any plans she made like he always did.

Perhaps Voldemort was trying to bait Harry, to kill him. But if giving in to the trap meant
saving her father, she would take his life over Harry's. It was a simple calculation — but she
knew her father would hate it. If Voldemort was looking for the prophecy in the Ministry, that
meant he had trouble finding it. He must need Harry to lead him to it. Maybe Voldemort
would get the prophecy, perhaps he would learn his fate, but Aurora did not believe in fate
enough to believe that that would win him the war. Not if, as she suspected, Dumbledore
understood that fate, too.

"You — you don’t happen to know where Dumbledore went, so you?”

“Of course not,” Potter snapped.

“It’s a fair question!”

“Oh, stop bickering,” Gwen said, shoving in between them. “Listen, I don’t know what the
hells going on, because Aurora never explains anything, but clearly you need to go find out
where your dad is!”

“He’s at the Ministry!”

“I know, but—”

“How are we going to get there?”

“I don’t know—”

“Harry.” Hermione wrung her hands together. “Aurora’s right, this could be a trap. You have
to find out if he’s actually missing, if something’s wrong and tell…” Her gaze strayed to the
friends gathered around Aurora, and she bit her tongue.

This was why friendship was dangerous. This was why she could not give her all to them,
because things had to be hidden. “We have to go find him!”

“What if you’re wrong, Harry?" Hermione pleaded. "This is a dream— you don’t know what
you saw—”

“I’m not a nutter!”

“I never said you were! But you might not be right, Voldemort could be using your
connection against you! Think, Harry!"

"Hermione, I have to save him!"

"What if it is a trap, like Aurora said? if he doesn't need saving?"



"What if he does?" Aurora asked softly. "It could be a trap. But he could also be dying there.
On his own." Her stomach twisted at the thought, every fear digging into her like knives.

When she met Potter's gaze, she knew for the first time, with certainty, that the two of them
were in perfect agreement.

“We can’t do this out here,” Theo said, stepping in. “Umbridge could come by any moment,
you’ll be overheard. Listen, her fireplace is the only one not being monitored or locked to the
Floo Network right now, isn’t it? If you can get in there, there’ll be a direct line to the
Ministry.”

“And how do you propose we do that, Nott?” Weasley asked in a sneering voice.

“Don’t talk to him like that, Weasley,” Aurora snapped instantly, glaring at him.

“You think a Nott is on your side—”

“I think Theo is my friend and you should back off before I hex you.”

“We have to get to Umbridge’s office,” Harry said, surprising Aurora. “He’s right, if we can
— talk to the people that we need to…”

This was where the others had to leave, if they were getting in contact with the Order. As
much as she trusted them, she knew the Order would never trust her if she blew anybody’s
cover, and the three Gryffindors would never allow outsiders to see the inside of the
Headquarters.

She turned to her friends, stomach churning. “You guys have to go back to the common
room,” she said, voice heavy. “Pretend everything’s normal. If anyone asks where I am, I’m
stressed that I failed everything and I need to be alone for a while.”

“We’re not leaving you,” Leah said, aghast. “If your dad’s in danger—”

“If my dad’s in danger, that’s on me to save him, maybe Potter, no one else. I won’t drag you
all into a fight that isn’t yours.”

“Except it is,” Gwen said fiercely, glaring at her. “You think we don’t know what’s going on,
that he’s been taken by You-Know-Who, you think we don’t want to fight?”

“I won’t ask you to—”

“You’re pretty obviously not asking.” Gwen raised her eyebrows, unimpressed, stepping
forward to look Aurora in the eye. “I’ve seen you run off on your own so many times now
because you think no one else wants to fight on your side, you think you have to do
everything on your own and you don’t trust anybody else to stand at your side, but we’re all
here, and we have been here, and I am not letting you run into danger and get hurt and wind
up in the Hospital Wing again! And besides that, why shouldn't I fight You-Know-Who? He'd
want me dead for just existing, I may as well try and defend my friend, too."

"It'll just put you in more danger!"



"I don't care! You're my friend, and you'd do it for me. Slytherins stick with our own,
remember, that's the first thing we learn." Gwen held her gaze furiously. "I'm not letting you
go without me. That's final."

“I can’t…”

“You can,” Theo said, stepping to Gwen’s side with an imploring look in his eye. “Just let us
help.”

A cloying feeling came into her throat, a lump of gratitude alongside the unexpected
realisation that they were, in fact, there for her, and that though she might have had her trust
broken before, there were people she could still put her faith in.

“I think we should leave as soon as possible,” she told Potter, turning back to him.

“But how?” Granger asked. “We’ve nothing to get there with. Except — the Floo?”

Potter nodded grimly. “We’ll need to get Umbridge out of her office.”

“Fred and George,” Ronald said quickly. “They’ve been waiting to do a proper fireworks
show, and end of exams, they’ll jump at the chance to create some sort of a distraction.”

“Do you know where they are?”

“Gryffindor Tower, we saw them as we left.”

“Then go get them,” Potter said, and Weasley and Granger hurried off upstairs. His gaze
hardened as he turned back to Aurora, looking round at each of her friends in turn.
Instinctively, Aurora reached out behind her for assurance; Theo took one hand and Gwen the
other.

"The Ministry's still in session. We can't just walk in. But they'll leave at five — it's the
summer solstice. People will be celebrating."

It was, she realised, disturbed, the perfect day for ritual murder. She tried not to think about
that possibility.

"I think — I think we need to get someone to find him. Dora. I trust Dora, or Kingsley —
Fudge trusts Kingsley. Do you know who he was out with, on this mission?"

"It was a solo thing. He couldn't tell me what about — Dumbledore had trusted it to him, told
him that only he could know, and only he could fulfil it."

The stupid bastard. She couldn't help but feel her dad would have told her, if only she'd
asked, if only they'd been speaking like normal, if only she wasn't being so awful and stupid
and stubborn, if only she could be a better daughter.

"They can't come," Potter said, eyeing Theodore most of all. "You know. It has to be just you
and me."



"I know. The more people that are there, the more people there are to make it go wrong. But
they won't leave me." She tried to hide how happy that made her.

"I mean, we can't put them in danger."

Aurora swallowed. She looked back at Gwen, who still had that defiant look in her. "I think
we have to."

"I'm not doing it. I'm not letting other people put themselves in danger for me."

"Tough shit," Aurora said, "that's kind of the point of the Order. That's why my dad's bloody
there, in the Ministry, because of you, so you can stand to stop trying to be noble."

He looked at her like he had just been slapped, and Aurora felt regret sting her but pressed
on, mind focusing back in on the sense of dread that her father was in danger.

She squeezed Theodore’s hand tightly and said, “We need a plan. That’s the most important
thing. Come on, let’s not clog up the corridor.”

She let go of Theo's hand and turned, stalking in the other direction, leaving them all to hurry
to catch up with her. Robin muttered something to Gwen under his breath, Leah looked
around anxiously, yet with a defiant set to her gaze, and Potter and Theo came up either side
of her, both glaring at one another. Aurora took out the Marauder’s Map, keeping an eye out
for anyone who might overhear them. Clear, for now.

“Say we get to Umbridge’s office, and to the Ministry, what next? Where is he, specifically?”

“I don’t know,” Potter said, shooting Theo a look. “Maybe your friend Nott can tell you.”

“Stop being a prat. You must have some idea.”

“I’m not saying here.”

“What, because you don’t like my friends? Or because you don’t like me?”

“Stop being ridiculous.”

“You stop being ridiculous!”

“How do we know we can trust them?"

"Because I trust them! Don't I have good judgment?"

"No! You were best mates with Malfoy for years, you're still friends with Parkinson!"

"Note how they're not here," Aurora snapped, his words puncturing her heart. "I’m not
having this argument right now, Potter! My dad’s in danger and the last thing he’d want is for
us to fight so just tell me, just help me make this work so he doesn’t fucking die!”



Those words struck him back into his right self and he turned away sharply, picking up the
pace even as aimless as they were. “It was this room, I think it’s in the Department of
Mysteries…”

“There are a lot of rooms there,” Theo said quietly, staunchly ignoring the distrustful look
Potter threw his way.

“Really, well that’s very helpful, Nott—”

“What did the room look like?” Aurora snapped.

“I don’t know… It was big and had all these shelves, and these massive glowing orbs… But I
don’t know how to get to it! It’s at the end of a passage and it was the only one… I think
maybe I could find it…”

Definitely the prophecy. The likelihood of this being a trap grew and grew, but Aurora knew
she couldn't just leave her father there. They still had to do something.

“Leah?” Theo called over his shoulder, and Leah hurried to join them, looking relieved to be
away from whatever hushed, annoyed conversation Robin and Gwen were having. “You
know your way around the Ministry.”

“Yeah, I do — why? Do you know where—”

“It’s in the Department of Mysteries,” Harry said, “down a hallway.”

Leah frowned. “That’s going to be tricky. No one knows the combination to get to those
rooms except the Unspeakables themselves — there are loads and they always move, or at
least that’s what my dad told me. He’s only been down twice, it’s well weird apparently…”
She and Theo exchanged a glance. “Listen, are you sure that’s where—”

“Yeah, I am,” Potter bit out, turning back on himself and heading towards Gryffindor Tower.
“I know what I saw, MacMillan.” He took in a steadying breath. “Right, we have to go. I’m
sick of waiting and arguing, I'm getting my broom and you’re getting yours and we’re going,
we’re wasting enough time.”

“I thought you wanted to go to Umbridge’s—”

“Yeah, well, things change, you’ve brought a horde of bloody Slytherins along for the trip!”
He whirled around, and took her by the arm. Aurora startled, shoving him away.

“Potter, your broom is in the dungeons under lock and key because Umbridge confiscated it
—”

“And you have access to the entire Slytherin fleet!”

“No, I don’t, I'm not even captain!”

“Yeah, like you’ve no way to get in! Come on, it’s the best way and even if we can get into
Umbridge’s—” He was cut off by the sight of Hermione and Ron thundering down the



corridor towards them, with Ginny, Neville, and Luna Lovegood in tow.

“They’re off,” Ginny told Harry gleefully. “Greatest prank of all time, come on.”

“Ginny, what’re you—”

“Couldn’t turn down an opportunity for subterfuge, could I? Hi, you lot! New friends, is it,
Black?”

“Ginevra—” Aurora started but shook herself out of it, in favour of taking off after Potter
towards Umbridge’s office, leaving their friends to pelt after them.

“We have to be prepared,” she told Harry, panting as she looked down at the map, seeing
Umbridge running off, Draco and Pansy both with her. “Now, come on!”

She ran as fast as she could, ahead of all of them, and managed to open Umbridge’s door to
an empty room, quickly deserted in panic. “To the Floo,” she panted, “who — should we go
to the Ministry?”

Dora would be there, she thought, head spinning. But if her dad might be dying, could she
really stand to put another member of her family in danger? Could she stand to lose both of
them, if it came to it? It wasn't her call to make, she knew that. But she wasn't sure she could
resist the temptation to decide for them, anyway. Gwen and Theo and Leah and Robin knew
already, she couldn't talk them out of it. But if she could just shield Dora from the knowledge
of what was happening...

She knelt down in a heap beside the fireplace as the others came crashing through. “Ginny
and Luna are keeping watch,” Harry said as he came to her side, and glanced over his
shoulder. “Listen, that lot — you can’t tell them about Grimmauld Place.”

“I'm not stupid—"

“Aurora.”

Ice fell into the pit of her stomach at the sound of Pansy’s voice. She turned, slowly, to see
her friend standing in the doorway, Gwen and Leah either side of her, and neither knowing
quite what to do.

It was Theo who moved first, reaching for his wand with his gaze fixed on Pansy.

“Your friends aren’t very good at keeping watch, Potter.”

“They let me through. I said I was here for you. Seems some Gryffindors can trust Slytherins
— but they're still not particularly clever." She swept her gaze around the office. “I got a
terrible feeling you were up to something. Whatever it is.” She swallowed tightly, looking
Aurora right in the eye. “Don’t do it.”

“And why not?” Aurora challenged, standing up. “What do you know?”

She was terrified of the answer she might get.



“Nothing good can come from sneaking around with Harry Potter." The words were
mechanical, rehearsed; they sounded like Draco's words. "Just leave, before I have to tell
Umbridge you’ve broken into her office.”

“I can’t,” Aurora said. “Pansy, my dad’s in danger — if you know anything — we don’t
know how to get help right now.”

The Ministry day would be winding to a close; many of the workers would have left early, to
join solstice celebrations across the country, safely away from any trouble. The old families
knew that. They knew their kin would be far away from any danger if it came.

“I don’t know,” Pansy said, but she seemed to falter at the hard look Leah was giving her. “I
don’t know what’s going on — why would I?”

“Pansy,” Leah said in a low voice, “you’re a terrible liar.”

Pansy’s face was paling by the second. “You can’t go running off after your father. Leave it,
Aurora.”

“You know I can’t do that. What do you know?”

But Pansy did not speak. Instead, she took off her silver Inquisitorial Squad badge and flicked
something on the back which made a high, shrill tone ring out through the corridor. Before
anyone could move, she had caught Harry, Ron, and Hermione with Body-Binding Curses,
and forced them up against the wall. Aurora reeled back, Theo standing at her side, both of
them with their wands out and pointed at Pansy.

“What the hell is that?”

“Emergency signal. Your badges weren’t fitted with it. Umbridge didn’t think she could trust
you. At least I get to redeem myself by being the one to prove my faith in you was wrong.”

“Pansy, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

In a second, Gwen had caught ahold of Pansy’s hair and was dragging her into the room,
slamming the door behind them. Leah locked it, and Pansy was thrust towards Umbridge’s
desk, pale and shaken. Robin leapt back in alarm, staring between the three of them.

“You traitor,” Aurora hissed, blood boiling as she looked at Pansy. Had she known all along
— had this all been some great deception, getting Aurora into the Inquisitorial Squad, only to
betray her? It didn’t make sense — there was no way for Pansy to predict this, and there was
no motivation for it that Aurora could see. Had she just been biding her time, watching her
back?

“I didn’t want to have to do this,” Pansy said, voice pleading, though there was a firm glint to
her eye. “But I have to. You don’t know what you’re doing, Aurora, you have no idea what is
going on around you, and everything you’re going to destroy.”

“And what is that, may I ask?” Aurora advanced on her, cold anger hardening around her
heart. “What are you scared of, Pansy?”



Her friend did not answer. Aurora took in a cold, nervous breath. “Let Potter, Granger, and
Weasley go. Pretend to Umbridge it was a false alarm. Or that you fucked up and have no
idea where we went. There are eight of us and one of you. You’re easily overpowered.”

Her fingers itched for her wand. “I can’t do that. My family — I need this, Aurora! I need
Umbridge, you should understand, I know you do, you’d do the same, but please, don’t—”

The door blew open behind them with an almighty crash. Umbridge stood in the doorway, the
rest of the Inquisitorial Squad behind her; Ginny was being restrained by Millicent, Neville
by Greg, and Luna by Cassius. Drina and the Carrow sisters were behind them, and Draco
triumphant at Umbridge's side.

“Let go of Miss Parkinson, Miss MacMillan.”

All Aurora’s hopes fell away. Umbridge flicked her wand and Leah was pushed away from
Pansy, who let out a relieved gasp.

“Miss Black,” Umbridge said, with a small, smug smile, “I wondered when you would reveal
your true colours.” Her gaze touched upon everybody in the room, scrutinising each one of
them. Aurora’s stomach twisted. “Thank you for your help, Miss Parkinson. Now.” Her dark
eyes gleamed. “Who would like to explain this?”



The Department of Mysteries

There was a long, painful moment in which no one seemed to know what to do, and Aurora's
mind went into panic mode. All rational thought blurred together and then escaped her head,
and all she could do was stare and reach clumsily for mute words. Bringing out her wand,
was too dangerous; Umbridge had most of the squad behind her, but Harry and Hermione and
Ron were detained, and she and the rest of her friends frozen, panicked, each of them trying
to find a way out that wasn't just attack. Any attempt at violence would immediately betray
their intentions, and they were outnumbered.

It was Theo who first came to his senses, enough to say, "Aurora and I were on our way to
find you, Professor. We saw the Weasley twins running amok and then..." He faltered.

"Potter seemed to be joining in, with his friends. We thought it best to bring them all here, to
your office, rather than risk them getting loose around the castle. And the others — Gwen
and Leah and Robin — thought they'd seen something so they came to help, and then when
we got here, so did Pansy."

Leah released her on cue with a smile. Her hand was still tight around her wand. If they were
to move, they all had to move together. "I panicked," she said lamely. Umbridge did not look
convinced. On the contrary, her smile widened.

"Miss Parkinson?"

Pansy stepped forward, and behind her, the other five closed ranks, Aurora in the centre.
They followed her movement, hands on their wands, ready to strike. If they could free up the
three Gryffindors behind them, then they might have a chance in numbers. But Pansy had
shown a side to herself and her magic tonight which Aurora had not witnessed before, and
that unknown factor scared her.

"Miss Parkinson, what is happening?" Pansy stared at her; white faced, tight lipped, wide
eyed. "Miss Parkinson. There is no need to be afraid, dear."

Pansy glanced at Aurora, then at Potter and Granger. Her lip quivered. "I don't — I don't
know." Her voice was so quiet that Aurora could barely hear her. "I just got here and thought
something... That they might be involved with the Weasleys."

Why was she lying now? Why was she backing out after all those threats? Aurora's head spun
as she tried to make sense of it all.

"You called for me," Umbridge said softly. "I told you all, that was only for use in
emergencies. What was Potter really doing here, Miss Parkinson? Why was Black really with
him?"

"I don't — I don't know."



Umbridge's eyes glinted. Her tone grew impatient as she said, "I'm sure you must have some
idea, or else you would not have summoned me here, away from my duties."

"I — I thought maybe he might be trying to find Dumbledore, or something... After what
happened to McGonagall and Hagrid... But Aurora found them! She isn't part of it."

Aurora tried to keep her face neutral and look innocent even as she felt like her brain was
about to explode. "I've no idea what's going on, Professor, to be quite honest."

Stunners on Umbridge, and the rest would fall apart in panic. Cassius caught her eye,
worried. He would not stand by Umbridge if she fell. She hoped that same might be true of
Millicent and Pansy. But she could not be sure.

"Oh, is that right?" Umbridge's high laugh was shrill and disbelieving. "You have been
sneaking around with Harry Potter all year. I have suspected for quite some time that you
were hiding something from myself and your peers. You are in contact with Dumbledore too,
are you not?"

"Dumbledore?" Aurora made her answering laugh sound just as disbelieving as Umbridge's.
She had the means to destroy Umbridge. Threats could get her out of this, or at least stall
enough for time that Potter might manage to get the Ministry, raise the alarm, save her father
— do something, anything, at least. Except. How could she let him do that, without her
overseeing, making sure everything went right? How could she stand to stay here? "Hardly.
The old man despises me. What on earth would we have to discuss?"

"Your plans to overthrow the Ministry, for a start!"

"Why would I want to overthrow the Ministry? I'm quite comfortable with my place in it."

Umbridge's eyes darted to Draco, who seemed for a moment doubtful. His grip on Ginny
faltered slightly. "I know you snuck into my office a few months ago. I know you think
yourself clever, but you are just a little girl, with nothing of worth."

She knew. She knew, she knew, she knew. Aurora felt the world tumble away from her, like
she had disconnected from everything. All she could focus on was the rush of blood in her
head, and the knowledge that she had to get out of this. "I didn't sneak into your office at all,"
she said, doing her best to act bewildered. "I've only ever been in here for meetings of the
squad — and of course, on this occasion."

"So you are calling Mister Malfoy a liar? He claims a friend of his saw you."

Which was impossible. Draco and most of their friends were out of the castle on the occasion
Aurora really had been in. Perhaps he suspected, but he had no evidence. Aurora shifted so
she was hidden behind Pansy, and brushed her fingertips around Gwen's wrist, hoping she
would understand it was a signal. Umbridge was distracted. The Gryffindors could be freed,
carefully. "My cousin has rather turned against me, I fear. He is known to lie." She could not
stop herself from looking at him. Then her gaze slid to Millie, who was staring between her
and Pansy in dawning horror. Something was happening behind her eyes that Aurora could
not understand. "But I have done no such thing."



"She's lying! Crabbe saw her!"

"And does Vincent have proof? I trust no one has stolen anything from your office,
Professor? I would not."

And she had not. Much as she wanted to crow to Umbridge about the power she held over
her, now was not the time. This was only about getting herself and Potter to the Ministry,
without suspicion, and saving her father.

"Don't have proof," Vincent muttered.

Umbridge glowered and said, "That is besides the point. You were caught here with Mister
Potter and his associates, who were clearly up to no good, and likely used the Weasley twins'
antics as a distraction to sneak in here."

"I caught him."

"So Miss Parkinson says. But I would like to hear Harry Potter's version of events now."

"You haven't wanted to hear my version of events all year," Harry bit out, struggling against
the tendrils of ivy Umbridge had caused to wrap around him.

"And yet, you have been so eager to give it."

It all happened very fast. One moment, Umbridge had her wand pointed straight at Potter; the
next, two Stunners had raced from opposite ends of the room and hit her, one in the chest and
another in the back, and in a flash of red light, she collapsed to the ground.

"Theo?"

"Bulstrode!" Draco snapped, but Millie had already relinquished Neville and Disarmed
Vincent, letting Luna rush out from his grip.

Aurora dove for her wand as Gregory snapped around, sending a hex slicing through the air
towards her. In the chaos, Cassius let Ginny go; an instant later, Aurora shot a Petrification
Jinx at Draco and he fell backwards, still stunned and clutching his forearm.

The same was done to Vincent and Greg and the Carrow sisters, and then it was just Millie
and Cassius, the latter staring wildly around the room. Behind Aurora, Leah reversed the
curses on Granger and Weasley and they slipped down against the wall, exhaling loudly and
unsteadily. Silence reigned. Aurora kept her wand fixed on Cassius.

"What's going on?" Millicent asked, eyes wide. "She—" she pointed an accusatory finger at
Ginny "—said something to Longbottom about your dad being in trouble. Is it true?"

Aurora could not remember the last time she had spoken to Millicent, in any civil way. Yet
here she was, and she had possibly just saved them all.

"I — yes, Millie. Yes, it is. Thank you."



Millicent's gaze fell on Pansy, who was still trembling in Gwen's grasp. Leah stood, horrified
and frozen, to the side. Millie's forehead was creased in naive confusion. "You didnt come
here to help, did you?"

Pansy opened her mouth but no sound came out.

"Go," Millie said, blinking rapidly.

"Millie, we can't let them go!"

"Why not?" Potter spat. "Do you know what's happening?" He whirled around on Aurora.
"Black?"

"Of course I — I — you can't go. Please. I'll be in ever so much trouble."

"Is this what you were talking about? After Easter?"

"Millie, shut up!"

"It was about Aurora?" Millie's mouth fell open in surprise. "Pansy!"

Before Millie could say anything more, Pansy had grabbed her wand and hit her with an
effective Body-Bind Jinx, that sent her plummeting to the floor. Robin surged forward,
shoving his way between Pansy and Gwen, seemingly her next target. There was a look in
her eye that Aurora did not recognise; terrified and almost deranged, panicking. It was a look
that usually would make her stop and give sympathy, make her want to hold her friend close
and fix her problem.

But Aurora's problem seemed to her far bigger than Pansy's. In fact, Pansy's problems —
whatever those were — seemed to completely dissolve in the face of her own mounting stress
and anger.

"Put the wand down," Aurora said, voice dangerously low as she stepped closer, wand tight
in her hand as she aimed it at Pansy's cheek. "Tell me what you know, now:"

"Aurora I can't, you know I can't — I'm sorry!"

"For what? What's going on? What are they doing to my dad, Pansy? What have you done?"

Pansy let out a broken sob and Aurora reached forward; the sound did nothing but infuriate
her. She grabbed her friend's shoulders, pulled her around to face her. "Tell me!" she shouted
in her face. "Tell me what the fuck is going on, Pansy! Tell me why you'd betray me to
Umbridge, tell me why Millie thinks you know about whatever is happening to my father and
tell me now, before I have to march to the Ministry myself and tell Voldemort it was you who
revealed his plotting to me!"

She hadn't realised she had dug her wand into Pansy's neck until Pansy shrieked, trying to
back away. "I can't!" She tried to turn and run, but Potter blocked her exist, his own wand
pointed straight at her.



"Tell us how to get to Sirius," he demanded, voice furious and terrified. "Now."

"I..." Pansy's words shattered on a ragged sob. "He's..." She swallowed tightly. "They took
him to the Department of Mysteries. The prophecy hall. I don't know how to get there, no one
told me! But Aurora, please don't go! You'll be in danger!"

"My father's being tortured, you fucking idiot!" This just made Pansy burst into tears.

"I'm sorry, Aurora — I didn't have a choice—"

"Of course you had a choice! You didn't have to call Umbridge—"

"If you go running off after him, with that lot, who knows what'll happen to you? They want
to kill you!"

"They'll find a way even if I don't go! You can't protect me from that, Pansy!"

"I'm trying to!"

"No. No, you're not. You'll never do enough to." She grabbed her wrist and squeezed tightly
so that Pansy gasped in pain. And it felt good. Like she could make Pansy feel the anguish
that was tearing at her own heart right then. "Tell me the truth. The whole truth, right now."

"I don't — I don't know why — they're there, in the prophecy hall."

"With my father?"

"Yes. But Aurora, you can't — it's a trap."

"But my father is dying."

Pansy stared at her, eyes glistening with tears, and nodded. "You barely know him, you can't
—"

Aurora had cut her off with a slap before she even knew what she was hearing, before she
even felt herself move. Pansy gasped, shrieked, fell to the side. "He's my father. Don't tell me
what I do and do not know, Pansy."

"Aurora," Harry's voice broke in, impatient, but laced with disgust, "we have to go. Sirius is
still there."

Yes. Yes, he was, and no amount of snarling and spitting and screaming at Pansy was going
to save her unless she went now.

So she locked gazes with her once friend, disgust rolling through him, and raised her wand.
Pansy's breath hitched. "Please don't—"

"Petrificus totalus."



The curse was painless, but it hurt Aurora to cast. To realise it was necessary and to see
Pansy fall to the floor like that, eyes still gleaming with tears and lips holding a half-formed
apology. But Aurora found herself unable to care for the tears and the sorrow. Only anger ran
through her, hardening.

"It's a trap," she said hollowly, turning. "Im not letting any of you go in there."

"Bullshit," Robin said, folding his arms.

"Oliphant, I can't—"

"Im coming," Harry said, and she rolled her eyes.

"I wasn't counting you, Potter, I know there's no stopping you. But the rest of you, please.
Stay here. Keep an eye on this lot. Try and get a message... I don't even know."

"You can't go in just two people if there are Death Eaters there!" Ginny Weasley said,
annoyed.

"We can and we will."

"We're not going to let you," Theo said.

"There's not a question of let—"

"I agree with Nott," Ron said, looking pained. He turned to Harry. "Come on, mate. You can't
do this alone, the two of you."

"I've managed to do a fair bit on my own, just me."

"Well not this time, Harry!" Hermione pleaded. "We all want to go and fight. We care about
you and Sirius, and the war."

"I can't let you—"

"Fine," Aurora snapped, "we're wasting time now. But we need some plan, and someone
needs to make sure Umbridge and the rest don't wake up and ruin things."

“We have to have something to fight with,” she said, stumbling into Umbridge’s desk as she
came to Potter's side "we’re going into a battle, whether my father’s there or not, and we have
to keep you away from the prophecy—”

“Prophecy?”

“I’ll explain on the journey — and we have to be prepared to make a quick exit, and if he
isn’t there, we get in and get straight back out and we — if it is a trap, there’ll be back up.
Potter." She locked eyes with him. "Go through the Floo, under the cloak, scout it out, then
come back. If it’s clear, I’ll come through.”

“And us,” Ginny piped up, and Aurora glared at her.



"Yes, fine, if you want to get killed, that’s fine! Theo, you stay back, if the Death Eaters are
there you’re in too much danger that you can’t escape if you’re seen, and you can lock the
Floo if Umbridge comes to and Leah, you too, then you can come through if you need to get
a message to us, and — and really, none of you should be coming at all, but — Potter, go!”

He did as he was told, but pulled Ron and Hermione under the cloak with him, predictably.

“I’m not staying behind,” Theo told her. “I’m not letting you run into danger—”

“You’re not letting me do anything,” she said through gritted teeth. “It’s my choice.”

“And what about my choice?”

“Oh, so you want to be disowned and tortured and murdered by your grandfather, do you?”

“Well I don’t want you to be!”

“Well, what if that’s more likely if you’re there? I don’t think your family’s going to like that!
Just — please, stay!”

“You can’t just tell me—”

“Theo, please!” Her voice wavering on a high-pitched sob. “I can’t — I might lose my father,
I can’t—”

He stepped forward, warm arms wrapping around her, hands nestling gentle in her hair. His
voice whispered in her ear, “I want to fight alongside you, Aurora. I can’t stand the thought
of you being in danger like that, I can’t just stand by—”

“I need you to do this,” she whispered back, squeezing her eyes shut to push back the
stinging tears that threatened against her lashes.

“Don’t tell me—”

“Aurora?” Potter’s voice came from the fireplace and she whirled around, out of Theo’s
grasp. Potter raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. “All clear.”

She disentangled herself from Theo without looking at him, and looked over his shoulders to
the others. “You know this is the best solution. We need someone here.”

“You don’t have to protect me,” he whispered, anger flashing in his eyes. “I can make my
own choices.”

“I’m protecting myself,” she hissed back. “Can’t you see — if you’re caught there, everyone
will know it’s because of me. Well both be in more danger, and I can’t have that on top of my
dad.”

“So it’s selfish?”



“Would you rather it wasn’t? You don’t seem to like either intention, so either come or don’t,
but you really, really should say.”

She turned before he could stop her and was through the Floo to the deserted Ministry atrium,
joining Granger and Weasley to wait for Potter, Ginny, Neville, Gwen, and Robin. Too many
people, she thought, anxiety churning up in her chest. Far too many, again. People she could
not rely on, people who weren’t her, people who could screw up and whose mistakes she
might not be able to salvage.

She could only hope that she herself was not making the biggest mistake of them all.

But she had to put that out of her mind, as Harry got them in to the now deserted Ministry, as
they hurried through the high, imposing Atrium and downstairs towards the Department of
Mysteries, as everybody else whispered and plotted and Aurora could only focus on keeping
herself and her father alive, for fear that if she did or tried to do anything else, she would
simply fall apart. She had to focus on the goal. It was the only way.

There was no security around to stop them. They walked straight through the empty rooms
and they did not have to halt. Every step, Aurora grew more and more certain that they
should turn back. It was a trap, it was clear. The stage had been set already for them. At the
very least, she should send the others back, to safety, and forge on ahead herself. At least she
could control her own actions.

But they would not go, and selfish desire meant that she wanted to keep them around. There
was safety in numbers.

She let Harry lead them through, until they reached a circular room lit by eerie blue light and
he paused, uncertainty etched on his face. Aurora stepped up to stand by his side, facing one
of the dozen doors that surrounded them now.

"How do we know where to go?"

"The prophecy hall," she told him, "that's what Pansy said."

"You think she's telling the truth?"

"Yes." At least, it confirmed her own thoughts. "It fits what you described. And they'd have
reason to be there. It's — it's being guarded. Or should be."

She couldn't remember who was supposed to be on guard duty. If it even mattered. They had
failed. Perhaps they were already dead.

"How do you know?" Harry demanded. "How can you be sure of what Parkinson says, she's
already betrayed you."

"I'm sure it's the prophecy hall—"

"Why?"



"Because he wants you there," she snapped. "Voldemort." A chorus of gasps went around.
Aurora hadn't quite realised she was capable of saying the name until now. "That's why he's
hurting my father, because he wants the prophecy about you and he needs you to get it for
him and — and..." Her head clouded again, the thought she was reaching for disappeared.
"He's there. Vol — the Dark — he's there?" But he shouldn't be. Doubt crept at her. What had
her father done, to stop him? To force this?

"I don't understand."

Confidentiality did not matter any longer. If Dumbledore would rather Potter stay in the dark
and die for it, then that was his problem. Aurora, somehow, stupidly, didn’t want him to die.

“There’s a prophecy about you and Voldemort,” she said, forcing the name out. It was the
only way to keep Potter’s attention on her. “It’s the weapon they’ve all been talking about.”

“Weapon?” Gwen echoed.

“Who the fuck’s they?”

“That doesn’t make sense. How’s a prophecy a weapon?”

“Because it says how you two can destroy each other! But, Harry, he needs you to get it,
prophecies can only be retrieved by the people who they’re about, so he needs you there but
— but he should be able to get it himself and so he — I don't know what's real. Merlin, I
should have seen it sooner—”

“So there’s a prophecy about me and you knew it’s the weapon this whole time and you
didn’t say anything! You’ve known all year!”

“I couldn’t tell you, my dad didn’t know about the Order when he told me—”

“This was before this year?”

“He had to explain your parents’ deaths to me so I’d know he was innocent—”

“You’ve known since third year?”

“I didn’t know it was fucking important!”

“It’s about me!”

“Oh yes, I forgot you’re the centre of the universe!”

“Both of you, stop!” Hermione shouted, and Aurora was just startled enough to stop talking.
Hermione lowered her voice. “Let’s not alert anyone where we are. The more time you two
waste bickering—”

“She lied to me!”

“—the less time we have to save Sirius.”



She wasn’t even sure if he was down there. But she had heard screaming. Pansy had known
he was there and knew Aurora would go to save her father and she had to try and stop it.

“It’s still a trap.”

“And you’d rather your dad died?”

“No.” But her heart was pounding and her palms sweaty and her head spinning and her throat
clogging with nausea and bile and she could barely even see straight, only just holding onto
her wand with such trembling hands. “I just — I don’t want to walk into a trap and get all of
us killed. We have to have a plan to de-escalate. We needed more time, we rushed into this
—"

“We don’t have time—”

She seized his arm, pulled him towards her and glared right at him, furious. “There are nine
of us. We need to split. Someone to confront whoever’s waiting there. Someone to free my
father — presumably he’s bound, if he’s being tortured. Someone to guard the prophecy. Or
break it.” It could save them, if they knew its contents, but if the Dark Lord came here, in the
chaos, then he would be able to access it, too. She would rather lose a weapon entirely than
give it to the enemy. “But Voldemort isn’t the one torturing my dad. Or else, if he was here,
he’d already have the prophecy.”

It dawned on Potter then, the light in his eye. “I thought that was what I saw. Voldemort
torturing him.”

“It might not be here. He might have manipulated it… Your Occlumency…” Her heart
thudded in her chest. They were wrong, they were fools.

“I didn’t see Voldemort, though. Just Sirius, in pain…”

“But you saw through his eyes!”

“No, I — I don’t know. I don’t know how this works. But you heard his screaming!"
Someone's screaming. She was sure it was him, but that could be faked too, and she had been
desperate and scared. Nausea rolled through her. "We have to try, Aurora. I — me and you
can take the Death Eaters, yeah? We’ll distract them, they’ll expect the two of us and no one
else, probably. The others… Ron and Hermione can find Sirius and — and everyone else
should stay behind.”

“What?” Ginny exclaimed, hands on her hips. “I’m not staying out of it.”

“You could be a lookout. Just in case…”

“And how’re we going to let you know if something happens?” Ginny asked, arching a cool
brow. “You could be miles away.”

“We’re coming with you, Harry.”



Aurora sighed. “Harry, Ron, Hermione, and I, will take the onwards approach into the room
we need to be in. The prophecy hall. When we say split, the rest of you go double back and
go round until you find Sirius.”

“I know exactly where he is,” Potter said. “Down to the row…”

Aurora was certain it would be as close as possible to wherever his prophecy was. Her chest
tightened.

“And if he isn’t there, we run. Immediately.”

They all nodded, braced for a fight. Aurora tried not to look at them, guilt already setting in.
She should never have come here, let alone let anyone join her. But now that she was, she
could not walk away. Not if there was even the slightest chance that Potter was right.

“Alright," Aurora said stiffly. "Which door is it?” Just as Harry opened his mouth, the wall
started to grind together and rotate, the doors spinning. They got faster and faster, the blue
lights burning themselves into blurs in her vision, until eventually, just as Aurora thought she
might pass out from the confusion of it all, it stopped.

She breathed in deeply.

“What was that about?”

“I think it was to stop us knowing which door to go through.”

“Well, obviously,” Aurora snapped, “Potter, come on. Use your… Whatever. Your sense.
Where do we go?”

“I don’t know. In my dreams there was only one door and then I went through another door
into a room that kind of… Glitters. We should try a few doors. I’ll know the right one when I
see it.”

The first door led to a room glowing with strands of golden light. The others went inside but
Aurora hung back, nervous. If it wasn’t right, she couldn’t go.

“Look at this,” Harry said over his shoulder. “There’s brains here, in a tank.”

“Stay back,” she snapped at them. “It could be dangerous. And it isn’t what we’re here for,
either. Stay focused. This place is designed to distract. Like a labyrinth. You’ll get lost
forever if you’re not careful.”

They all exchanged glances that she did not want to read into. But they hurried out on Harry’s
word, Hermione marked the door with a fire brand, and the wall was shuddering round again.

Despite her reservations, the next room they opened the door into called to her. She could see
through the darkness a sort of sunken tiered amphitheatre, around twenty feet deep, in the
centre of which there was a stone dais with an ancient, near-crumbling archway. It hung with
a tattered black curtain, but Aurora could hear voices whispering behind it.



She could barely hear or even sense the others as she made her way to the dais, her ring
burning on her finger. She jumped down the tiers and benches of the room, her heart
pounding. She believed in some mad part of her heart that she could hear her father’s voice
there, too. The curtain swayed gently, as though by a light breeze, or as if someone had just
passed through it. She could feel a hand at her shoulder, but nobody was there.

“Dad?” she whispered. Silence. She approached the archway with caution, arm raised,
nauseous, and circled it, caught by the dizzying irrational sense that there was something
standing on the other side, watching and mocking her. But there was nobody, only empty,
cold space.

“Who is there?” she whispered, staring at the darkness of the veil. “I know there is someone.”

It had Death’s shadow about it. In the distance, she heard a boyish laugh, more voices.
“Trapped,” one said, the voice of a young man, far away as though he were underwater.
“Help us.”

“Can’t you hear them?” she murmured. Potter came to stand by her side, reaching out a hand
toward the veil, but she caught it, moving him away. “Don’t touch,” she said. “It has Death
around it. Just... Listen.”

Don’t cry, Aurora, said Arcturus’ voice. It’s alright now.

She swallowed the lump that rose in her throat, shoulders relaxing as she watched the veil
fluttering calmly. “It is,” she said quietly, and waved her hand through the air. Around the
side of the Veil, Death turned to stare at her, lips curving in a curious smile. “It is alright
now.”

“I don’t like it,” Neville’s voice said nervously. “Aurora, Harry, get away from it.”

“It’s alright,” she said again, holding a hand for silence.

“There’s something behind it,” Harry said. “I can hear voices.”

“They won’t hurt us,” she told him, turning with a small smile on her lips. “Don’t worry,
Harry. It’s all alright. Just listen.”

They stood in silence a moment longer. Those voices overlapped, creating a sea of syllables.
Arcturus’ stood out, but there were others too. She longed to step forward, to be beside them,
but she knew better. They were beyond now. But that was alright now.

“Let’s go,” she said softly, and though she didn’t touch the curtain, she trembled her
fingerstips over the stone of the archway, and Death’s cold fingers wrapped around hers,
oddly comforting.

“Be wary,” he told her, and her other hand went to the snake necklace around her throat.
Julius hissed and she smiled.

“I will be.” The voices rang in her head again and she blinked away tears. “Thank you.”



She wanted to stay there forever, wanted to hear every word that they had to say to her. They
were calling to her, they needed her. She put her hand upon the cold stone, relaxed into it.

“We really need to go now!” Hermione said with urgency, but Aurora hardly listened.

She could hear her family, she was sure she could. She was desperate to reach out and to
touch them, see them, listen to the words she needed to hear, the words that might save her.

“We are meant to be here for Sirius!” Hermione shouted, voice cracking through the strange
silence, and the words echoed sharp in her mind.

Her father. She had to find her father. She stepped away from the veil. She may have lost
everybody else, but she refused to lose him, refused to give up.

“Let’s go, then,” she said, voice thick as she hurried back to the door, past Hermione, into the
large room. Potter trailed behind her, looking dazed. “Please, let’s — let us go now.”

She did not dare to look at anybody, not even as they tried to solve the conundrum of the next
door they came too, which would not open and melted the device Potter tried to unlock it
with. But the fourth door led to a vast glittering hall, crowded with clocks. Aurora did not let
her curiosity make her stop to pause and investigate the clocks or the time turners or the bell
jars, for she did not care; the only time that mattered to her was the time that they were losing
to distraction.

“Hurry up,” she prodded Ginny Weasley, clasping her wand tighter.

“This is it,” Potter said, tugging her towards another door at the far end of the hall. “It’s just
beyond there, and then, it’s — it’s row ninety seven, and that’s where he is.”

“You’re absolutely certain?”

“Of course I am, Aurora.”

But the Dark Lord would take it for himself. If her father had dallied and stopped him, would
he not have raised the alarm? What if they were too late anyway, to save the prophecy or to
save her father? Aurora could not help but feel that she was in too deep, over her head, that
somewhere along the way she had made a grave miscalculation.

There should be no point to their being here now. And it was too quiet for a scuffle, too quiet
for a fight. Unless he was already dead and the prophecy already gone. He must have been
captured, but what had happened to whoever had been on guard duty? What if something had
gone wrong and been changed and her father had been the last line of defence, and Voldemort
had taken the prophecy along with her father’s life, and there was nothing more? What if he
was already gone?

“I don’t think we should be here,” she said as Harry opened the door to reveal a high-
ceilinged room full of dusty shelves, littered with balls of curling pale blue smoke. And he
ignored her, because he always did, and she did not dare to be left behind.



She kept her wand out and kept to the back, the better to keep an eye out for attackers from
behind. She felt nobody else would have the foresight to worry about that.

“You said it was ninety-seven,” Hermione whispered to Harry, not very well, as Aurora could
hear it, too. “We need to go right, I think. Yes, that’s fifty-four.”

The silence and the stillness was disconcerting. No signs of a struggle. Either her father was
already dead, or they were in the wrong place.

But he was somewhere, somewhere unknown. It may as well be here, or at least there may be
a clue. When they reached ninety-seven and there was nobody there, she damn near burst into
tears.

“We have to go” she told Potter, “we have to turn back.”

“We have to find him. He’s somewhere.”

“But not here. Please, Potter this isn’t right, I — it isn’t adding up, there should be a
struggle…”

“What if I was seeing the future?”

“When have you ever seen the future?”

“It’s further down. I know he’s here. He is. The rest of you, go round the back now.”

It was too quiet. He was already dead.

Harry kept leading them on, but no matter how far down they went, there was no sign of her
father. But the ring on her finger burned and so did Julius around her neck.

“She is here,” he hissed, “I sense her. Lady Black, you must leave this place, now.”

She knew that too. But she couldn’t run, not now and not alone. Her head spun. It was wrong,
all wrong. She was wrong. She had been reckless and foolish, and now…

“It has my name on it,” Harry said. “That’s it. It’s still here.”

“Run,” she said. “Like I said — the rest of you, go, now—”

“So soon, Lady Black?" asked a high, mocking, feminine voice. "Don't you want to see your
father? I'm told you've grown rather fond of one another."

Her stomach twisted as a woman's figure emerged from the shadows, clad all in black,
wearing a mask that concealed her features. But Aurora could imagine her face already. She
knew it all too well. "Bellatrix," she whispered.

"Very clever. Now, if you'd be so kind as to instruct dear Potter to hand over that prophecy
over there, you can see Sirius again. We've had great fun getting reacquainted."



Perhaps it wasn't Voldemort who had been torturing him, perhaps it had been Bellatrix; either
way it didn't matter. Her father was here. He was suffering.

"Where is he?" Harry demanded. "Where's Sirius?"

"All in good time, Potter," drawled Lucius Malfoy's familiar voice, emerging from the
shadows. As he moved, Aurora could just about make out a group of half a dozen or so Death
Eaters, holding between them one limp form. Her father. Death was not here yet, but she
feared it was close.

Her whole world seemed to narrow in on that one limp shadow.

When Lucius said to Harry, "Give that to me," Aurora whispered, "Do it."

Harry's hand reached up to the shelf. Hermione hissed, "Harry, no! That's what they want!"

"Of course it's what they want," Aurora said, locking her gaze with Lucius's cold eyes. "And
they have what we want. A trade is only fair. Do it, Harry."

"I want Sirius first," Harry said. "He's not useful to you — this is."

She should have been the one to bargain. But she couldn't tear her gaze from her father, she
couldn't think beyond the words, do it, Harry, just fucking do it and give it over and be done.

"Very well," Lucius said, then snapped, "Nott. Bring Black over here."

Cold shot through Aurora at the sound of Theo's surname. It worsened at the sight of her
father, limp between two Death Eaters' arms, being hauled over the floor to fall in a heap, at
Lucius' feet. "What have you done?"

"Only slight torture, and a Body-Binding Curse. He will be mostly intact."

Bellatrix laughed. "If you give us the prophecy, that is."

She wasn't even sure her father was breathing; she kept watching, unblinking, desperate to
hope. "Do it, Potter," she said, tongue coming loose of her body. She didn't know she was
speaking until a second later, when she realised she recognised the sound of her own voice,
but still she could not tear her gaze away from her father long enough to see if Harry was
listening.

Staring there, with time and the world condensing around her, Aurora was torn back to a day
only a few years ago, an empty meadow and a room of unfamiliar faces after she set her aunt
and uncle to rest; further, to an empty room and a cooling hand and fear of the unknown
setting in; to letters throughout the year, of family members falling like chess pieces; to the
emptiness after Grandmother died and the uncertainty of being forced into the world; to
dreams of lights and fire and screams and pain, over and over, to the feeling of the world
falling away, like she was scrambling to cling to a cliff side with rocks eroding and rolling
over her, pushing her down, further from everyone she needed, everyone she loved.



"Harry," she said in a broken voice, catching on a sob, "just do it, please, just give it to them,
now, we can figure out the rest later, just do it!"

"Don't," Hermione hissed, but Lucius made a sound of triumph and Aurora knew that Harry
had the prophecy off the shelf. His footsteps behind her were quiet, soft, and as he came to
her sides she could just make out the pale blue glow of the prophecy.

He shot her a sidelong glance then said, "Free Sirius first."

"And why would you do that?"

"I'll break this if you don't," Harry said, and Aurora whipped around to glare at him.

"Don't do that, you idiot — give it to me—"

"Very well," said Lucius, surprising her. "He will not be of very much use to you... And
seeing as you have been so co-operative, I am sure we can stand to give you some sort of
reward."

She didn't believe for a moment that that meant they would be free to go, and she knew Harry
was not naive enough to believe so, either.

"Lucius," Bellatrix said in a low voice, "you said I could have him. The Dark Lord—"

"Will be grateful for the prophecy. You can still play with Lady Black, Bella."

Aurora did not like the sound of that. "Fine," she said, tilting her chin up, "you want me,
Bellatrix? Let my father go."

Grey eyes lit up silver beneath the mask, and Aurora stepped forward, Harry at her side. If
she let her father die, she knew that she could not live with herself; she feared that losing one
more person would break her entirely. And there was that rushing, pulsing desire under her
skin too, fury and destruction that wanted so deeply to break through, to cause a scene, to
make this whole place crash and burn. It was Castella's magic, coursing through her, furious
and frightened and old, clawing for a way out.

Bellatrix and Lucius looked at one another, and slowly, Lucius nodded. "Release him, Nott."

Again, the name was like a cold slap to the face. And she knew it had to be just her
imagination and fear, but she swore Nott was watching her, swore she could see his cold and
challenging smirk, seeing right through her. "Finite incantatem," he said in a voice she did
not recognise. Not Lord Nott, then, but Theo's father instead. Of course it was.

Her father slumped onto the floor, but turned, making an unsuccessful attempt to push away.
"Dad!" she cried out, rushing forward, but Lucius held an arm out to stop her. "Let me—"

"Not so fast," Lucius said softly, as her father let out a cold, broken cough and twisted
around. "The prophecy."

"Harry, do it, then we can—"



"No." her father's voice broke through, his eyes bright and frantic. "Harry, Aurora, don't —
don't give it to them."

"Shut your mouth," Nott snarled, and cold went through her.

"Dad, are you—"

"NOW!" roared Potter's voice, and all Aurora could do was duck as half a dozen streams of
blue light flew over her head, right towards where the Death Eaters were standing.

A handful were thrown back, and the rest just scattered, into the shadows where, it seemed,
Luna and Neville had been waiting, leaping out with wands brandished and forcing them
back. Lucius and Bellatrix distracted by being hit, Aurora darted forward and grabbed her
father, hailing him to his feet.

"You're alive," she panted, and he stared at her blearily, swaying slightly.

"Seems like it. Let's keep us all alive, hm?" He looked over her shoulder at the others, then to
Neville and Luna running towards them, and ordered, "All of you, turn and run now! Go!"

And they all careened into the dark, as curses rained around the room and the shelves swayed
and toppled, prophecies falling and shattering at their feet.



Silver and Spellfire

Aurora grabbed her father’s hand and ran. All around them, spellfire and prophecies rained
down. “Stupefy!” she shouted, aiming the hex blindly over her shoulder, hoping to slow
down any would-be attackers. “Confringo! Incendio!” Fire licked the side of someone’s dark
robes and she prayed she had gotten it right, and it was really an attacker.

“Where’s your wand?” she panted to her father, who was stumbling along beside her as
though in a daze. “Dad?”

“I don’t — Bella took it.”

Bella. The familiarity of the name threatened to knock Aurora sideways. She turned sharply
and pulled her father out of the way as a shelf toppled precariously behind them. “You’ve not
got a wand?”

“No — shit, I — I don’t even know what happened, Rory. How did you know I was here?”

“Harry. He had a vision — bombarda! — of you, here, I thought it was a trap but we had to
come and — Pansy knew — confringo! — and I don’t know what’s happening but you’re
here and I’m here and I’m going to get you out safely, Dad, I promise.”

They stumbled together, and Aurora’s shoulder bumped roughly against a precariously
swaying shelf of prophecies. Pain burned through her at the touch.

“It should be me promising you that,” he muttered, guilt seeping into every word.

Aurora had nothing to say to that. She could only run, stumbling blindly towards a door she
hoped was an exit. “I take it you don’t know where you’re going any better than I do?”

“I don’t remember coming in here,” her dad said, “one second I was in Marseilles and it —
on your left, Aurora!"

He pulled her sharply towards him as a shadow blew in through a shelf of prophecies.
“Impedimenta!” Aurora screeched, holding on tight to her father as she tried desperately to
fend off whatever thing was coming towards them. The shadow seemed to fold in on itself,
jarring off to the right, and Aurora tried to drag her father behind her in the other direction.

“Come on,” she muttered as he stumbled, “we have to hurry!”

“Aurora,” he panted, reaching a hand out to steady himself on a shelf, “Aurora, I can’t—“

“Dad, I have to get you out of here, you have to run!”

“I can’t, Aurora! I can’t hardly feel any part of my body, let alone use it!”

She stared at him in the low light, sounds of fighting and yelling all around them in a
distance. “But you have to. We have to get out of here.”



“I know, sweetheart.” He reached his hands out to cup her face. “But I can’t keep up with you
right now. You have to go first, I’ll find my own way out. You have to run — run and find
your friends and run.”

“Absolutely not,” she snapped back, terror piercing her voice. “I can’t just leave you, what —
I’m a good runner, I’m strong — how can I help you?”

“Aurora, please—“

“No,” she snapped, eyes filling with tears as she grabbed at his hands, and then fished around
in her robe pocket. She pulled out the necklace with Cyphus attached and thrust it at her
father. “This will protect you.” He stared at it, but his fingers closed around the necklace.
“Dad, just put it on, please, and then —“

The words were knocked out of her as a blast of hot, burning magic ran through the shelf
beside them, shattering the glass prophecy balls. Whispers and screams collided and Aurora
could hardly hear them as she was flung to the ground, just barely managing to aim her wand
at the approaching dark silhouette and scream, “Expelliarmus!”

All she could think was that her dad was defenceless, and he needed help. And a wand soared
through the air, straight into her hand, and she thrust it at him as she tried to haul him to his
feet. He hissed, pulling away.

“Rory — I can’t—”

The Death Eater was racing towards them from the shadows, and her father turned,
wordlessly bringing a rush of fire down upon them in their black robes. A scream went up,
along with a singed scent, and Aurora’s stomach turned. They went silent, and fell to the
ground, motionless.

“Dad, what—“

“Go!” he shouted, holding onto the shelf for dear life. “I’ll fight, and I’ll find Harry — you
go!”

“Dad, you’re still in pain—”

“Aurora, I told you to go, so go!”

So fierce was the look in his eye that Aurora did not know how to say no.

“Meet me in the Atrium,” she said, backing away. “If you’re sure you can—”

A smoke-like shadow came careening through the air; Aurora only saw it when it was nearly
upon them, and both she and her father whirled out of the way. From his newly acquired
wand, he sent a stream of blue light which stopped the shadow dead in its tracks. It solidified,
warping into the shape of a Death Eater, who Aurora aimed a Stunner at. It glanced off a
hastily erected shield, but her father’s next hex caused them to stumble.



In the distance, his shadow crossing the light of the shattering prophecies, Aurora could see
Harry Potter running for dear life, and it seemed her father saw the same.

“Go!” her father yelled again, staring after Potter, who was running blindly, clearly without a
clue where to go. "I can hold my own.”

She wasn’t yet sure she believed him, but she listened, this time, forced herself to run as her
father engaged the Death Eater in a duel. Aurora ran faster than she ever had, stumbling
towards the door through collapsing shelves and raining blue light. She burst through it, into
that circular room, and then into the next door she could reach, slamming it shut behind her.

She sank against the wall, taking in the room and the great hanging veil in the centre, which
called to her still. She had to get the Atrium, but there was a good chance a second ambush
was waiting there. First, she thought, she had to send for backup.

Desperate, she recalled Dora once sending a message to Remus via Patronus, asking for
assistance on a case. And there were the interdepartmental memos that the Ministry used;
could she get those to her friends, somehow?

Patronus, first. She gripped her wand and leaned against the wall, focusing with all her might
on a happy memory. Of celebrating Christmas with her dad and the Tonkses, that feeling of
having a place in the world and people to love her within it, at last, after too long feeling
lonely. That was what she needdd to cling onto, what she needed to keep, and she tried to
push away the gnawing guilt from running, as she had been told to, as she raised her wand
and heard the veil’s whispers in her ears and cried out, “Expecto patronum!”

A silver fox sprung out the end of her wand and she stayed it with her hand. “Go to Dora,”
she told it, “find her and tell her the Ministry is compromised, there are Death Eaters here,
with nine children and my father to fight them, and we need help.”

The fox nodded its head slowly, and the lapis nocte ring on her finger burned so hot she
thought it might sear right through her bones. The fox ran away and her hand continued to
burn; Castella’s voice rang furiously in her head, “Let me out, let me go!”

Julius hissed around her neck, the chain tightened.

Then she heard the whispers from beyond the veil and everything else faded. A woman’s
voice — her mother’s — floated through the room towards her, and then she could hear
Arcturus and Lucretia and Ignatius and her grandmother, and then Cassiopeia and Cygnus
and every ancestor she had imagined, calling to her, wanting her. Home. Home. Her feet
moved of their own accord, as though the words and the draughty veil held some sort of
invisible string of fate out to her, pulling her in.

The voices said, “You are not alone,” they said, “you are loved,” they said, “it is so easy to
die, so gentle and simple on this side.”

Her mother was not screaming there, begging to be allowed to dignity of living in peace. Her
grandmother was not yelling about scum and traitors, but instead telling her what a good little
witch she was, he proper, how proud she would make the Noble House of Black, and what an



impression she would make upon the Wizarding World. Arcturus did not tell her not to cry;
instead he told her she was safe, if she was with him, that he would never allow any harm to
befall her. Lucretia whispered that she was the cleverest little witch she knew, and Ignatius
told her to smile, because everything would be alright.

She walked to them, feeling like she was floating up the steps, as a ghost might. There was
nobody to stop her here; she reached her arm up, let her hand rest upon the cold black stone
that surrounded the archway. Death did not speak to her. From deep within her, Castella’s
voice said, “Rest.”

Then a hand clasped around her wrist and yanked her away, pulling her towards a man with
long white-blond hair, and sharp, pale eyes. She tried to scream, but Lucius’ other hand flew
over her mouth. His eyes flashed.

“You foolish, foolish girl,” he spat. “You came here, with that stupid boy. You were smarter
than this.”

A trap. She had known it was a trap. She had come anyway. His son had forced her into this,
had tricked her, driven her mad. She bit down on his palm and Lucius yelled, flinching back.

“Get off me,” she spat back, wrestling against him. But he was tall and larger than her, and
forced her back. “Let me go—”

“You have to leave. Go, you stupid girl — there is an emergency exit from the Assembly
room, it will take you into Muggle London—”

There was a clattering sound from the other side of the door, and they both froze. For a wild
moment, Aurora thought Lucius might help her, that the look in his eye meant that he still
withheld some sense of duty to the family she had once held a place in, that he might turn a
corner, do something better than he had fifteen years ago, that he might now be able to see
her as human. And she did see him struggle, did see him soften, did see his gaze flit around
wildly for an exit. His gaze fixed on something above Aurora, and she followed his line of
sight to just glimpse a door in the wall, high above them.

Time seemed to slow as they started to move, as he began to shove her roughly in that
direction and her mind raced trying to work out what he was doing.

But then the door opened, and Lucius grabbed ahold of her again with his wand to her throat
and shouted, “I’ve got Black! I’ve got here here!”

Her hope shattered, and the rest of the world jarred back into focus. Her dad was still here,
Gwen and Robin were still here; Harry and Hermione and the Weasleys and Longbottom and
Luna Lovegood were still here. She could not run. She had to help.

“Leave her to me!” cried Bellatrix Lestrange’s wild voice as she stormed into the room, wand
raised and crackling with light. Aurora shoved Lucius away as he faltered, and she ducked
down, taking the steps behind the dais two at a time, then trying to run up the other side. “My
cousin married your mother of filthy blood — well, I got her last time, I’ll get you now —
but first — Crucio!”



“Protego!” Aurora shrieked, whirling her wand around herself so the shield protected her on
all sides. The curse glanced off and she started running, along the circular wall of the room
towards the door Lucius had pointed out. Bellatrix tried to hit her with a Stunner, the two
other Death Eaters aiming a blasting curse at the wall by her and just barely missing her own
face.

Out, out, she needed out.

“Levicorpus!”

“Confringo!”

Bellatrix’s shield was better than her own, invisible and yet impenetrable, impossible to
detect either weak or strong spots. Aurora stumbled blindly down the steps, a stinging hex on
her lips just as some sort of blasting curse soared towards her and hit the steps beside her. She
was thrown sideways, and landed hard on her left shoulder, yelling out. Pain lanced through
her, but the stinging hex flew from a poorly aimed wand. It missed Bellatrix, but hit another
Death Eater in the neck, and they twisted, hissing and stumbling into the shadows.

She neared the veil, panting, her harsh breath like ice in her throat. Terror was building inside
of her, along with a restless energy — she threw that energy back in Bellatrix’s face with a
blasting curse that hit just before her feet. She sprung a shield around herself, shimmering
like glass, about to break any second.

Each curse that hit it felt like a light slap to the stomach, but they did not penetrate the shield.
Yet, Aurora could feel the strain upon her shoulders and her chest, travelling down her arms.
She could not do anything except focus on the shield and hope that some miracle came
through. The magic inside of her did not feel like her own; soon, she was sure, it would give
up on her.

Behind her, the veil beckoned.

“It would be easy, Lady Black,” came Castella’s voice like a snake’s hiss in her ear. “A few
steps back.”

She saw Death wrapped in the shadows around the room. His eyes were smoke but they
implored her to stay where he could see her.

“You cannot hold this shield forever,” Bellatrix snarled, halting her companions’ assaults.
“You are just a girl.”

“I’m Lady Black,” Aurora said, trying to pour confidence into her words even as her hands
trembled around her wand. “You will stand down.”

High cackles rang around the room. Only Lucius did not make a sound, still watching her
with soulless, haunted eyes. In a way, that was even more unnerving.

“I will take what is mine,” Bellatrix purred, stepping closer. Her boots echoed on the stone
floor. “Like I should have done many, many years ago.”



“You won’t,” Aurora said, taking a wild gamble, “Narcissa will never support you as Lady
Black if you kill me. You'd need her. My father is my next of kin, not you."

That did not even give Bellatrix a moment of pause. “What my sister doesn’t know won’t
hurt her. Will it, Lucius?”

After a moment’s strained silence, Lucius merely said, “No one need know anything about
tonight’s events. Now, Bella, you need not play with your food.”

“Oh, but it’s so fun,” Bellatrix squealed, “the little lamb’s trembling like a leaf, look at her!”

She could feel the sneer and the judgment — could hear the words weak, weak, echoing in
her ears, her grandmother’s voice. She was Lady Black; she could not be weak.

But she was scared. Her life seemed to condense around her, shrinking to seconds, and her
soul seemed to scream at her to just run, to stop all of this, because everything was slipping
out of her grasp. Her death seemed inevitable, somehow.

She pulled on the threads of her fear, stepping back. “You don’t scare me,” she said, voice
hoarse. She placed her free hand on the stone arch by the veil. “I’ve survived you, and Fate
had a reason for that. Lord Arcturus raised me.” She tilted her chin in defiance. “I am Lady
Black.”

“Then Lady Black will die,” Bellatrix spat, “and a new one shall rise, as I was destined!”

“You are not destined,” she snapped back, “Death tells me so himself!”

For the first time, Bellatrix looked taken aback. Her wand dropped ever so slightly. “Death
speaks with you?” she asked, voice curling with the strain of the insult.

A nerve had been caught. Aurora just had to keep her attention; the others all seemed to
follow her lead, at least on this.

“He has done for years,” Aurora bragged, feeling Julius’ pleased hiss around her neck. “He
trusts me with many secrets of the family’s fate.”

For no discernible reason, Bellatrix straightened, and tore the mask from her face.

Aurora was left momentarily stunned. She looked like Andromeda, if Andromeda dyed her
hair black and starved herself for months. And they had all the same parts of Aurora too.
Those eyes, that nose — they were all far too familiar, and it sent a chill right through her.

“What has he told you, child?” Bellatrix asked, face and teeth bared, a low hiss of anger in
her voice. “Tell me!”

“I would not betray Death’s confidence,” Aurora said, and she swore she could have seen
silver eyes twinkling from the shadows. “But his faith is proof of my legitimacy.”

“The ancestors will reject you,” Bellatrix sneered. At Aurora’s lack of reply — will, when,
what did she mean? — Bellatrix let out a cold, high laugh, and inched closer to Aurora,



circling her like a vulture circling a carcass. “Has nobody told you what you must do, child?
Not even Death? Not even your dear great-grandfather?” Aurora’s heart seized. Don’t cry,
came the whisper from the veil. “Oh, he didn’t!” Bellatrix pouted. “He always was a silly old
man.”

“He was not, don’t you dare—”

“Oh, he went off the rails later in life! All this talk of defiance, against the Dark Lord — he
was a tad too keen on filth for my taste. A guilty conscience, I suppose.“ She bared her teeth.
“He got his comeuppance with you. Such a failure.”

“What — Arcturus was brilliant! And I have not failed him. I will not!”

“You must. It is inevitable.” Bellatrix beamed, and the look of joy was so strange on her face
that it turned Aurora’s stomach. Bellatrix seemed to have some absolute to, despite only
seeing her now, scrape at her surface and reveal her most deep-rooted fears. She was going to
kill her. And she was going to love every second of.

Cold, cornered, Aurora tried to back away. “She lies,” Julius hissed in defiance, and
Castella’s voice echoed in her head just the same.

“I don’t care,” Aurora snarled at Bellatrix in return, letting herself feel the energy pulsing
through her. It was a similar feeling to that she got when she was listening to dance music,
just the intro, building up and up until she could fling her arms out and move like she knew
she should. She tilted her chin defiantly. “Lord Arcturus chose me. He despised you.” That,
she was assured of, and she gave Bellatrix such a fierce glare that she was sure she knew she
meant it, too. “You have no right to my title.”

“It is not your title,” Bellatrix said, advancing. Aurora tried to look at Harry, urge him silently
to run — Bellatrix was distracted, and the others looked to her for their guidance. If this trap
was set for her, she would use it to get her friends out of danger. If only Harry were not so
stubborn as to not take the opportunity. Frustrated and fearful, she looked Bellatrix up and
down with a sneer. “You are not worthy even to bear the name.”

“Yet I do, and you do not. Lestrange is still a lesser family, is it not?”

Bellatrix’s anger made her lunge forwards, and Aurora scurried backwards, closer to the veil
that taunted her even now with its phantom whispering. “Do not speak to me in such a way,
you insolent brat!” Her gaze had alighted on the necklace around Aurora’s throat, and then
dared to the rings shining from her hand. “Those jewels are not your right.”

“They are certainly not yours.” Aurora smirked, hoping that by pretending she had some
confidence, she might play for time, might throw Bellatrix off. “What’s the problem, cousin?
Don’t have the guts to curse me, for all your talk?”

But her gaze was fixed on the lapis nocte ring, some fatal recognition in her eyes. She looked
up, shoulders set terribly still, as Aurora backed towards the veil. “Afraid, are you?” she
dared to taunt her. “I know where you’re looking.”



Bellatrix’s gaze snapped up, icy eyes full of lethal fire. It was like a cold knife of terror had
surged through Aurora as she looked at her, her life coming back into perspective and then
narrowing down, condensing to this one moment as she fumbled for the stone arch behind her
and felt its cool embrace. “You think you know so much,” Bellatrix purred, advancing, “but
you don’t know the first thing about this family, so you? You don’t even know the jewels you
adorn yourself with — you think yourself a lady!” She let out a sharp laugh like the striking
of steel. “Oh, you shall die in fire!”

That made something snap inside of her, the threat combined with all the insults before. The
shield shattered and so did the tense coil of magic inside of her. Aurora lunged forward,
poised with her wand, as surely as if she were leaping into the first steps of an allegro.

The duel started anew; Aurora hurled hexes and cursed and tried desperately to keep up her
shield as she leapt over the stairs. It was like her very essence was exploding out of her, and
the further she got from the veil, the stronger the tension got.

A yell caught her attention from the other side of the room, and she twisted, narrowly
avoiding running into wayward spellfire as Harry and Neville sprinted into the room,
stumbling down the benches towards the dais.

Bellatrix froze, her gaze turning onto the prophecy in Potter’s hand, and in the room’s
momentary stasis, Aurora tried to catch her ragged breath, powerless to stop the swell of
Death Eaters that followed Harry and Neville into the room.

This was it. They were trapped. A sense of expectation hung in the air.

Lucius Malfoy took off his mask and met her eyes. He was paler than she expected, his eyes
wider and more desperate, but when he spoke it was with his usual cool drawl. Tightly
leashed energy burned in her veins.

“Potter,” Lucius said smoothly, “your race is run. Now hand me the prophecy like a good
little boy.”

“Let — let the others go and I’ll give it to you!”

Another chorus of laughter. Aurora felt sick to her stomach. There was nothing she could do
now, nothing but wait and hope and try to find a way out that didn’t require her to do the
impossible and take out a dozen adults in one go.

“You are not in a position to bargain, Potter. Three of you, against all of us?”

“We can take you!" Neville declared, foolishly.

“Neville, no — go back to Ron!”

But Neville didn’t listen, barrelling down the benches towards them. “Stupefy! Stupefy!
Stupef—”

One of the Death Eaters grabbed him and pinned him down, and it was all Aurora could do
not to scream.



“Longbottom, isn’t it? Well, your grandmother is used to losing family members to the
cause.”

They all laughed, and no one laughed harder than Bellatrix Lestrange.

“Let Longbottom go,” Aurora drawled, stepping down, “everybody knows he can’t even
levitate a feather to save his own skin.”

“Making new friends, are you, cousin?” Bellatrix sneered. “How lovely, that you can all die
together.”

“I found my enemies had already been made for me,” she retaliated, looking Lucius up and
down. There was a fleeting look in his eyes, like a momentary flash of guilt.

“This is a lovely little reunion, isn’t it?” Bellatrix said, a truly horrid smile coming over her
face. “I knew Aurora’s dear departed mother, and I believe I was acquainted with the
Longbottoms too. A long time ago, now.”

“I know you have!” Neville shouted, writhing in the Death Eater’s grip.

“Someone stun him!”

“No, no, no,” Bellatrix said, a gleeful and sadistic smile on her face as she looked between
Neville, Aurora, and Harry. “No, let’s see how long Longbottom lasts before he cracks like
his parents… Unless Potter wants to give Lucius the prophecy.”

“Don’t give it to them!” Neville roared. “Don’t give it to them!”

Bellatrix raised her wand with a smile and Aurora didn’t know how to stop her, didn’t know
how to do anything but stare in shock and horror as she said with a bitter laugh and cruel
smile, “Crucio.”

Neville screamed, his whole body convulsing under the torture, and Aurora let out a shriek
with him, running forward. “Stop — stop it! Let him go, stop this now!”

“That was just a taster,” Bellatrix said, dropping the spell as Neville fell to the floor, sobbing.
“Would you like to try it out too, little Aurora?” She was on her in a second, wand held to her
chest with one hand and a silver dagger gleaming in the other.

She didn’t want to die like this, but right now she could see no other way. “Potter, what say
you? You can give me the prophecy, or, you can choose — Black or Longbottom, who should
I kill first?”

Harry stepped forward as Aurora knew he would, his arm outstretched, his face pale and
hands quivering. Aurora had a thousand things to say to Bellatrix and none of them would
leave her. She merely stood, holding her gaze and standing her ground, against the smiling
sadist who had changed everything her life had been meant to be.

But she let the magic gather in her, let the voices in her head grow louder, let Castella’s spirit
break through as she had been trying to the for the last two weeks. That spirit had been



itching for magic through every practical exam, and the veil seemed to call upon it even
louder. Julius’s presence loomed in the shadows, and Castella’s ring burned, and her voice
hissed in her head.

She gripped her wand tighter and pressed closer to Bellatrix. The threat of cold silver at her
throat only served to push adrenaline through her, delude her into believing she was strong.

Then she lunged to the side, grabbed onto the stone arch, and forced her body around the
side. Her fingertips grazed the veil and she pulled, meeting Death’s eye across the room, and
flung her wand arm outwards with no spell on her lips but plain fear and fury in her heart.

Darkness exploded from the tip of her wand, forcing Bellatrix back. Her head was filled with
screaming, cold hands wrapped around her own wrist. “Let us out — you do not deserve —
filthy blood — Death has come, Fate has lost!”

She was screaming, too, and she didn’t even realise it. Bellatrix had retaliated with a curse of
her own, but black smoke filled the room and held her back even as pain latched onto
Aurora’s nerves. Her mind seemed to fold in on itself, the ache going back years and years
until she was a terrified little girl in a big dark house with no one to love her and everything
to live up to. 

She lunged forwards, fire streaming from the end of her wand. Harry and Neville were still
duelling the other Death Eaters, but she and Bellatrix were locked together in this one, curses
traded back and forwards. Aurora knew more of Bellatrix's slipped past her, but she barely
felt them. She somehow felt more alive than she ever had, running and twisting and turning
and dancing through the duel and the rush of adrenaline inside of her. It felt and tasted like
power, and she wanted it, chased more as she swept her wand, started pushing Bellatrix back
towards the dais and the veil. 

And then Bellatrix's hand met the stone, and she met Aurora's eyes, and all the power seemed
to suddenly burn out of her.

Bellatrix's eyes lit up with glee as Aurora stumbled backwards, turning and simply running.
"Harry, Neville, now!" she screamed, heart heavy in her chest. "Protego!" The hastily erected
shield fizzled out at the first curse sent her way.

When Bellatrix cried out, "Transmogrify!" Aurora anticipated the pain. It still knocked all the
warmth from her body.

It was like all the bones inside of her were being crushed at the same time. Her entire body
felt like it was on fire, her blood like it had been reduced to hot lava, and she was screaming
as she hit the ground, legs giving out entirely. She tried to turn, to defend herself, but she
couldn't. She was bound to the floor and paralysed by fear, and Bellatrix's face was gleeful as
she neared her in a joyous dance of her own.

Aurora's stomach convulsed like the worst cramps she had ever experienced in her life. Pain
shot through her chest like a cold blade, and she lurched back, before curling in on herself
with a pathetic whimper. 



"Poor dear," Bellatrix cooed, "writhing like a worm."

Her neck seared, as though a blade had been taken to it and her throat cut open. Phantom
hands squeezed at her, and her mind went blank; all she could think of was the white-hot
pain, the terror of it and the agony. "Didn't anybody tell you?" Bellatrix asked sweetly,
hopping down the steps towards Aurora as hot tears filled her eyes. "In my family, we don't
cry."

"Let me..." Her voice failed her. Bellatrix laughed.

"I can make it quick," she said, "it's rather tragic to see how far the Black family has fallen.
This is what happens when you mix good blood with filth. Sad little girls who think they're
great, and die for it."

Terror had her in its grip. She squeezed her eyes shut, holding her wand tightly, but her mind
was so clouded by pain that she could not think.

Bellatrix neared her, silver dagger glinting. It was strange, Aurora managed to sense, that she
wanted to draw blood, in such a crude, Muggle way. Somehow, that registered with her.

The cold silver around her neck seemed to fight against the echoing pain. For a moment, she
managed to turn and get a view of the room. Neville and Harry were still fighting, and Harry
seemed to be trying to make his way over to her, face determined and, if she dared to believe
it, worried.

Aurora's hands found the necklace, her fingertips brushed over Julius and he woke with a
hiss. She could not speak, but he knew her words, and when Bellatrix came closer with that
dagger, silver met silver, almost like he was trying to bite the dagger itself. Bellatrix faltered,
for just a moment, and the pain faded to an echo around her, and Aurora managed to move,
just out of the way, just enough that she could make out the stampede of footsteps behind the
door a moment before it burst open.

Leah MacMillan led the charge, Robin and Gwen behind her, and she screamed over her
shoulder into the darkness, "In here!"

Aurora barely had time to register what was going on; all she knew was that the pain was
receding and Bellatrix's attention had fixed itself on Gwen, and that pulled her to her senses,
fear tugging her upright.

"Gwen!" she screamed as her friend whirled around, narrowly dodging a curse.

"Potter!" Leah screamed. "Longbottom! Get out of here, now!"

Harry darted down the stairs, grabbing Neville as he went, and Robin's shield covered them,
glimmering blue. Aurora moved to her feet, too slowly, the world shuddering and slowing
around her.

Spellfire rained down from the doorway, sparks flying, and Lucius Malfoy stopped, stared,
transfixed, much like a first year caught out of hours by Professor Snape.



Harry's hand reached out to haul Aurora to her feet, and she sagged into his side, barely
feeling her legs as she ran, towards the door and the storm of people in blue robes surging
into the room.

Not the Order. Leah looked triumphant as she darted towards them, hand outstretched to the
man leading the charge. Lord MacMillan.

"Go, children!” he bellowed as they stumbled towards them. "Now!”

“Lord MacMillan, what—"

"Go, Potter! Your friends are safe in the Atrium."

"Sirius—"

"Safe. With his associates. Incendio!" He rained fire upon a Death Eater and that was the end
of the conversation; the six children sprinted from the room, through a door marked with an
upside down triangle, and up the stairs, not risking the closer quarters of a precarious lift
shaft. 

 

There were two sets of arms keeping Aurora upright now, and she didn't have the time or
mental space to think about it, or to be ashamed of leaning on anybody. She just had to keep
running, even as spells began to rain down behind her, bouncing off the walls of the Ministry.
Up and up and up they went, firing hexes blindly behind them at the pursuing Death Eaters.
All she had to go off was Bellatrix’s high cackling and Lucius’ furious shouting, until they
broke into the high-ceilinged atrium of the Ministry and saw, at last, the Order.

Her father, followed by Remus, Kingsley, Moody, and Dora. Her dad caught sight of her first
and grabbed her arm, dragging her out of the line of spell fire. “Aurora,” he panted, "the
Order's here, you're alright — you're — sweetheart, what's happened? Harry?"

“Lord MacMillan and some of the Aurors are fighting for us," Harry said, his voice distant as
he hauled Aurora onwards, her dad now wrapping them both in his arms. "They're wearing
blue — but they’re on our side. Bellatrix Lestrange is here, she — she did something to
Aurora..."

"I'm going to be okay," she said, even as her body felt like it was about to implode.

Her vision was clearing somewhat. She could survey the scene around her, slowing in the
midst of the spellfire.

She spied Ron Weasley sagging at the edge of the room, red scars already wrapping around
his neck; Luna and Hermione passed out; Ginny furiously struggling against her own father’s
arms to try and get away. Near her, Gwen stood with a blossoming bruise on her cheek, and
her hair lightly singed and still smoking. Robin, somehow, looked entirely unscathed. And
Leah was here, which wasn't supposed to be the case and — oh, Merlin.



Her stomach lurched. Bellatrix had reappeared but she had bypassed Aurora completely,
instead locking herself into a duel with Dora, sparks flying between them.

She was after Aurora’s family. Her heart pounded, hands numb around her wand. “You lot,
go join the others, over there. Harry, take Aurora."

"I'm not letting you—"

"Go!"

It was too late, her father had taken off and Dolohov was after them, and Aurora could see
Nott's face lurching into view, mask abandoned, and almost all the Death Eaters were
maskless now, and she knew almost every face.

Her throat closed up in shame and fear both, and she backed away from Potter, slipping out
of his grip. Gwen and Robin and Leah had all run headfirst into duels, like there was nothing
to it, like it was just the right thing to do, the first instinct. But Aurora cowered, and she hated
that her legs shook now, thag everything seemed to catch up to her and, Merlin, she was so
terribly tired.

But she could not stop.

Everything happened too fast. Gwen took a curse from Nott and Robin punched him in the
face and Dora was flung against the wall and Bellatrix turned her wand on Sirius and Harry
and Aurora’s world slowed into nothing, folding into panic and fear and the overwhelming
pain of loss that she had felt before, too many times, that she refused to feel again, and she
remembered the veil, its enticing pull, and she remembered its words, and she remembered
Bellatrix and the shadow of death and she remembered how much she loved them, and she
tried to remember how to be brave.

She clasped her hands together, ran her fingertips over the black stone of her ring, let the
whispers between it and the veil some way beneath her grow stronger inside of her head.
Light sparked along the ground either side of her.

A jet of brilliant, blinding white light shot out the end of Bellatrix’s wand towards Aurora’s
father, and though she could not stop its trajectory, she had to do something.

She let all her rage and terror mix with the restless energy and fear from Castella, let every
emotion rise back up inside her, and she screamed as she ran, launching herself onto
Bellatrix’s back and forcing her to the ground as Castella’s spirit leapt out of her. A shadow
barrelled towards the spell, drowning it out, and Aurora let the burning of Castella’s power
warp around her. She pressed her ring to Bellatrix’s cheek, revelled in the sound of her pained
gasp as the metal burned her skin.

“Don’t you dare,” she spat. “Don’t you dare hurt him.”

Bellatrix grinned. She didn’t need to say anything, only just raised her wand, to send a wave
of pain crashing through Aurora. She screamed, lurching away, just barely managing to catch
sight of her father, still alive but stumbling, hurrying towards her with Harry in his wake.



Bellatrix launched herself upwards, hands snatching around Aurora’s throat, and dragged her
backwards.

She kicked out, trying to shove Bellatrix away, but there was venom in her very breath, and
she was stronger than she ought to be. Her wand was pressed to Aurora’s throat, the well-
known curse on the tip of her tongue.

“You think you can challenge me, little girl?” she asked, bitterness in her voice. “You think
you can do anything to me? You are no lady.”

Her sharp nails crept closer to the rings on Aurora’s fingers. The tip of her wand got close to
the bob of her throat, trailing down.

It caught on the silver chain and Julius hissed. Bellatrix froze, just long enough that her voice
stuttered over the word, “Transmogrify!”

For a moment Aurora wasn’t sure if she existed at all. The pain rushed back and washed over
her, not just on her skin but inside of her; her chest, her stomach, her mind, like it was
warping and twisting her insides. She was vaguely aware of her father’s voice, of someone
barrelling into Bellatrix behind her and letting her free, then another set of hands grabbing
her, hauling her away. A helpless feeling set in with the pain, a sort of devastation not unlike
the feeling the Dementors gave her, like she was never going to truly live, never going to see
any light, until she was hauled away, and her vision cleared enough to see Theodore, leaning
over her, and panic seized her throat.

“You shouldn’t be here. I told you not to—”

“We couldn’t just stay there, me and Leah. Come on, let’s get you safe—”

“But your father and grandfather—”

“I don’t care what they think—”

“They’ll see us! They’ll see me and you, and—”

Fear crowded her throat, fear that Theo didn’t understand as he helped her to her feet, hand
warm and tight around hers. There was a shield in front of them, she noticed, shimmering
blue, following where he moved his wand, guiding her towards the exits.

“I have to help my dad,” she said hoarsely. “He’s — Bellatrix — she’ll kill him, Theo, if she
gets the chance, she’ll — she’s hurt Dora, I can’t, I have to — I have to fight.”

He looked at her with fear in his eyes, terrible and shaken, and asked, “Aurora, you're hurt.
You look like you're... You're not well."

She shook her head. “I can’t do nothing, Theo, this is my family! My friends!"

And she refused to be a coward, now.



“Then let’s go,” he said, still holding her hand as they started to run back into the fray and
she barely had time to comprehend that it was Theo, with her, fighting against his own
family. Theo, risking everything, to do the right thing, like she had dreamed Pansy or Draco
might one day.

And yet she was scared of that, scared of what would happen, as Lord Nott’s eyes alighted on
his grandson, as the reality set in that she’d been right, this was too dangerous, that the hatred
glimmering in Lord Nott’s eyes was murderous.

She disentangled herself from Theo, whirled around to blast Bellatrix away from Neville and
Robin, and ran to her father with Theo behind her, reaching out as he coiled back after
sending Dolohov sprawling with blood pooling from beneath his robes. She had forgotten, in
the year that had passed since Duelling Club finished, how good of a duellist Theodore was,
but he launched himself into the fight with the same strength and confidence as her father
did, even with the hood of his school robes pulled over his head.

Aurora managed weak stunners and hexes, flung as hard as she could even as she felt the
strength inside of her fade and the well of magic in her gut recede. “Stay behind me,” her dad
said as they turned and ducked away from the white light of Rodolphus Lestrange’s curse.
“Both of you, get down! Where’s Harry?”

She had absolutely no idea. All she could think about was the fight, the next move, the dance
from one attack to another, out of the line of fire and then back in, twisting and turning and
dodging, weaving between her father and Theodore. And then, she caught sight of Potter,
screaming her dad’s name, saw him turn and be hit by a blinding red light and collapse onto
the floor.

She saw her father charge forward, knocked back in a spray of blood, and Aurora barely had
time to feel the way her heart shattered and her soul screamed before a curse hit the roof, and
the Fountain of Magical Brethren, and the glass chandelier up above start to shake, and her
wand clattered to the floor, finally splintering as one last burst of magic fled from her spirit.

 

It was like time had shifted inside of the atrium. Half the battle had disappeared, into
different rooms; she could still hear the sound of it, echoing up through lift shafts. And now
the whole place trembled, like there had been some great earthquake, and a deafening blast of
sheer chaotic noise echoed around the room, followed by a howl like the screaming cold
wind. Aurora felt herself fall to the floor, knees clattering onto cold marble, Theo and Leah
either side of her. She saw her father go down, and then, Potter, clutching his forehead in
pain, as a cloaked figure slipped from the shadows.

Even just seeing him and knowing who that silhouette belonged to struck terror into Aurora’s
chest. A pale face, near translucent, with prominent veins, and red eyes, and flat slits where a
nose should have been. There was no colour about him, that was the most startling thing; it
was like the man that once had been had been wiped blank. He wore pure black robes, like
shadows, slipping over the marble floor. Death danced around him.

He had eyes only for Harry Potter.



"I see you've lost my prophecy." Voldemort's voice was softer than Aurora had imagined. It
chilled her to the bone. 

"Master!" Bellatrix cried breathily from the edge of the room. "It was not our—"

"Silence, Bella." She pressed her lips closed, and Aurora forgot how to breathe. Her hand
reached out to Theo's, and he took it, warm and tight. "I have nothing more to say to you,
Potter. You have irked me for too long." Death grinned in the shadows, and Aurora knew
what was about to happen before it did. She could see the green light prematurely, could feel
its cold touch; she knew her father was unconscious and everybody else distant or frozen.
Potter was alone. He was on the ground. She could not see his wand.

She looked Death in the eye and thought, with all her might, a thought she never thought she
would have. "Save him!" she screamed inside her mind.

"AVADA KEDAVRA!" Voldemort bellowed and Aurora lurched to her feet, knowing only
that she would not, could not, let Harry Potter die, that if she did then it would be all her
fault, that he did not deserve this, that he was good and kind and she could not let him die,
because if she could save him she could save her father and Dora and nobody had to die
tonight, nobody could be allowed to.

But it was not she who leapt in front of the curse, but a golden statue from the fountain, come
to life.

"What?" Voldemort gasped, whirling around. His eyes narrowed. "Dumbledore!"

At last. The bastard had come right at the end. Why could he not have shown himself earlier?

The fountain leapt to life and the world seemed to burst into light as the duelling started
anew, around the dome of light which contained Voldemort and Harry and Dumbledore,
locked in their own world. Aurora felt utterly useless, frozen and trapped and only able to
watch as her friends duelled, as a Death Eater caught Gwen in the back and she could only
run to her, use all her remaining strength to haul her away from the fight. She wasn't
breathing. Aurora was sure she wasn't breathing and her own breath compensated, coming
too heavy and too fast, and she curled her arms around her friend and tried not to cry as she
pulled her from the battle.

She could not lose her. Her conscience warped and it burned her, and she only prayed that she
was wrong, and glared at Death and dared him to let her friend die. His eyes twinkled in
response.

Gwen let out a shuddering gasp and Aurora held her tight, placing her down next to the
Weasleys. "Aurora—"

"Shhh," she whispered, brushing her hair back. "You're alive."

Gwen's eyes widened and her gaze caught on something behind Aurora. "Bellatrix."



She whirled around, seeing only the crowding of lights in the centre of the room, and vague
silhouettes darting around between it. "What about her? Did she hurt you — Gwen, I — I'm
so sorry—"

Harry let out a scream, and Aurora felt her heart splinter in fear for him. Gwen grabbed her
hand tight. Ron Weasley stirred. "I can't feel my legs."

"Stay," Aurora said through the lump in her throat, staggering to her feet again, bones weary.
"I'll be right back."

That screaming was not normal, that pain was not right, and Harry's friends were gone and
she could not trust Dumbledore to save him, not really. And so she ran, and ran, and saw
Death wrapped around him like a cloak, and she ran faster, calling his name.

His gaze lifted. His eyes widened. And then his whole body convulsed, and Aurora reached
out a hand to pluck him from the fire, and the world exploded in emerald light, before folding
into dark, dark shadow.



Breathe

There were voices coming through the darkness. One sounded like the Minister for Magic,
sputtering nonsense, “It can’t — it can’t be.”

Then Dumbledore’s, impossible to make out. Aurora tried to turn, to look and see, but she
could not open her eyes.

There was that faint emerald light again. A voice whispered, “Come to me, Aurora. Step
forward.” She could not move. She could not even feel the muscles that would allow her to
do so. “Join us. We have been able to feel you for a very long time. You belong with us.” The
darkness shifted, rippling like grey, muddy water. It was almost like the veil. She felt a
burning somewhere against her skin; she could still feel pain, then, good.

Castella’s voice said, “I’ll take care of you. Bring me with you.”

“Where?” she wanted to ask, but she found she could not speak.

“Leave.” A man’s voice cut through and the darkness in her mind cleared somewhat. He
sounded strangely familiar. “She is not for the dead yet. Death does not want her. He is far
too curious to snatch her now.”

There was a hiss, but no one protested. Aurora’s head swam.

She heard Theo’s voice through the confusion, and then Kingsley Shacklebolt. They were
speaking to one another, it seemed. Then it faded, and the next thing she heard was
Andromeda, speaking softly amongst a rabble of other voices. One of them was Potter’s.

At least they probably weren’t both dead.

Aurora tried to open her eyes but couldn’t. Instead, she could merely move her hand vaguely
in the direction of Andromeda’s voice. When she felt her familiar touch, her whole body
relaxed in relief.

“Aurora, love?” Andromeda said. “Can you hear me?” She squeezed her hand, and forced her
eyes to open.

She was in the hospital wing, again, staring up at the white beamed ceiling. And she was not
alone; there seemed at least half a dozen other beds filled around the room. “We’re not…”
Her hoarse voice gave out, a sharp dig of pain pricking the back of her throat. “The
Ministry?”

“Everything’s alright,” Andromeda said. “Everyone — your dad and Dora are alive.”

But someone wasn’t; she could tell by the way Andromeda’s gaze darted away, down the
room, to someone Aurora could not see. Her stomach twisted. “Remus?—”



“The Order are mostly fine,” Andromeda said, lowering her voice. “Quite a few of them are
in hospital, but almost all are expected to make it.”

“Almost all?”

Andromeda’s face fell and Aurora saw, now, the work she had put in to keep up that brave
expression. “Sirius is… Not doing well. He suffered a heavy Cruciatus curse, and expended
himself so much afterwards…” She sighed. “Like father, like daughter, I suppose.”

“What—” Aurora made to sit up, panic seizing her, but Andromeda pushed her gently back.

“It’s alright. Ted and Dora are at the hospital now. But you’ve taken quite a few curses
yourself.”

“Yeah. Yeah, Bellatrix—”

“She knows,” hissed Julius from her chest, startling her. “I told Miss Andromeda
everything.”

“Your necklace is very useful,” Andromeda told her, eyes glimmering. “And surprisingly
sweet. He told me you’d be alright, and here you are!”

“I helped to stop you from dying.” Julius flicked his silver tongue out. “You’re welcome.”

“How—“

“I told you,” he said, “we protect members of the Black family. I kept you alive.”

It was bizarre and Aurora was sure she did not have the emotional or mental capacity to try
and work that one out right now. Her head was still trying to muddle through the information
about Dora and her father, and that someone, someone Andromeda did not yet want to name,
had not made it through the events in the Ministry.

“I want to go see my dad—“ Aurora started, trying to sit up, but was cut off by a burst of
sharp, hot pain that seated right through her chest, like it was cracking her ribs in half. She
gasped, squeezing her eyes shut as the pain travelled upwards and the world clouded in the
wake of it.

“The nurse said you will have to rest,” Andromeda told her. Aurora could hear the frown in
her voice.

“I want—”

“Aurora. Rest.” There was a note of caution in her voice, and so Aurora forced herself to lie
back down, wincing in pain as she did so and felt another burst of heat flare, this time slicing
across her neck.

“But I need to — what happened — and Umbridge — did I hear Fudge — the Dark Lord —“



“He’s back,” Andromeda said, a slight quaver in her voice. “You-Know-Who. The Minister is
expected to resign soon, over his poor handling — the Progressive faction have moved
quickly to push him, and they… Well, they have the emotional power behind them, now, too.
Professor Umbridge will likely be investigated, too, soon.” And she had the perfect
documents to ensure they were both taken down. At least she could take a vindictive pleasure
in that. “You should know. Lord MacMillan — your friend Leah’s father — went there, when
she told him what happened last night. Apparently, he and a few of the rest of his faction
were just waiting for the word to take the opportunity and seize power, and fight You-Know-
Who in earnest and this seemed like the time.” She took in a long and heavy sigh, and Aurora
knew, she knew what she was going to say and what had yet been unsaid and she could
already feel the crack of grief her friend was surely feeling. “But Lord MacMillan was caught
in the crossfire. He was killed by Lord Nott.”

Aurora felt her whole world shrink down in seconds. She could picture Leah, alone and
terrified and thinking she had done the right thing, only to cause her own father’s death.

“Hestia Jones,” Andromeda continued with caution in her voice, “was also killed.”

At that, Aurora felt the same sharp jolt that she had felt upon hearing the truth of her own
mother’s death for the first time. Confusion, a sense of empty loss, a grief she should have
felt in another life but did not know what to do with.

“Oh,” was all she could say, and it wasn’t enough and it wasn’t right, but she didn’t know
how to perform the emotions she was expected to, other than the bitter regret. “I’m… I’m
sorry.” She didn’t know why she was apologising to Andromeda. Andromeda barely knew
Hestia. But it felt like what she was meant to say, even though she herself knew how useless
hearing those words made one feel. “How’s — how’s Leah?”

“She’s been taken home, of course, early this morning. Madam Pomfrey gave her the all clear
— she wasn’t too badly injured.”

But this would hurt more than any physical injury. Aurora took in a steadying breath, tears
burning her eyes. “She’s going to hate me.”

“No, that’s not—”

“I should never have let anybody else get involved. I should never have walked into that trap,
I — I put so, so many people in danger.”

“You thought you were doing the right thing,” Andromeda whispered, placing a hand over
hers. “This is war, Aurora.”

It shouldn’t be. It wasn’t fair, she wanted to scream — how could her decisions be justified
by the banner of war, her consequences be washed away like that? “It’s not right,” she
whispered back. “It’s — Hestia didn’t deserve to die. Lord MacMillan didn’t deserve to die,
all these people don’t deserve to have to deal with grieving them! Because of something I did
—”

“Aurora, it’s not your fault—”



“No, it’s not — it’s Potter and it’s the Dark Lord and it’s Umbridge and Bellatrix but — but I
didn’t stop it! No one would let me stop it and I didn’t — I couldn’t control it, Andromeda. I
didn’t know what to do, and I should have, but I couldn’t, and — and I don’t know what to
do now either, I don’t think I can do anything! I’ve got — I’ve got to make sure Umbridge is
put out of power, and Fidge, and I can, I have all this information I — but isn’t it useless
anyway, if — if everyone else got there before me, if people have died because of them
anyway and I — I didn’t do enough to stop it from happening?”

“Aurora,” Andromeda said carefully, voice teetering between warning and worried. “It was
never your responsibility to do that.”

“But it is! I’m Lady Black, I have duties—”

“You’re sixteen.”

“That doesn’t matter! I’m not allowed to be sixteen!” Pain lanced across her chest again and
she let out a startled, high gasp, leaning back against her pillows.

“Aurora, please, relax.”

“How can I possibly—”

“None of this is supposed to rest on your shoulders, alright?” Andromeda rubbed her thumb
soothingly over Aurora’s hand. “As for Umbridge… If you have information that will assist
the Assembly investigation, I’m sure we can arrange for it to be sent on. It won’t go to
waste.”

“I’ve been stupid,” she said, hating the tears that threatened her as she spoke, “I am so, so
stupid.”

“You are not, honey. What makes you say that?”

“Everything! I’m useless, I — I trusted Pansy and I shouldn’t have, and I was too much of a
coward to go after Umbridge earlier and to stand up to her when I should have, and I just…”
The sob that broke from her chest met the barrier of pain that seemed to have formed around
it, and she let out a cry.

Andromeda grabbed her shoulders carefully, and called, “Madam Pomfrey! I think Aurora is
ready for some potions now.”

“No,” she said, trying to shake her head and then stopping; doing so made it feel like she had
pulled every muscle in her neck and almost snapped the back of her head clean off. “No, I’m
— I’m fine. I’m… Bellatrix used the Transmogrifian Curse on me again, I think that’s
why…”

“It is,” Madam Pomfrey’s voice said assertively, as she brushed the curtains aside. "And that
is certainly not what I'd call fine." As she swept over, Aurora just caught a glimpse of two
figures across the room, one in a hospital bed and the other at the chair next to him. Theo and
Harry, engaged in a conversation that seemed almost civil.



“Is Theo alright? And Potter? They're in here too—”

“They're fine. Just resting, like most of the other students caught up in the Ministry. The Nott
and Oliphant boys are merely making nuisances of themselves, hanging about, pretending to
be far more injured than they are just so they can stay with their friends a little longer.”

“And Gwen—”

“She'll be alright. She's awake, but she's taken a lot of damage. She will recover. And the
MacMillan girl is with her family — she's alright, physically, at least."

Leah. Aurora’s heart came to a stop again and all her guilt was wrenched up. “I have to speak
to her, I have to apologise—”

“You will not move from this bed until I tell you to,” Madam Pomfrey said sternly. “As for
apologies, I think that can wait, if they need to be made at all. Perhaps after a few more
Calming Draughts. Open up.”

Aurora glared at the red vial Madam Pomfrey held to her lips. When she reached out to take
it, her shoulder ached. Annoyed, Aurora parted her lips, and let the nurse pour the liquid
down her throat, as if she were a child incapable of doing so herself. It tasted like strawberry
and meringues, to her relief, but the next potion, clear and bubbly, was both sour and
somehow empty of taste, and she had to try hard not to throw it up again.

“Thanks,” she said grudgingly.

Madam Pomfrey sighed and fixed her with a stern look. “I’m sure once the pain-relief potion
kicks in, your attitude might improve a little too. That said…” Her gaze flicked to
Andromeda. “I’ve received word from St. Mungo’s Hospital.” Aurora’s heart picked up.
“Your cousin, Nymphadora—” Aurora cringed at hearing the name “—is improving well and
should be discharged tomorrow.”

“Oh, good,” Andromeda said faintly, her relief palpable.

“So she’s going to be alright?” Aurora demanded, and Pomfrey nodded. “And — and my
father, too?”

Madam Pomfrey’s face fell. “I don’t have an update on that situation yet. But, if you co-
operate on taking your potions, I will hopefully have you discharged soon to see him — and
if not, Professor Dumbledore and I are already looking into having you moved to the
hospital, if necessary, to be closer.”

So they did not think he would be improving any time soon, then. Her chest tightened. What
if he didn’t improve at all? She had no idea how long he had been under torture, and he had
spent so much time fighting and exacerbating every pain, wearing himself out. But she didn’t
want to think about the possibility of her father being like Neville’s parents, so alone in his
own mind. He had seemed lucid when he was with her. He had to be alright, she had to
believe it, had to force herself to believe that fate did not have death in store for him, that she
had avoided disaster. Because if not, then what was it all for?



"Do you think I'll get out soon?" Aurora asked Madam Pomfrey. "So I can see him?"

"I'm really not sure, dear," Pomfrey said, a sympathetic frown creasing her forehead. "There
are many symptoms which can be caused by the sort of curse I believe was put on you. But,
hopefully, if I can locate the touch points of the curse, where it affects your pain, I will be
able to help quickly. In the meantime, you take your medications."

"Can I see my friends? I know Andromeda said most of them are alright but — I have to
make sure!"

"I ought to go and see Dora soon, anyway," Andromeda told her, "let her and Ted know
you're awake. If you're alright with me going?" Aurora nodded.

"Can you see my dad, too? Just speak to him, even if he doesn't know."

Andromeda gave her a soft, pitying look and patted her hand. "Of course, darling. He'll be
alright — you'll see. He's a fighter, your dad."

Everyone in the Order was. Everyone who died in war was. Aurora did not find those words
in the least bit reassuring.

But she was too tired to protest. She let Madam Pomfrey run her diagnostics and Andromeda
talk about everything Dora had told them, before Andromeda had had to come for Aurora,
here — how the Order had been notified by Kreacher, who was worried for Aurora, and, it
transpired, remorseful for the part he played. He had known, apparently, of the plan. He had
wanted her father dead, so she could be reconciled to the family — as if she would ever allow
it, as if he didn't know that that would break her. When the Order had arrived, they realised
they were not alone; Leah MacMillan, scared and knowing that the Progressive Faction and
their supporters in the Auror Office wanted a chance to bring the war they were sure was
brewing out into the open, and to expose the Fudge administration's misconduct, had gotten
on a Floo call to her father and told him everything. He had rallied his faction and stormed in
and now, in the aftermath, they were planning to seize control of both the Assembly and the
Ministry.

Aurora barely managed to comprehend any of this. The pain in her chest seemed to warp and
change and wrap around her throat like a pair of strangling hands. It made her head buzz, and
the world fade. All she could think was pain and fear, worrying for her father, feeling the
burn of guilt and shame inside of her. She knew Potter was in this room; she kept thinking,
how easily she had been willing to sacrifice him, for her father, and the fear and shame she
had felt when she saw him, writhing in pain on the floor, soul twisted around himself,
thinking he was going to die, and it would be her fault for being so, so callous.

When Andromeda left, Aurora had little energy to bid her a proper goodbye. But she seemed
to understand this, tucking her hair behind her ear with a soft smile. "I'll be back this evening,
darling," Andromeda told her, with a gentle, warm hand on her cheek. "Tell Madam Pomfrey
to send for me if you need me, alright? I'll come as soon as I can."

Aurora merely nodded, watching her retreat behind the curtains. There was barely a moment
of hushed whispering before she was replaced by Theo, holding a wicker basket in his arms.



"Aurora," he said, slightly breathless, relief evident on his face as he hurried to the chair at
her bedside, "they said you were alright, but I didn't... I was so worried." He was pale, dark
circles beneath his eyes.

Aurora wanted to reach out and hug him, but she could not bring herself to move yet. Instead,
she merely gave a small smile and told him, "I got cursed. Again. It kind of hurts to move. A
lot."

Theo say his basket down and leaned forward, cupping her cheek with his hand. He was so
warm, and his touch so welcoming, that Aurora finally managed to relax into its familiarity,
wishing that she could feel it forever. "I know. Potter told me."

"You've been talking to Potter?" She grimaced. "That'll have gone well."

Theo shrugged. "Better than expected, actually. He seems a lot more reasonable with me now.
Seems to have figured out we're... You know."

But the image of Theo's father swam back into her head. He knew, too, she was sure that he
did. "Your father—"

"He's back in Azkaban. They took my grandfather with him." There was a stiffness to his
words, like he didn't quite know what to make of them or how to spin them from his lips.
Aurora couldn't blame him. "The Ministry and Dumbledore are trying to figure out what to
do with me and my siblings, but as they're all at each other's throats, and Dumbledore isn't
exactly welcome in our family affairs... Well, who knows what will happen."

"That isn't..." Her words stuck in her throat. Maybe it didn't matter now. Maybe they were
safe. But she couldn't truly bring herself to believe it. If the Death Eaters could break out of
Azkaban once, then they could certainly do it again. She did not want to be a target of any
more of them. "What — What’s in the basket?”

“Your favourite book,” Theo said simply, seeming surprised by her change of subject, and he
brought out a copy of Jane Austen’s Persuasion. Aurora managed a smile, pleased with the
choice. "Also, pancakes.” She narrowed her eyes. “With bananas and strawberries.”

“Ah. Thank you.”

“Also some sandwiches and scones, but that’s a bit boring.”

“Healthier.”

“You’re injured, not ill,” Theo reminded her, “you can eat what you want.”

This, she did not have the heart to argue with. It would only be for the sake of arguing,
anyway. She sat up, wincing at the pain that shot through her ribs. Theo darted forwards,
putting a hand out to stop her. “Be careful!” he chided.

“I am careful,” she shot back, though white pain laced through her head. “It’s fine.”



“Sit back,” Theo told her, already puffing up her pillows for her. Aurora hid a smile — the act
was, she reluctantly admitted, rather endearing. “How are you feeling?”

“You tell me.” Theo raised his eyebrows. “I’ve been duelled, cursed, strangled, and on top of
it, I wrote a History exam yesterday.”

His laugh was soft, but nervous. He shifted closer, a hand trailing at the edge of the bed, like
he wasn’t sure if he should reach out to her or not. “Really, though.”

She shrugged, and looked away. “I don’t know. I haven’t been conscious in a while, it
seems."

“Madam Pomfrey said she wasn’t allowed to tell me anything more about what happened —
as if I wasn't even there myself — but I think... Potter said your father mentioned you'd been
cursed, and he saw Bellatrix was after you, and he saw you do some sort of strange magic.
He described it like you'd wrapped yourself in shadows." There was something almost
suspicious in his gaze, and probing, and it made the back of her neck prickle, like she was
being judged.

"I don't really know what I did," she told him. "At any point to be honest, I — I just felt it. I
managed to protect myself, but I couldn't control it. Bellatrix... I don't know. And then I
thought Harry was dying and I couldn't let that happen. But I — I don't have a wand, now."
The thought occurred to her later than it should have, penetretating the thick mist in her head.
"Bellatrix snapped it.”

Theodore’s hand flexed, itching to be closer to hers. “You’ll get a new wand from
Ollivander's, though, I'm sure. I'm sure Dumbledore can try and speed up the process for you
if you need it."

“It won’t be my wand,” she muttered. That wand, she had chosen with Lucretia; it was the
same sort of wood as Draco, she had loved knowing that they had that bond between them.
But that was no more.

She shifted and winced, certain her rib was not meant to be there. “Merlin, I’m exhausted.
So, my dad — he’s in St. Mungo’s?”

Theo nodded. “But he’ll be alright. I overheard Pomfrey telling Potter that they’ll arrange for
him to visit once he’s better and ready to leave here. But Aurora, what on earth happened?
Before Leah and I got there."

"It was a trap. Which... I knew. But I thought it was worth it." Her cheeks burned with shame
and she looked away from him, unable to look him in the eye. "I could've gotten so many
people killed."

"Your dad was in danger. I don't think anyone can blame you for trying to save him."

"I should never have let anybody else come with me, though, or gotten the Order involved —
Hestia Jones is dead, Leah's father is dead, Gwen's hurt, and so — so many people are hurt."



"That's not your fault."

"Then whose is it? The more people get involved, the more dangerous and messy things get
and I know that, and I still let it happen, and I don't even understand what really happened
last night, Theo! I just — I just know it was bad. Other people always ruin things. And I
made that call to let that happen.

"No one else should have been there, I shouldn't have... It — it was stupid. I was stupid."
angry sob worked its way out of her, and she gestured hopelessly around herself. “This is all
my fault.

“I can’t do this anymore. I don’t know who I am and I don’t know what I want and… I just
want to be able to breathe. To not live in fear. But I’ve brought this upon myself, I got too
cocky, I let things spiral out of control because I couldn’t relinquish a tiny bit of control
myself and — and we all almost died. My dad and Dora almost died and it would have been
my fault.”

“No,” he said softly, “no, it wouldn’t—”

“Yes, it would. Maybe not entirely, but… I’m not as strong as I thought I was. I’m not as
clever, not as capable. And it’s my own fault for getting ahead of myself, thinking I can
manage every detail of everyone around me, for thinking that I should!”

“Aurora.” Theo’s voice was gentle and melodic. His hand was soft on hers, warm, but
holding her with a strength that steadied her, somehow. “It’s alright. It’s going to be alright.”

“How can it be? My life is falling apart and it’s going to keep falling apart. And there’s
nothing I can really do. Turns out I’m not all that important, or powerful. I’m not exceptional
in any way. I’m just… A scared little girl." She shivered as she echoed Bellatrix's words.
"Who’s going to get herself killed.”

Somehow, imperceptibly, Theo had gotten closer. Somehow, he was sitting by her and his
arms around her and she was leaning on his shoulder, letting tears fall from her eyes and sobs
tear from her throat. Theo let her cry, and let all her emotions run out of her. “It’s alright,” he
kept saying softly. “I promise it’ll be alright.”

It was a false promise and they both knew it, knew the futility of saying such things. “I can’t
do this,” she told him. “I can’t be this person anymore.”

His thumb stroked over her shoulder, and his lips were close to her ear as he whispered, “Be
whoever you want to be. I’ve got your back.”

"You shouldn't. Leah — Leah's dad... Have you spoken to her?" Theo shook his head, staring
at the floor.

"I don't think she particularly wants to see me right now. I can't exactly blame her for that."

"I shouldn't have..."



"It was Leah who told her father. He and all the Progressives went there of their own
volition." He leaned in, tugging her closer. "It's not your fault, Aurora."

"It should have been me," she muttered, "if anyone was going to die last night, it should have
been me."

"Don't say that." His voice came out in a shocked snap, and Aurora leaned back, looking him
in the eye. "You think anyone wants that?"

"I think Bellatrix Lestrange—"

"I meant anybody sane." He took ahold of her shoulders, eyes blazing. "Aurora, you did what
you could last night. You tried, at every turn, to protect other people."

"I didn't," she whispered. "I didn't try to stay and fight, I just — I just ran away, Theo. I
thought as long as I was fine and my father was fine and Gwen and Robin were fine — I
thought I didn't care about the others. I thought they didn't matter and then I realised they did,
and I — I was selfish."

"That does not have anything to do with Lord MacMillan."

"It's the principle, Theo. I..." All the words in the world could not adequately express the
feeling she was just beginning to understand in her chest. That emptiness of soul, that
curdling guilt, the unwelcome revelation that perhaps, she shouldn't really like herself, that
maybe, she wasn't such a good person as she wanted to believe. "I don't want to be like this."
Her voice came out so small she was surprised he could hear it.

"Who you are is perfectly fine, Aurora."

"No," she said, unable to look him in the eye. "It's not. I — I need to be better. Braver.
Bolder. I... I can't be this forever. I'm stuck and I'm scared and — and I can't."

He squeezed her hand tightly, and though it was clear he did not understand, she allowed to
appreciate for now, the way he held her carefully, looked at her reverently, and she let herself
relax, knowing he was there, wishing that he could be here forever.

Madam Pomfrey finally banished Theo and Robin from the wing at nine o'clock, after they
had successfully managed to shove Aurora and Gwen's beds together so they could share the
fruit baskets Sally-Anne Perks had sent up and talk over the events of the evening before.
"You'll have to be separated later," Pomfrey warned them sternly, watching the doorway
carefully. "I won't have you chit chatting at night when you and everybody else needs to be
getting their sleep."

But then she sighed and said, "You have half an hour," and disappeared behind a curtain, and
Aurora managed a smile as she turned to Gwen.

"So, we're both somehow alive."

Gwen sighed. "Yeah, apparently. I didn't think I'd have a brush with death so early in life. It's
a bit thrilling."



"I thought you were dying," Aurora told her blandly, pulling the words over a twisting heart.
"You felt like it."

"It did hurt. Still does, a bit, but." She shifted, sitting up, and propped her chin on her hand.
"How much do you remember? It all went a bit... Blurry, for me. I think that mad witch —
Bellatrix, was that her? — called me a mudblood when she tried to kill me." Aurora sucked
in a breath. "I hadn't — everytime someone calls me that, I know what they mean, and I hate
it, and I understand the insult, but — I've never been scared of hearing it like that before. 'Til
then."

"I know," Aurora said softly. "I know, it's..." Unfathomable. Impossible. "I'm so sorry for
dragging you into that. I should never have let it happen."

"We pushed you into it," Gwen said, not meeting her eyes. "All of us. And I — I'd rather we
fought together and both survived, than I stayed out of it and you..." 

Aurora swallowed tightly, and reached out her hand to Gwen, who took it. Their entwined
fingers hung between their two beds. "I am really grateful," Aurora told her, "but you really,
really scared me. I thought you were dying, I really did. I think I thought that of most people
— I was a bit panicked — but... I don't know what I'd do without you."

Gwen grinned at her sideways, wincing visibly as she turned her head. "Love you too,
Aurora."

Aurora rolled her eyes, but grinned. "Yeah, I do. And as for what happened — I haven't really
got a clue. An awful lot of running, and fighting, and then — well, Bellatrix had me and I
could feel this... Thing, inside of me. You know, how I have the necklace?" Gwen nodded.
"Yeah. It — Julius — protects me, and I could feel this other spirit inside me, another
ancestor. It fought, for me, and I don't know how and I don't think I could control it, not
really, but it was there."

Gwen gave her a contemplative look, piercing in the silence. And then with a small, confused
sigh, she said, "I think I felt it, too." Aurora frowned, and she continued, "Like something had
shifted. That room felt different the second time we went in. That archway spoke, almost. I
could feel the magic in the air, like you always talk about, feeling cursed. It was like the first
time I went into Diagon Alley and I could feel the change in the air, and the energy, y'know?
Like, it was darker and closer, almost."

"Like you could feel it pulling at your skin." Aurora met Gwen's eye, and a thread of
understanding pulled taut between them. 

"It's like on a damp day — you know, that drizzly sort of rain, that's not really rain, it's just
like a very, very wet sky? And you can just feel it on your skin and in your hair..."

"I know." She could feel it even now, a twisted, bitter stain upon her. "Do you — did — when
you say you heard the veil speak..."

"I didn't recognise the voices," Gwen said, "but I felt like I knew them, somehow. They
weren't coherent, they were just familiar." She shivered. "I dunno. Maybe it was my bio



parents. Maybe they were wizards — guess I'll never know, anyway."

"Maybe." Aurora squeezed her hand. "I'm sorry you had to hear that. It must have been...
Strange."

"Yeah." She frowned and cleared her throat. "But at least I'm not in Leah's position."

"I know," Aurora said, and didn't know what else to say. "I — I can't quite believe it. I didn't
even know he was coming, or that she wanted to contact him or — I didn't want anyone else
involved."

"I don't think Leah particularly cared what you wanted," Gwen said. "But, God, Robin said
she's a mess. I mean, anyone would be, but — it feels so shit that we're here, and she's losing
her mind at home. All I want's to go see her and help her and just give her the biggest hug in
the world."

"Me too," Aurora said, though her words felt somehow hollow in the wake of Gwen's. "I just
— I don't know if I can face her."

Gwen turned to her, frown deepened. "Maybe not. But I think she'd want to hear from you.
Or at least see you doing something."

Doing something. Doing what? What could possibly repair the wound of such grief?

"Anyway," Gwen continued, "we're sending flowers."

"Of course. I'll help." Flowers, she knew, were pretty, but were of little real comfort. She was
sure she would never be able to smell lilies without remembering the ugly too-bright summer
following Arcturus' death. "You — you are okay, aren't you? I mean, you're in hospital, but...
A lot happened."

Gwen took a moment before replying. "I'm not sure I can be okay, to be honest. I — nothing's
going to be okay for a long time. Everything's going to change."

"Everything," Aurora said, and she thought back to Theo, and to Pansy, and felt like it was
going to split her heart in two. "All we can do is try to make it change for the better."



Bridges Burned

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Madam Pomfrey forced Aurora and Gwen to stop talking and go to sleep at half past nine,
arguing that they were both still exhausted even if they didn't know it, and needed rest.
Aurora did not get the chance to argue; the moment she closed her eyes and lay down, the
world faded into dreams, haunted by spectres of the veil, and the memory of Bellatrix's
laughter.

In early daylight, many hours later, Aurora woke, bleary-eyed and still nestled in her
blankets, and faced the last person she had expected to see.

"Draco?"

He turned, blinking slowly out of sleep, and then stared at her, like an owl caught by bright
light. Time ticked by slowly in the early dawn glow. "Aurora," he said, throat tight. "Hi. I..."

His cheeks went pink, and he pressed his lips together.

Staring, Aurora managed to come to her senses enough to ask him, "What are you doing
here?"

"I — I just... Had to check." He turned away. "Go to sleep, alright?"

She blinked, slowly, head tired. The world faded again. The next time she looked up, he was
gone, without so much as a rustle of curtains to denote his leaving, and the sun was brighter
outside the window.

He did not return. Aurora woke up feeling much less pained than she had when she had gone
to sleep, and after Madam Pomfrey gave her her breakfast and her morning potions, Harry
Potter came to sit by Aurora's bedside, looking pale and altogether unprepared for whatever
conversation he wanted to start.

"I'm not going to bite you," she told him wearily. "My jaw hurts too much." Silence fell. “I’m
sorry I didn’t tell you about the prophecy. I really wasn’t allowed, and I didn’t know if I was
even right, no one was even allowed to confirm it to me, but... I was fairly certain."

“I figured,” Harry said in a heavy voice. “Dumbledore told me everything the other night.
What it says.”

“Oh. All of it?”

“Yeah. I don’t know how much you know, but… Basically, I have to be the one to kill
Voldemort. It can only be me. He marked me as his own, his equal, and now…” He splayed
his hands.



“I’m sorry,” Aurora said. “That’s… Quite a burden.”

“You’re telling me,” he muttered, and stared into the distance.

There was little that she felt she could say to that. “Do you know… How everything
happened last night?”

“I think so. Dumbledore… Well, he reckons someone told the Death Eaters about how the
mirrors work, and someone got their hands on Sirius’ while he was away on that mission, and
that they knew he was away. But I don’t know how they knew. I only told Ron and Hermione
about it…”

Pansy. She had told Pansy. And Theo and Gwen, but it was Pansy, she already knew it in her
heart, and the cold knife of betrayal sank even deeper. “That’s alright. I know who it was.”
Her friend. She should have listened to Leah, should have been smarter. She knew Pansy
might be playing her with Umbridge, knew that their friendship was spiralling away from
them. She hadn’t thought Pansy would stoop this low. Even if she hadn’t done it by choice. “I
know there’s still weeks left of term, but as soon as I get the all-clear, I’m going to ask to
move home early. Exams are over, there’s no point and my dad doesn’t sound like he’s going
to be out of St. Mungo’s anytime soon. You — you could join me. If you like. Andromeda’s
couch is pretty comfy, so I've heard."

“I — yeah. Maybe.” He paused, and she frowned at him. She had thought the response to that
would be an instant agreement. “Dumbledore says I have to go back to Privet Drive.”

She scoffed. “I doubt they’re expecting you. Didn’t my dad tell them you’re not going back
after what happened last summer?”

“Only for a week or so. I’m safe there, apparently.”

“I wouldn’t call being locked in a room with nothing to eat safe, Potter.”

“Yeah, well… I’m safe from Voldemort, at any rate. It renews this blood protection, from my
mother, so he can’t hurt me, as long as I go back every year.”

“I’ve never heard of that.”

“I’ve never heard of anyone but me surviving a killing curse, either,” Harry said, and she had
to give him that one.

“So, what? You’re special. Chosen as his equal…” She scoffed. “I still think you should
come with me.”

“It’s only for a week.”

“It’s only because Dumbledore told you to,” she retorted, rolling her eyes. “But, I suppose, if
it keeps you alive. Not that it’s been very useful at keeping you out of trouble so far.”

“No. But I am alive. Just like him.”



“Hm.” They lapsed into a strained, cold silence, trying and failing to listen in on the muted
conversations of the rest of the hospital wing. “I heard Ron’s quite badly scarred,” she said.
“Is he alright?”

“I guess. He’s trying to be optimistic. Thinks they make him look badass.”

Aurora snorted. “Always good to look on the bright side of life, I suppose.”

"Yeah." He cracked a grin, but it fell quickly. "Listen, Aurora, the other night... What's the
last thing you remember?"

She blinked, staring at him. "You. I was running to you, I..." She looked away, swallowing
tightly. "I thought you were dying."

"Right." A pause. "Well, I wasn't."

"Oh, good. My efforts were for nothing, then."

"No, I — I mean, it felt a bit like it. Voldemort possessed me. Properly, I mean. He was in my
head and making me speak and I thought I was going to die, it hurt so much, and I managed
to get him out, but it — Dumbledore reckons that, with the combination of you being there,
might have caused this explosion. Which knocked you out."

"Oh. Well done, me, then."

"You don't know why, do you?"

"I... I was trying to channel this... Certain spell." Even now, she could not bring herself to tell
him the truth and let him in on that secret, locked away inside of her. "It didn't really go as
planned."

"Right." Potter considered her the way one considered a caged lion, too close to the bars of its
enclosure. "Just, your magic, all night was — it was weird."

"Yes. It was."

Silence fell. "You don't... Know why?"

"I have my suspicions, but I'm not going to tell you if you're only asking because
Dumbledore told you to."

"I'm not — I'm asking because I think — when I looked at you, it wasn't just you. There were
things — people, like ghosts, but not — coming out of you. And something about them felt
really... It was like I could feel them. In here." He pointed to his heart. "And I don't know
why."

Cold sliced through her chest, and she turned, seeing the way he trembled. "Nor do I," she
whispered. "I wish I did. But I've got more questions than answers right now, Harry, and I
don't — I can't do this. I don't know what to think or say, to help either of us."



"Right." He braced his hands on his knees. "Well. Um, I'm going to see Ron again. You —
you know about Lord MacMillan—"

"Of course I do."

"And Hestia?"

"Yes."

"Yeah. I thought so. Okay." He stood, frowning. "Well, I think Elise wants to see you later,
and I'm sure I'll say hi to her then, too, but... Yeah."

He made to shuffle awkwardly past the curtains, but at the last moment Aurora stopped him,
knowing somehow that she would regret it if she didn't say something. "Harry?" He turned,
blinking.

"Yeah?"

"I, um, I'm glad you're not dead."

For a second he stared at her like she had lost her mind, and then managed a smile, nodding
back. "I'm glad you're alive, too. Feel better soon, yeah?"

-*

Aurora's body still ached, right through the the bone. But the pain started to recede into the
background somewhat on her third day in the Hospital Wing, and she was able to convince
Madam Pomfrey that she was well enough to visit her father.

"I'll check myself into St. Mungo's if I feel like I'm going to pass out from the pain," she told
the nurse, who did not seem to find this promise very comforting.

"Your symptoms are not going to go away, Miss Black," she informed her, "you cannot
simply grit your teeth and bear it."

"Then I can't just stay in bed all day either."

"You should. You need rest. I'll allow a few hours, for your peace of mind, but you must
come back. And get checked over by the Healers there while you're at it, I've been wanting to
have you tested by them."

Aurora wrinkled her nose and crossed her arms nearly all the way before she was stopped by
the pain lancing across the back of her neck. "I don't need tested. We know exactly what's
wrong with me."

"We don't, actually," Madam Pomfrey reminded her, "the symptoms of the Transmogrifian
Curse are myriad, and you suffered many other injuries, as well as a very strange burst of
magic. I'm booking you in for a test with the long-term curse damage ward at four o'clock.
You can leave here at noon."



Aurora, despite the pain, beamed.

Dumbledore stopped by the Hospital Wing briefly before she left, informing her of her
father's stable condition and telling her what she had suspected, that he still didn't know how
the Death Eaters knew to take her father's mirror from him, or how exactly the plot was
hatched. But Aurora knew, and she was sure he knew that, too. She just had to confirm it
first, in her own way, wrap her head around yet another pain.

She didn't really need to confirm it, but she wanted to. There was a fire of fury within her,
and it needed to be unleashed.

Robin walked with her to the common room. Gwen was still in the Hospital Wing, but
recovering well, and he was only going to be away from her long enough to make sure
Aurora didn't get ambushed on her way through the dungeons. Theo, on the other hand, had
been dealing with family problems all morning, and had only been able to tell her that he'd be
back by lunch.

As Aurora entered the dungeon through the portrait wall, her gaze immediately sought out
Pansy. She was sat on the usual sofas with the usual people, smiling and laughing as though
nothing at all was wrong, and as much as Aurora wanted to make herself believe that it was
all an act, a necessity, she could not do so, anymore. Her stomach clenched, and nausea swept
over her, striking her still and rooting her to the spot as her world narrowed in on her ex-
friends; their ignorant smiles and callous joy. They didn't even think of her.

Robin, catching her eye line, tried steering Aurora towards the girls' dormitories with a hand
on her arm. "It's not worth the fight," he muttered, quite uncharacteristically. But he seemed
to have developed a protective instinct over the last couple of days, and when Aurora caught
his eye, she knew that he was just trying to stop her from doing more damage. She didn't
know how to tell him she appreciated it.

"Fuck off, Oliphant." She shook him off and started walking towards Pansy. "I need to see if
she can look me in the eye or not."

Blaise noticed her first, and his eyes widened in alarm. He shoved Draco in the ribs, and the
laughter that had just rippled around the group died away as each one of them turned to look,
quiet and still.

"Pansy, dear," Aurora called with faux politeness, smiling through gritted teeth as she tried to
push away the pain still burning through her chest. "A word."

Pansy sat rooted to her spot next to Draco, staring. "I... You're doing better."

"No thanks to you." Her gaze swept around the assembled group; Draco and Blaise and
Lucille and Millie, Vincent and Greg, the Carrow sisters, even Daphne and Astoria, who
looked like they wanted nothing more than to shrink into the cushions. "This is a quaint little
gathering isn't it?" She made sure her gaze lingered on Daphne, whose cheeks flamed. Her
family had yet to declare a side. Daphne seemed even more reticent than her grandfather.



“We haven't all been together in quite some time," she drawled sweetly as she swung her legs
over the arm of Pansy and Draco's sofa and tried to hide the gasp of pain that burst cold
through her. "Months, in fact. I think we're well overdue a little chat."

Pansy stared at her, hands trembling. “Are you okay?”

“Never been better,” she said coldly, smiling. Even Draco looked so concerned, glancing
between Aurora and Pansy like he was worried a bomb was about to go off. “How about
you? How’s your father holding up?”

Pansy swallowed tightly, looking around. There was little she could say in this group, of
Lucille and Millie and Vincent and Greg and Draco. How distant Aurora had become from
them all. “I think you know by now. He's in Azkaban.”

“You don’t say." Aurora pouted in false sympathy. "How tragic.”

She leaned in, and Pansy stayed where she was but Draco leaned away, hands digging into
the side of the sofa. “I do feel sorry for you. I know what it is, to have a parent locked in a
cell for years on end, with no one and nothing for company except their own worst enemies.
Not everyone survives. My father told me most only make it a year. Death is a blessing to
them.” She didn’t want to think about Mr Parkinson’s death; she had known his kind smiles
and willingness to talk about the newspaper and the way he made stupid jokes that made his
daughter roll her eyes. But he had looked at her, and all the innocent people she was with,
and thought he was happy to fight children. For years before she was even born, he had been
happy to have people killed because he thought they were inferior. If he hadn't known her
already, he would not have hesitated. She could no longer do herself or anybody else the
dishonour of accepting herself as an exception.

“Don’t,” Pansy said in a wavering voice, curling into Draco’s side. “Don’t talk about him
dying.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Should I talk about my father instead? He’s dying, too.” She leaned in close,
so close she could hear Pansy’s scared breaths rattle in her chest. A cold smile overtook her.
“I hope you’ve gotten whatever it is you wanted. What did they promise you, Pansy? A new
pony? A few more pretty dresses? Perhaps those diamond earrings you had your eye on for
Christmas and didn't get because Daddy's investment fell through."

“I had to, Aurora, my father — I was told I had to, but I didn’t want you hurt, I swear, I’d
never do anything to hurt you.” Aurora let out a cold laugh. The worst part was, she thought
Pansy probably believed her own lie. “I told them not to hurt you," she said in a whisper, like
she was afraid to admit it before anyone but Aurora and Draco.

“Well, they did. And even if I was completely intact, not a scratch on me, do you think that
would be enough for forgiveness? Or are you just trying to find a way to forgive yourself?”

"I can explain."

"Can you? Here? Before this group — are you sure you should protest your innocence,
defend your moral intent?"



Pansy could not beg for forgiveness in this forum, surrounded by the children of her father’s
peers. To do so would be to endanger herself; to pretend to ally herself to Aurora, to bow and
scrape before a halfblood enemy, would be the final stain on her family. So she would not.

Pansy swallowed tightly. "You weren’t supposed — I thought you were smarter than to go
with him!”

It was just what Lucius had said. Lead, sinking, in the pit of her stomach, confirmed her
worst fear. Aurora stepped back from Pansy’s slackening grasp, her hands shaking and heart
pounding and illness and sickly warmth rising in her head. “So you did. You betrayed me,
Pansy? One of my oldest friends.”

“I didn’t want..." She trailed off, glancing at Draco. "I did what I had to do. For the cause."

"For the cause? Which cause is that? Wiping me and every other half blood or muggleborn
off the face of the earth?"

"It's not like that—"

"Yes, it is. Don't pretend like any of you wouldn't support that, anyway."

"Please," Pansy whispered, leaning in to speak in her ear, "I couldn’t say no! My parents
asked me to, if I didn’t do it, they would have been the ones who suffered from it!”

“I know,” Aurora said, gut churning. “I know. But I — I’m your best friend. Or so I thought.”

“You are — Aurora, you are my best friend—”

“My father is unconscious in hospital! My cousin has only recently revived! They could have
died, I could have died, Potter could have died, and you — you used me! Me, Pansy! Have
the past ten years meant nothing to you? Do I mean nothing to you? Just something useful,
fun for a little while, who you can drop or hurt or almost get killed!"

“I’m so sorry—”

“I don’t care if you’re sorry!” she yelled, rage exploding from her in a fiery scream. Heads
turned towards them, staring. “You hurt me, Pansy, you betrayed me!”

“I had to—”

“I don’t care if you had to! I trusted you, I would never have done that to you or your family,
any of you! I — it doesn’t matter. I should have known not to trust you. How could I imagine
you’d choose me, over your parents?”

“I wish I hadn’t—”

“But you did,” she said, voice icy cold and low. “And you would do it again.” Pansy didn’t
deny it. Aurora let out a low scoff, which manifested as more of a sob. “Because you had to.
But I don’t have to put up with this anymore.” She took another step back. Pansy followed,
arm outstretched, but Aurora shook her off.



“You know I don’t want to do this," Pansy pleaded in a soft whisper, "I don’t want to be on
their side, I don’t believe in it. Aurora, please, I don't want to — this is — I love you, you
know that. You're my best friend, I didn't want to do this."

“But you’re willing to go along with it.”

“It’s my family!”

“And my family are in hospital, because of you! My father is unconscious and they don't
know when he'll wake up, if he ever will, and I've only had him back for two years and you
— you know that! You know this would hurt me, and you knew I trusted you, that I've
always trusted you, because of loyalty, but clearly that doesn't mean anything to you
anymore! I know you don’t want to." She gasped back on a sob, sniffling with tears. Robin
put a hand on her shoulder, in an attempt to steady her. "'Cause loyalty's to family, right? And
I've never had that perfect family like your parents, I know you don’t believe in the same
things they do, but I know that you love them too much to give them up, to not sacrifice your
beliefs, so, you know, you and Draco, you're my best friends, you guys are my family, or you
were, but it isn't blood! And it isn't pure blood, so it's meaningless, isn't it?"

"Aurora, I—"

"I know you don't want to fight me. I know you don't want to hurt me, but you were willing
to let it happen, to play a role in it, for your family. But I won't ask you to put me first, Pansy,
I won't ask you to care like I do. I wish I never had to ask you to. But you should know." Her
gaze pierced Draco, and she knew the words would sting and confuse and endanger him, but
she could not stop herself from speaking them. "Your father did try to save my life. It must be
difficult to know a human shit like him has more of a backbone than you do."

Draco paled. Everybody who had been listening in seemed to take in a collective gasp; those
whose own parents were connected to the Dark Lord exchanged glances, knowing how
dangerous an allegation that was, knowing that it was treasonous, knowing that it would get
back to Voldemort, and knowing that Draco would be punished. Aurora could no longer bring
herself to care. He could burn; they all could. It was nothing more than they and their
families deserved.

Aurora gave a cold smile and straightened up. Pansy breathed a sigh of relief, let out a small
sob as she leaned back, and Aurora turned around and before she knew it, her hand had
connected with Pansy’s cheek. She wanted to cry but she couldn’t cry, couldn’t show an
ounce of weakness here, and so she let her anger out another way.

Pansy’s face snapped to the side and Draco let out a startled gasp. “Aurora, what the fuck!”

“Don’t you try and tell me off,” she snarled at him, even as she noticed the others rising in
her periphery, wands out. She had no wand but in that moment it didn’t feel like it mattered.
One didn’t need a wand, one didn’t even need magic, to hurt another person. No, pain, and
causing pain, was just human, innate and instinctual.

She stepped back, standing beside Robin, who was staring around warily, hand on his wand,
ready to fight. "I hope you’re all very pleased with yourselves,” she said, making sure that



her voice rang around the whole common room, that anyone who hadn’t yet noticed what
was going on would hear her, and stand to attention. “Your cowardice, your ignorance, your
general idiocy.”

“You’re not frightening, Black,” came Lucille’s smooth voice. “You don’t even have a
wand.”

“And who told you that, Lucille? Don’t tell me you’ve been harbouring your murderer uncle
after all?”

“You’re not holding one—”

“Not all wizards need wands to do magic,” she said silkily. "It's not my fault you're not bright
enough to figure it out. Just like your mother still isn't clever enough to figure out your
father's affair with his Secretary."

"How did you know about that—"

"—and how dear Daphne's father wasn't quick enough to realise he's in bed with a family of
criminals."

Daphne's cheeks flared, and Flora Carrow leapt to her feet, furious. "Don't you dare—"

"Don't speak to me," Aurora said tiredly, flicking her wrist in dismissal at her. "You're not
relevant here."

She let her gaze drop from Lucille to the boys to Millie, then Pansy and Draco, and to Blaise
and Daphne sitting with them all, not speaking, not looking anybody in the eye. Cowards.
Was this what she looked like, she wondered, to people like Harry and Hermione?

When she caught Pansy’s eye again, the urge to cry rose up, but she pushed it down. Crying
would not solve anything. Yet still she felt there was more to be said, more to be screamed at
them, more anger to hurl out of her aching body. But she had to do the right thing. Move
forward. She would not settle this with insults and the pain of broken friendships, but with
action, with change, with taking everything she knew about these people and about herself
and destroying them with it. See how they liked feeling like they were nothing.

The only one she cared for was Theo. But things would have to change there too. It was too
dangerous. It could never be. It broke her heart, but she didn’t want it to break any further.

"Aurora?" Now his voice broke through the cacophony in her head. "Robin? What's going
on?"

His voice was pleasant enough, but she heard the note of worry there as he turned to Draco.
"What's happening?"

"Nothing," Draco seethed. "She doesn't know what she's talking about. My father would
never..." But he didn't dare finish the sentence. His tongue seemed to tie itself up in his cheek.
"He pities you. That's — that's all. He doesn't care." He all but spat the word at her. "None of
us care."



"I'm sure you don't. I just need everybody to know the facts. I'm sure you'll agree, I could say
far worse."

"Aurora," Theo said, turning to her, "maybe don't threaten—"

"No, I'll do whatever I like, actually," Aurora said, stepping back so that she could survey all
of them. "Truth is, you're all fucking cowards. And that's fine, because I think most people
are, but you're also all fucking selfish, and spineless, and quite frankly, you disgust me. I'm
ashamed I ever called myself one of you."

"No, you're not," Flora Carrow piped up, and Aurora turned on her, furious that she even
dared to speak to her. "You wish you were one of us. You just realise now that you never
were."

The words struck to her very core, and Aurora did not know how to refute them.

"This doesn't have anything to do with you, Flora," Theo said, turning to her. He placed a
hand on Aurora's arm and she flinched, feeling the weight of every pair of eyes in the world
upon it. "Come on, Aurora, Robin, let's go."

"Turning blood traitor now, are you, Nott?" came Vincent's voice, callously amused. "Bit
bold for you."

"Yeah, well, maybe I'm bored of never using my own brain," he said, rolling his eyes.

"So you're going with her?" Lucille looked almost amused.

"Yes, actually—"

"Don't," Aurora said sharply, as he moved towards her. Theo stilled, frowning at her with a
question in his eyes. She focused on Pansy, because all of a sudden she got the feeling that
looking elsewhere, letting her mind stray elsewhere, would simply send her into panic. Her
throat was already closing up, clogged by building tears. "I'll never forgive you, just so you
know. There is nothing that you can ever do to justify this, or to make up for it. I have loved
you and Draco my entire life. I thought of your families as my own and I have tried to protect
them, and you, and that was foolish. You're not the sort of people I want anything to do with
now, even if I could pretend you still cared. So I'm not going to anymore. And I hope you
both know that the consequences of that are yours to bear the burden of."

And she turned so that no one would see her crying at the finality she had to put into her
voice, at the pent-up pains both physical and emotional, so that she could pretend to be strong
with those parting words instead of betraying the weak tremor of her lips over a sob. She
walked as fast as she could, storming to the girls' dormitory and through the door, Theo and
Robin behind her.

"Aurora," Robin called once they'd shut the door, "are you—"

"Go see Gwen," she told him, "I'll be fine."

"Are you sure? You don't seem all that—"



"I'll be fine, Robin, I have Theo! Gwen needs you!"

A moment of quiet, and then his footsteps retreated and Theo came to her side and wound an
arm around her, and it was all Aurora could do to keep from just collapsing the second she
entered her room.

"Aurora, what just happened—"

"Something that needed to happen a long time ago," Aurora seethed, tossing her hair as she
hauled her trunk out from under her bed. "And now, I'm leaving."

"Leaving? What — for the summer?"

"If I get my way, now, yes." She couldn't stand to be here for one more moment, not now. "I
have to see my dad, and there's nothing here for me, and if Pansy Parkinson so much as
breathes in my direction, I cannot be held responsible for my actions."

“I can’t believe Pansy—”

“I can,” she muttered, cutting him off. “I can believe it of any of them. She’s been telling me
all year, how good a friend she wants to be, how much she cares and wants to make amends
and I — I should’ve known it was too good to be true. She’d choose her family, time and
time again. Over the right thing, over her own morals. Over me.” Her voice trembled at the
words, and she curled into herself as she yanked her drawers open, tossing piles of clothing
into her trunk. “Merlin, I’m so stupid! Hoping things would get better, that I mattered enough
to be…” She shook her head, turning away, but even as tears threatened her, Theo knelt down
at her side and cupped her cheek, ever so gentle. “I can’t do this,” she whispered, but couldn’t
find the will to pull away. “I can’t — Theo, your father and grandfather…”

“They're in Azkaban.”

“They'll get out. Your grandfather warned me already, before, he doesn’t want me around
you, and I don’t know if he knows, but you coming there, to the Ministry, for me — it was
dangerous, it was too dangerous, and I — I can’t do it. I can’t be us anymore.”

“Aurora, we knew this was dangerous getting into it—”

“And we were stupid and we didn't care about knowing that enough, and I should’ve said
no!” The words were out and she could not bite them back. “I could’ve died, you could’ve
died, I’ve made myself an even bigger target, you’re endangering yourself even being
associated with me, I — it isn’t right! It can’t go on!”

“I didn’t think they’d really try and…”

“What?” Aurora asked in a shrill voice, piling clothes and books and anything she could get
her hands on into her trunk. “Kill me? Well, I think he’s only third in line, so it’s really not so
bad, if you think about it that way! Fuck!” She slammed the drawer shut and opened the next
one, shoving clothes in without caring about them coming unfolded and messy in the trunk.



“I should have known this would happen. I’ve been an idiot, we both have, to think we could
— could be safe, keep this secret."

“What, and keep me in the dark? Again? Lie to me when you mysteriously turned up in the
Hospital Wing for the third year in a row?”

“I shouldn’t have let you come, it was stupid, you — I can’t let you fight for me, Theo!"

“I don’t need you to let me,” he said fiercely. “And I’m not just fighting for you, Aurora! Do
you think that if it weren’t for you, and us being together, I would be okay with my
grandfather and my father’s actions?”

“I don’t know! We’ll never know and that’s not the point, the point is that I’m basically a
halfblood and you being with me, fighting on my side, will be taken as an act of blood
treachery!”

“I don’t care! I don’t want people thinking I agree with my family!”

“That’s not the point!” she snapped.

“Then what is the point, because I really fail to understand—”

“Because everyone will see that as my fault! They’ll see me as this corrupting influence, your
grandfather already has, they’ll say, there’s the halfblood we couldn’t kill, look how she’s
made the good pureblood boy fall! They’ll think, that impure slut’s—”

“—Don’t say—”

“—the reason the Carrows aren’t getting their betrothal, they’ll think I’ve led you astray, that
it’s just another reason people like me shouldn’t have power or titles or connections, that I’m
less than them! And I know that, I’ve known that for years, and I — I shouldn’t have
forgotten! I'm not an exception, and I won't be any longer! I’m just so fucking stupid!”

Hardly able to see through her tears, she slammed the drawer shut on her fingers and leapt,
letting out a shriek. Theo was beside her in an instant, trying to comfort her, hold her, and all
she wanted was for him to go, to leave her alone.

“Is there anything I can—”

“No, Theodore, there’s nothing you can do. I can’t ask you to do anything for me, not
anymore.”

“What do you mean? Aurora, listen, I care about you—”

“You shouldn’t!” she shouted. “And I don’t want you to! I don’t care if you think that you’d
choose me, over anyone, I don’t care if you want to appease me with your stupid romantic
sentiments, because that’s not going to help me when I’m dead! I won’t ask you to choose
between me and your family, I refuse to be that person, and I — I don’t want you to choose,
because you can’t protect me from everything, Theodore! If anything, you thinking like this,



thinking you can make me a priority, stand up to your family for me, that puts me in more
danger, and the more you say it the more dangerous it is!”

“You think it isn’t dangerous for me, too?” he shot back, staring at her. “You think I’ve
nothing to lose here?”

“I don’t want you to lose anything, Theodore! I won’t do that to you!”

“I’m doing it to myself!”

“Well, don’t! You have a family, Theodore, and they need you and they love you and I won’t
endanger you or them or myself any longer! Pansy claimed to be my friend and maybe she
truly thinks she is, but she had to protect her family, she had to make a choice and that choice
hurt me and I — I won't have someone else in my life who will have to make that sort of
choice. I can't do that, Theo, to you or to myself!"

“I’d run away with you,” he whispered, eyes pleading and shining, “I told you, I’d do
anything for you…”

“Well, don’t,” she whispered back, tears spilling over onto her cheeks. “You won’t run away
with me, Theodore, because I won’t let you. Because sooner or later, they’d catch up with us,
no matter how far in hiding we are, they’d hate us enough to do it. And they’d come for me
first, like they came for my mother, like they killed her and fucking delighted in it, and killed
her whole family too! And I won’t be my mother, Theodore, I refuse! I’m not foolish and I
don’t — I don’t want to be brave.” Her voice wobbled as she sank down, leaning back
against the side of the bed, a sob cracking through her. “I want to go home and I want to
struggle through this war and hope that my side wins and I want myself and my family to
live, and I can’t do that with you!”

“Aurora, I love—”

“Don’t you dare!” she said sharply, turning and hauling her last drawer open. “Don’t you dare
tell me that, Theo.”

“It’s the truth,” he told her, eyes tearful but filled with a fire she rarely saw. “I want to say it
because you deserve to know it. And I don’t need you to say it back, but if this is the end of
this, I need you to know. If you have to go, if you can’t do this, if it’s your choice to walk
away from us, I respect that. But I love you, Aurora, and I don’t want to lose you! I suppose I
always knew it was a possibility, and just like you won’t ask me to put you over my family, I
won’t ask the same of you, either. But maybe consider that you can trust me, that I’m not the
one who has broken your trust, and I know you’re a bit messed up right now, because your
trust in Pansy has been shattered and you don’t know what to do with yourself, but, Merlin,
Aurora, this isn’t all about you! I don’t know who I’d be if I didn’t know you, but I hope I’d
be a better person than my family wanted me to be! I’m not just running to you, I want out of
the life they have planned for me and I always have!”

“Then do that! Do whatever you want and leave them and don’t tell them a word about me
and don’t bring me into that and don’t get me killed!”



“Hey, that’s not fair, you know I didn’t know—”

“Well, you should have!”

“So should you by those standards! If this was a mistake, yes, maybe it is, maybe it is
dangerous, but we both made a choice, Aurora!”

She didn’t know what to say to that, just let out a low, broken sob and flung her winter cloak
into her trunk, before pushing it across the beneath of her bed to fly out the other side. She
stood up on shaky legs and stormed round the corner, opening these drawers with more care
but violently trembling hands.

“I take my choice back.”

“Alright.”

“No, don’t say alright like that, Theodore!”

“Well, what the hell do you want me to say? Do you want me to say anything or do you want
me to just sit here silently while you make every decision and break your own heart and
refuse to let anybody help you? You want to break up, I understand! If I don’t, then you’d
still be yelling at me for that, wouldn’t you?”

"I can't do this," she whispered, determinedly not looking at him as she placed her necklaces
and rings and books in her trunk, in an attempt to distract from everything running through
her head. "I can't — it was always stupid."

"Aurora, I know you're upset right now. This doesn't have to be the end of this."

"Just because I'm upset doesn't mean that I don't know what I want." She was managing to
talk slower now, calmer. She went to her locked desk drawer and took out all of her notes and
copies of Umbridge's correspondence, the report she had been drafting, her investigation into
Lucius Malfoy. She had her little book with every piece of gossip she had ever curated about
the secrets and scandals of the purebloods she surrounded herself with, the book she refused
to use as a journal.

"I know," Theo said softly, following her, "I just — let's talk about this."

"When, Theo? My dad could be dying, and I'm going to be rather busy dealing with that."

"I know that, I'm not saying we have to talk now, just — don't close this door on us!"

"I have to." She refused to let the sob in her chest get any further. "I have to, Theo. And I
really wish I didn't, I really wish that — that we were just two ordinary people, and I could
just be happy and safe and secure in love, but I've never been given that privilege, and the
world isn't about to start being kind to me now. So this has to be goodbye."

She swept back across her room, snatching her pyjamas from beneath her pillow and putting
the trunk down again to stuff them inside, on top of her papers and books. "I wish that, too,"
he said, coming to her side, placing a hand on her shoulder. This time, she did not want to



brush him off; she just wanted to curl into him, wanted his arms wrapped around her all the
way to the hospital, wanted him to hold her hand the whole time she felt everything she
needed to. But they would never be allowed that.

So she could only allow him to hold her for this short while, standing there in disarray. "I
can't allow us both to be naive anymore," she told him in a whisper. "Thinking that we can let
this all wash over us. It won't. And I won't let you convince me otherwise, Theo."

"I know this won't wash over us, Aurora. I know that this isn't easy. But I know the decisions
I am prepared to make. And, if it helps, if it matters at all, it's not all just because of you, or
because I want to be with you. I genuinely don't agree with my father and grandfather's
ideology, and I genuinely want to fight. I know what side I'm on, and it's not just because it's
yours. But..." His fingers played with the ends of her hair and she wrapped her arms tighter
around his chest. "If this is what you want, I — I can't exactly stop it. I just ask that you don't
— don't say this is the end. Not right now. Not when you're scared and hurting."

"It can't be the end," she said, and he took in a breath, "we have to act like this never
happened at all, Theo."

"I can't—"

“It'll be easier than you think," she told him, and stepped away with tears in her eyes, feeling
cold and empty. "I promise. I'll make it easy. It'll be far easier like this anyway. You'll have
nothing to hide and I — I'm good at pretending."

"It'll never be easy," he told her, even as he stepped away, shaking his head. "I don't like
pretending, Aurora."

"Well, you're going to have to. I — I don't know what I'm going to have to do this summer."
She could feel the hot, treacherous tears burning at the back of her eyes. "I'll try not to let it
affect you. I — I'm sorry."

She couldn't even tell him what she was sorry for. There was too much of it. She was sorry
for the world and for herself and her inability to think straight and handle this like she wanted
to, she was sorry she had ever been stupid enough to let any of this happen, she was sorry she
had ever walked into his life and made it difficult like she had. She was sorry for everything.
She just wanted it all to go away.

"Don't do this," Theo said, walking back towards the door even as he did so. "Don't make this
decision now."

"I have to. It has to end now, soon as we can."

She snapped her trunk shut and picked it up, clicking her fingers for Stella to follow her.
Hauling the trunk behind her made her shoulder ache, but she refused Theo when he offered
to take it for me.

"You're not my boyfriend," she told him sharply, "you shouldn't do these things."



He blinked, arm stuck halfway to opening the door for her. Then he frowned. "I haven't seen
you like this in a very long time, you know," he told her, and her heart thudded in her chest.
"I thought you'd gotten past this."

"Well, like I said. You're very naive." She brushed past him, eyes and cheeks burning, and she
tried to ignore the way that the hurt sparking in his eyes made her want to cry and beg for
forgiveness.

"This isn't you," he told her, closing the door behind them. "This isn't us."

"It has to be," she retorted, swallowing tightly. "I don't care for sentimentality, Theodore."

"You do," he said softly, "you're just pretending. Like you said." He reached out as if to
stroke her hair, then stopped, thinking better of it. "But, fine. You know how I feel. I won't
apologise for that. But if this is what you really want..."

He stepped away and Aurora felt the emptiness of the air stretching between them, her
stomach twisting. "Theo," she said, reaching out to take his hand before he could leave,
before she could feel this break.

His eyes shone when he turned to her. "I'll miss you," she whispered. "I just — I'll never be
able to tell anyone that. So I wanted you to know now."

A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he softened, squeezed her hand, drew her back in. She let
him. The corridor was deserted. She needed just to feel him again, one last time.

"I'll miss you, too," he whispered with his lips to her brow. "I — I hope you know, I’d never
do anything to hurt you."

“I know you believe that,” Aurora told him, eyes burning, “but I can’t believe it of anyone
anymore.”

She tore herself away from him and fled, heart pounding. She didn’t look back, and didn’t
stop until she reached Dumbledore’s office, knocking quickly before he let her in.

McGonagall and Snape were already there, along with Molly Weasley, heads bent in
conversation. All four of them looked up sharply at her entrance, and Aurora managed to
catch her breath for only a moment before saying, “I want to go home. I — I need to be able
to see my father, you said that I could—”

“Of course, Miss Black,” Dumbledore said softly, glancing up. “Would you like to use my
Floo? I assume your trunk is all packed.”

“Yes,” she said, feeling like she had rather hastily pulled everything together. She didn’t want
to look at Snape or Molly, but when she caught McGonagall’s gaze it was surprisingly soft.
“Yes — and I’m sorry, sir, to burst in like this. I thought you should know that Pansy
Parkinson is actively feeding information to Voldemort's followers from inside your school.
She played a pivotal role in the Ministry attack.” McGonagall let out a sorry little gasp.
Aurora swallowed tightly. “I think it’d be for the best if I go back to the Tonkses’, now.”



“Thank you,” Dumbledore told her, inclining his head, and standing to go and unlock the
Floo. She followed, relieved. “Will you be returning this term, Lady Black?”

“Do I have to?” He shook his head. “Then, no. Thank you, Professor. I’ll see you soon.”

She called out for Tonks Cottage and stepped into the flames, and let herself be swept away
in a whirl of soot, tears finally falling from her eyes.

Chapter End Notes
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St. Mungo’s Hospital

Aurora hardly felt the motions of her own body on her way to St. Mungo’s Hospiral. She was
only vaguely aware of herself, Flooing into Arbrus Hill, dumping off her trunk and Stella and
her cage, and then spinning back through the fire grates to the hospital reception.

As soon as she entered the bright reception area, she hurried over to the desk where a young
witch sat, twirling a quill between her fingers. “Excuse me,” Aurora said, hating the way her
voice quivered as the witch looked up, blinking slowly at her, “I’m looking for Sirius Black
— I’m told he’s in the Serious Curse Effects Wards.”

“Sure,” the witch said in a bored way, snatching a scroll from midair. Aurora tapped her
fingers nervously on the edge of the desk. “I take it you’re his daughter, then? Lady Aurora?”

“Yes. Yes, that’s me.”

“Hm." The witch's gaze flickered up to her, and then back down again, carrying with it a
sense of disappointment at a lacklustre curiosity. "Saw you in the paper. Yeah, Ward Seven,
Serious Curse Effects. Level four. To your left and up the stairs, then at the top go right and
then another left. The healers’ll help you from there.” She met Aurora’s eyes and gave her a
sympathetic smile. “It's the short term ward. Almost all the patients get out within a couple of
weeks."

“Right.” That didn’t help ease her nerves. In fact, the sympathy made her feel worse, like
something to be pitied, like her emotional weakness was written all over her face. She
supposed it probably was. “Thank you. Have — have a good day.”

She fled before the witch could see more of the fear in her features, hurrying across the room
and up the spiralling staircase and into the curse damage ward, the same one where she had
seen Barty Crouch last Christmas. It felt a lifetime ago now, and some part of her felt maybe
it was. Her father’s own life could be fading, and she powerless to do anything about it.

As she made her way down the corridor, her breath began to get stuck in her throat, sobs
lodging inside of her. Her dad could be dying. Could be dead already. She didn’t care what
the witch downstairs had said, or Madam Pomfrey or Dumbledore or anybody else; she had
been here before, had felt the fear of pre-emptive grief, feeling a loved one slip away in the
silence between her own breaths, everyone pretending they were fine out of pity, thinking her
weak, too young to handle the truth, which would hit her even worse when she finally had to
know it.

She couldn’t lose him. Even though now she had the Tonkses and more friends around her,
she had a family, a stable one, one that would not snap at her for crying and think her a fool
for grieving too long, she just could not stand the thought of losing her father. It rooted her to
the spot, and made the pain in her chest and head flare again. The world faded to a shadow
and an incessant ringing in her head, voices speaking poison in her ear.

He’s dying he’s dying he’s dying-



The reality was here; the too-clean smell of the hospital clotted in her nose, and she could
feel Death at her shoulder, thriving in this place and licking his lips, delighted by all the
prizes. It felt like hands wrapped around her neck and fire licking at her arms.

“Aurora?”

She reared back at the familiar voice, turning round. She hadn’t even realised she was leaning
against the wall, holding tight to the door handle of a nearby cupboard. The world seemed
poorly adjusted in her vision, tilting and jarring, too bright white.

Kingsley Shacklebolt was approaching her warily, having just left another room. Marked
number four. “It is you,” he said, voice warm and even, despite a small dose of worry.
“You’re here to see Sirius, aren’t you?“

“I — I. Yes. But I can’t.” The words stuck in her throat, tight webs of shame. “I can’t go in
there, I can’t see him like that. I was just going to get some tea."

She backed away, but he followed, cautious yet calm. “That’s quite understandable,” he told
her, offering a hand. “Frankly, I think it would do you some good to sit down for a moment
first, hm? You can collect your thoughts.”

Aurora accepted the offer warily, sitting down on a nearby row of uncomfortable metal seats.
The nearby Healers stared at them, then looked away when she glared back.

The ringing in her head was fading slightly, replaced by hot cheeks and the penetrating
feeling of nausea. “Are you going to give me a lecture?” she asked Kingsley, not looking him
in the eye.

“Now, why would I do that?”

She shrugged, trying to breath well enough to get her words out. “No one has yet. I fucked
up, it has to happen at some point. Dumbledore hasn’t done it yet. My dad can't, even if he
wanted to."

“No one’s going to give you a lecture,” Kingsley said. “There’s no need for one.”

“But I — people are dead. And I — I was useless and probably made things worse and I…”
She shut her mouth. She could not admit guilt to Kingsley Shacklebolt, but the words had to
escape her somehow and the only person she dared speak them to was unconscious in a
hospital bed just through a door and she did not dare see him for fear of losing herself
entirely.

It took a moment for Kingsley to speak. “Hestia Jones was a remarkable witch,” he said
slowly, “and she will be greatly missed. But she made her own choice to join the Order, and
to fight at the Ministry on Friday evening. Lord MacMillan did the same.”

“But I — I shouldn’t have gotten other people involved and MacMillan shouldn’t have
known, it was my responsibility. I put the Order in danger. Like you all thought I would."



“That’s the Order’s job. To protect people. That includes you too, Aurora. Look at me.” She
didn’t dare. With a small sigh, he said, “I know I’m not the one you need to hear this from.
But you did what you had to, and what you should have. You saved your father’s life.”

“I would have let Harry Potter die for it.”

The words broke out of her, quiet in the still ward, and her breath stayed caught in her throat
as she squeezed her eyes shut, pretending that the world had ceased to exist, and that if she
couldn’t see Kingsley, then she was admitting all of this to nobody except herself, that it
meant nothing, that she was not begging for forgiveness but acknowledging fact, simple as
the weather.

“I’m sorry,” she said breathlessly, “I don’t know why I told you that.”

“That’s okay,” he told her simply. “A lot of Aurors think similarly, when they’re stressed. I
know where your mind goes.”

She swallowed. “You don’t understand.” She shook her head.

“Then help me to.”

“No.” Aurora stood, and the world around her spun. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“That’s alright,” Kingsley told her, voice still measured and eerily calm. He had done this too
often; either that, or he was really preparing for a lecture after all, and had rehearsed all of
this. “But you may want to take a moment before you go and see Sirius. Perhaps I could fetch
Auror Tonks for you?"

“No." She couldn't possibly say any of this to Dora, or Andromeda or Ted or anybody else.
She wouldn't even know where to begin. "No, I’m going now.” Anything to get away from
this, anything to just see him and know he was alive, to speak her truth and wish for
absolution.

“You should know, then,” Kingsley started, “he doesn’t look in a good way. It may be
upsetting.”

“I’m sure I can handle it,” she snapped back, glaring at him, the concern in his face prickling
beneath her skin. “I’ve done this before.”

She left him with that, revelled in the shock in his eyes, and hurried down the jolting corridor,
gaze focused on that door. She nearly rammed into the frame as she opened it, bypassing a
startled Healer who called after her, and slammed the door, hurrying to the bed by the
window where her dad lay, as still as she had ever seen him.

He didn’t look quite alive. If it were not for the steady rise and fall of his chest, she would
have believed him a corpse already, pale face and blue lips and gaunt, hollowed cheeks.

Her knees trembled as she forced herself to sit down at his bedside. “Dad,” she started, then
stopped. All of a sudden, there was nothing to say except the one wish she would beg out of
him.



“I really don’t want you to die,” she managed to tell him in a broken whisper. “I really don’t
think I can do it, and it isn’t fair and you — you can’t die. You’ve been too alive to die.” She
reached out for his hand. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t help you, like I wanted to, I — I failed
you.” Tears burned and she squeezed her eyes shut in a vain attempt to keep back the tide.
Don’t cry, echoed that voice in her head. Now more than ever, she wished that she could stop
herself. “I thought I was doing everything right. And I wasn’t. I didn’t know what was right. I
just made it all worse and — I just really, really want you to stay alive, alright? That’s all I
want, I… I need you to stay alive.”

She almost fooled herself into believing he held on a bit tighter to her hand.

“I promise if you wake up, I won’t argue with Porter ever again. Or with you, or — I’ll be the
perfect, daughter. Just, let me be one.”

There was a knock at the door. Aurora flinched, blinking back her tears as she called, “Yes?”

A moment later, Dora sidled into the room, clad in her usual clothes but with a large bandage
around the right arm. “Wotcher, munchkin,” she said tiredly, sighing as she made her way
across the room. Aurora shifted on her seat, dragging another chair across for Dora to sit
down in. “How’s he holding up?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora said shortly, “it’s not like he can tell me.”

Dora gave a wry smile. “True enough.” A pause. “I heard you’re a bit banged up yourself.”

“I’m conscious,” she said with a shrug. “I’m fine.”

Her cousin frowned at her. She knew she didn’t believe her, not really. “I saw Bellatrix—”

“I’m fine,” Aurora snapped.

Dora arched a cool brow, and in that moment, looked unnervingly like Andromeda. “Not
buying it,” she said, “but if you don’t wanna talk, fine. I struggled with my first Auror
mission, you know. Everything that went wrong, I blamed on myself. I was terrified to go
back out into the field again after that, but I had to. And I soon realised, that mistakes happen.
Injuries are part of the job description. It’s a risk you take on when you join.”

“So?”

“So. Your dad knew what he was getting into, and so do I, and so does everyone. And I know
you’re beating yourself up about it, without cause, and I know you’re thinking about what
you could have done differently, but that’s not for you to do, Aurora. You shouldn’t have
been put in that position, anyway, in the first place.”

“Well, I was.” She stared at the floor. “I don’t want this. I thought, I don’t know, that I should
be in the Order, to prove something, that I could. But I’m scared of it, Dora. I’m scared to
lose my dad, or you, and anybody. I don’t want to be a part of this. But I have to. I’ve no way
out, and I have to fight, and not doing so feels wrong — but I don’t want anyone else
involved.”



“That’s not your decision to make, kiddo.”

“I know that. I know, I’m not trying to — but it is dangerous. And my dad could die.”

“He’s not going to, Aurora. The Healers said—”

“I don’t care what the Healers said. They could be wrong.”

“They’re not.”

“You’re just trying to make me feel better.”

Dora sighed, and put her good arm around Aurora’s shoulders. “He’s gonna be okay. We’re
all going to pull through, yeah.”

“Not forever. The war’s started properly now, or is about to. I need to catch up, but from what
I gather, Fudge is on his way out, and Scrimgeour’s set to replace him. Right? An Auror in
top office — that’s a war Ministry if I ever saw one.”

“That’s as may be,” Dora said, “but not everybody dies, Aurora.”

“Feels like it,” she whispered, pulling her knees up to her chest and burrowing into her
jumper. “That’s all I’ve heard of the first war — how many people died. And I know it’s the
right thing to do, I know it’s the noble or brave thing or whatever you want to call it, and I
know it’s right. I know I don’t want to just sit and do nothing, because that feels as good as
fighting for the other side. But I just wish it wasn’t necessary.”

Dora sighed, and squeezed Aurora to her side. “I’ll tell you a secret, kiddo — that’s what
everybody feels right now.”

“Why can’t things just be easy?” she asked, knowing she sounded like a petulant child and
not caring, because it all just felt so unfair and for once, for the last time, she wanted to
pretend that she could hold onto the edge of precarious childhood. “Why can’t the world just
be good?”

“Maybe it can,” Dora said, holding her close. Aurora relished the warmth, the understanding
that bound them now. “If the right people fight for it.”

It was the same conversation she had had with Gwen, confronted the same fears. But
somehow coming from Dora, it felt more possible. Dora spoke with confidence even when
she was scared; she was so bright and so alive that Aurora could not comprehend the thought
of the universe going against Dora’s plans, of stopping her fighting.

“Can I stay with you tonight?” Aurora asked, not looking up from where she was nestling
into her cousin’s embrace. “I kind of told Dumbledore I wasn’t coming back to school, and I
don’t want to be alone in Arbrus Hill with only Tippy for company.” Which reminded her —
Kreacher’s treachery. Her chest tightened in anger, but her head was clouded; she realised she
didn't even know how to go about beginning to deal with it.



“Course you can,” Dora promised. “Penny’ll be fine if you stay with us, or I’m sure Mum
and Dad would be relieved to have you close by again.”

“Thank you,” Aurora said, and looked back at her father’s hand in hers. “Madam Pomfrey
said I have to get tested at four o’clock.”

“I know. Mum’s made it her mission to make sure you get there.”

Of course she had. Aurora sighed, sitting up straight with a wince. “She doesn’t miss
anything, does she?”

“We’ve all been worried sick about you. Every time she had to come back to see me from
Hogwarts, she was fretting more and more about you.”

“Sorry,” Aurora said with a wince.

Dora gave her a funny look. “Don’t apologise. I’ve been fine. Got a badass scar and
everything. And you’re the baby of the family.” She grinned and nudged her side gently.
“And you need to be taken care of properly.”

Somehow, this reassured her. A warm calm settled inside of her, and Aurora, despite the
heaviness of her father’s limp hand, managed to brave a smile.

A Healer came by shortly after, and Aurora and Dora were summarily ordered out of the
room for half an hour, so that her father could be checked over. “Don’t worry,” the Healer
said, “he’s being perfectly well looked after. I’ll give you a full briefing as soon as I’m done
— so long as you sign yourself in at the desk there.” She gave Aurora a pointed, scolding
look that made her rather resemble Professor McGonagall.

“I’ll make sure she does,” Dora promised the Healer, who nodded, and gave Aurora a
frustrating sympathetic smile.

“We’re doing everything we can, dear. All signs point to recovery.”

“Right.” Aurora swallowed the tight worry in her throat. “Thanks.”

She closed the door behind them, and turned to see Andromeda and Ted waiting outside, both
weary and drawn. They opened their arms and welcomed both girls in, holding them close
again. “Hey, honey,” Andromeda said against Aurora’s forehead. “You feeling better?”

“Yeah,” she lied, ignoring Dora’s dubious look. “Much better.”

Andromeda held her back at arm’s length, with an assessing gaze. “You’ve got to be checked
out by the Healers here in a few hours. How about we get some lunch before coming back to
see your dad?”

It wasn’t really a question. Aurora fell into step beside Ted, who put an arm around her.
“Andy’s going to be fussing over you for months,” he told her. “Just so you know.”



They went upstairs to the hospital tearoom for lunch, which Aurora barely tasted. It was
better than lying in the bed in the Hospital Wing with Madam Pomfrey watching every bite
she took as if an unusual way of chewing could be a symptom, but she had the Tonkses all
watching her instead now, Andromeda reminding her that she had to keep eating, and make
sure that she ate enough. But she had next to no appetite. She could only think of her dad,
downstairs, unmoving.

When they were done, Aurora led them back to the ward, where the Healer from earlier
greeted them. Her name was Healer Laurence, apparently, and she took Aurora through all of
the confusing jargon of her father’s condition. The end result was that he was stable, but
unconscious. There was some damage to his head, but mostly his body had just given out
from exhaustion and nerve-shattering — a common result from extended torture. He would
be alright, was what everyone kept saying, but Aurora simply could not allow herself to
believe it.

Ted took her across the floor for four o’clock, to the general practitioners’ office. There, she
was to visit with one Healer Tibbins, an older witch with a kind face, who let Ted sit in with
Aurora in case she was nervous. As it was, Aurora sat in a chair with her arms crossed,
scowling as she tried to deny her pain even to herself.

“Healer Pomfrey was kind enough to send across her notes on your condition from
Hogwarts,” Tibbins said, glancing at a long scroll hovering in front of her face. “She is
mostly concerned about the lingering pains in your upper body — the neck and shoulder —
and the lingering curse magic she has detected around your chest. I’m here primarily to sort
through the curse, see where it has spread and is concentrated, look at its linkage to the
physical manifestations of your pain, and try and pinpoint other symptoms and concerns.
Does that all make sense to you?” Aurora nodded slowly. “Very good. Now, I did have a
couple of questions about your medical records before we start. Your notes from your school
nurse are quite extensive about life-threatening situations you have found yourself in — but
we could not track down anything from the ages of two until twelve. Do you recall being
visited by any Healers in that time?”

Aurora blinked at her, surprised. She did not know how to answer that. “I — I don’t know. I
mean, there was a Healer who visited my grandmother just before she died, but that wasn’t
for me.” She glanced at Ted, who appeared troubled. “And I think my great-grandfather —
there was someone who spoke to me about developing magic, when I was about seven, and I
think she was a Healer. But I never really had many problems. I didn’t get sick often like a lot
of children — I didn’t see many other children — so there was no real need for it.”

“I see.” Healer Tibbins noted that down. “Very well. If you would sit up on that stool there
for me, and we can get started. I’m just going to run the tip of the wand over you and try and
hone in on the placement of this nasty curse. Tell me when it hurts.”

Aurora obliged, shifting uncomfortably on the high-seated stool as Tibbins stood and walked
around her. She felt like she were a helpless squirrel, being preyed on by a circling wolf. She
shivered when Tibbins’ wand alighted on her wrist, working over her light robes. When it
reached her shoulder, she hissed, and Tibbins frowned, dragging the wand further down
towards the centre of her chest.



“That hurts,” Aurora said through gritted teeth. It felt like her heart was trying to rip out of
her chest, pulsing bluntly against her ribs. “There, and there.” She took in a cold, gasping
breath, as the wand tip reached the bottom of her ribcage.

“Interesting,” Tibbins said gently. “Hold still.”

She lifted the wand up, but the pain did not fade. Next, Tibbins held the wand to Aurora’s
throat, and she could no longer think or breathe or see properly; she gasped and shoved
herself backwards, nearly falling off the stool as blind panic set in and tugged her away.

“Whoa.” Ted dived in, catching her before she could fall and the stool clatter to the ground.
“You’re okay, Aurora. It’s safe.”

“I — that—” A cold knife, wild eyes, green light. The room faded into that nightmare, and
her throat closed up.

“Alright, dear,” Healer Tibbins said, stepping away. “That’s enough for now.” She set her
wand down and held her hands out. “You’re alright. You’re safe here. No curse will come
from this wand.”

“It hurt,” Aurora bit out, “and she — she hurt me.” Silver eyes like her grandmother’s, pursed
lips biting out cruel words.

“I am sorry, dear. The spell provokes the pain spots, but it should fade in a moment. I have a
potion to assist with the process, but I believe I have located the source—”

“No,” Aurora said, “no, I don’t mean — Bellatrix. She hurt me.”

Silence fell. “We know,” Ted said, “that’s what Dumbledore told us.”

“She — she did it again. The Transmogrifian Curse.”

“Yes. It is as I suspected. If you’ll allow, I can locate the spot where the curse has latched on,
and attempt to prevent further damage.”

“She wants me dead.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s here. It’s at my neck.”

“Alright,” Healer Tibbins said gently. She could feel her approaching again. “Is that the main
manifestation?” Aurora nodded. “I see. Perhaps there are two points… May I touch the side
of your neck? With my hands, not a wand? Only if you're comfortable with it."

She hesitated a moment, trying to keep her breath even. “Yes. Alright.”

Warm, soft hands touched the pulse point at the side of her neck, and Aurora felt it sharp in
her throat, like the onset of a nasty cough. Cold flashed through her, like the stab of an icicle,
and it was like something was draining out of her; warmth and blood and consciousness and
liveliness.

“I can feel that.” Like the feeling when she was about to be sick, but it was in her hroat, not
her stomach, something moving and twisting, the wrong way. Something was there that



should not be.

“As I suspected.” Tibbins drew back. “You can open your eyes.”

But she was afraid to, somehow. She had to force herself, like she was peeling her eyelids up.
Tibbins took up her wand again. “May I?"

Aurora nodded, and Tibbins took the wand to her waist, down her legs, and then up again,
crossing over to her wrist. It tingled everywhere it touched, and then, alighting on her right
palm, it stopped. Across her body, all the pain stopped.

“A cold spot,” Tibbins murmured. “Interesting.” Tibbins straightened up, frowning. "I think
I’ve drawn out what I need to.”

Aurora noted, then, the spools of something like shining black thread, gathered in a vial next
to the healer’s wand. “I can take this away for testing and give you more information about
the details of the curse’s magic. Each spell, once cast, varies slightly, based on the way it is
cast, the power of the caster, and the intent. Using this,” she gestured to the vial, “I can work
out what exactly the intended effects of the curse were — since it can have such varied
effects. And I can see how those have manifested in you. Physical curses, especially those
which are designed to linger, are never quite the same twice.”

It was, despite the pain, rather entrancing to listen to the Healer speak. She spoke about the
curse with a sort of reverence, as though it were a puzzle to be untangled, like there were
layers to the magic which Aurora did not yet understand. And she wanted to understand it,
too.

Healer Tibbins smiled gently. “We will get to the bottom of it. Now, I’ve got some pain
reliefs to go over with you. Just to tide you over until we know more and can start targeting
the curse itself. But I must say, it is peculiar how your body has defended you from it so far.
Were there any defensive amulets of sorts involved?”

Aurora blinked. “Yes.” Her hand flew to Julius. “Yes, this necklace.”

Tibbins smiled. “Powerful thing, that. Do you mind?” She reached out and, when Aurora
nodded, took the pendant in her hand. It hummed at the touch. “Yes, I see. That’s why it was
drawn to your neck, I suppose — the curse wants to target the strongest parts of you first,
weakening your defenses. But it isn’t made for metal.”

“I can imagine.”

“Let me know if you note any changes to this, too, just in case.” Tibbins glanced to Ted for a
moment. “Was there anything else you wanted to discuss?”

“No,” Aurora said, “I don’t think so.”

“We’ll let you know if we have any questions,” Ted said, and gave Aurora an encouraging
smile.

She tried to return it. When Julius fell back a against her throat, she felt him hiss at her skin.



-*

Aurora was supposed to go back to see her father after her curse test was complete. But when
she and Ted got down the corridor, the sight of that door turned her stomach again. He
couldbe dying. He could be dead and she wouldn't know and she would have to see it, see
him, all over again.

 

"I need some air," she said, voice coming out in a whisper. Her head spun as she retreated,
and Ted turned, agitated.

"That's okay. Here, we'll go up to the roof. Get a glass of water or cup of tea."

"No. No, I — I want to be alone." She couldn't remember the last time she had just had peace
and quiet, the last time she had been able to lie and not think or worry about anything.
"Please, Ted."

 

"You know I can't let you wander about by yourself. Not right now."

"I just need some space. Please, just give me ten minutes."

Ted worried his lip, glanced over his shoulder. "Five minutes. If I don't see you back in there,
im coming looking for you, alright? No sneaking off."

"I'm not going anywhere," she bristled, looking away, "I just need to — to be on my own."

A warm hand landed on her shoulder and she resisted the urge to shove him off. "I know. It's
difficult—"

"Yes," she snapped, "it is difficult."

"But we also need to keep you safe."

"Well, I don't feel safe," she said, "I feel like I'm going to walk through those doors and have
the whole place collapse on me, and I — I'm going to lose my mind."

"I know, Aurora."

"No, you don't! That's my dad, and if he dies, I — I can't do it. It'll be my fault and I've
already seen too many people die."

"Aurora," Ted said, taking a grip of her shoulders, "breathe. With me. In." She forced herself
to inhale as he did, keeping her gaze locked with Ted. "And out." He exhaled slowly. "It's
going to be alright. Take your five minutes. Breathe. Clear your head."

"I can't — there's too much! There's so much I have to do and so much I've messed up—"



"I know, alright? I know it feels like the weight of the world is on your shoulders. But you
can't do everything. Breathe in with me now."

She tried to, tried to steady herself and clear her mind, but it all kept rushing in; her father,
Hestia, Lord MacMillan, Leah, Pansy, Harry, Theo. The shattering of prophecies, the
darkness of the Ministry, Bellatrix at her throat, wild eyes and silver knife and searing pain
and the feeling of something bitter and acidic burning inside of her. "Breathe out."

She shook as she did so. "Five minutes," Ted said gently. "Clear your head."

Aurora nodded, and he squeezed her shoulder before she turned away, marching back down
the ward and round the corner. There was so much to do — she couldn't bring herself to think
about anything other than her father for more than a second, yet, she was no longer young
and naive enough to think that the world would stop and wait for her. Fudge had to be
unseated, the right person had to replace him; Pansy had to be exposed, the Malfoys and the
Travers and the whole vile lot of them had to be brought down.

She found her own way to Barty Crouch's room, some way away. The Healers weren't
watching. She could see it clearly now, like some sort of fog had lifted. They hadn't acted
quickly to stop her entering her father's room. If she looked like she belonged there, they
might let her pass without comment.

She went in before she could think better of it, in a daze. Lucius Malfoy donated to this ward.
She had to see the man whose weakness had started all of this, and he was an easy target,
easy to reach. 

He somehow looked exactly like he had a year ago. Perfectly put together, combed and gelled
hair, but somewhat haggard in appearance. She closed the door softly behind her. 

He was breathing, still.

"You're alive," she said, not expecting him to respond or even react. But there was a stirring,
a flex of his fingers. Aurora walked to his bedside, slowly, feeling somewhat like she was
encountering a wild lion. He was asleep. He could not hurt her. "Why are you alive?"

Tere was a buzzing in her head, something telling her not to press. But this room looked like
nobody had visited it in quite some time. The Healers outside hadn't even looked her way;
she had barely even been able to hold the memory of it in her head from last Christmas.
Something wasn't right about it.

"You should either be awake or dead. Not like this." Crouch did not respond. She did not
need him to. "This isn't natural. I know it isn't. And you can't have been alive all this time! If
my dad's dying then you can't be surviving, you can't!"

Crouch stirred again, and before she could stop herself, Aurora had lurched forward and torn
away the threads that bound him to his bed. A scream broke through the air, as he lunged off
the bed. 



Aurora scrambled back, heart pummelling against her rib cage. He had a glazed look in his
eye, sitting up completely straight, like a zombie, or an Inferius. But he wasn't, she was sure
he wasn't. He was just trapped, in his own body, in this bed. His hand reached out like a claw,
and Aurora trembled as she leaned away.

"My son," he said in a hoarse voice. "My son..."

His eyelids fluttered close. Aurora backed away towards the door. Her hand slipped as she
tried to grasp a hold of the handle. "Are you — what's happened—"

"He's back," Crouch rasped, eyes rolling in his head. "He's bringing him..."

He slumped back onto the bed. His chest still rose and fell, but he went silent, and Aurora,
shaken and terrified that she may have killed him again, tightened her grip on the door
handle.

She needed the Healers in, needed the Ministry to hear him. She was sure, in her chest, that it
was not a coincidence that the only time he had shown any signs of life, was after Malfoy's
wand had been snapped and he taken to Azkaban prison. 

But she did not want to admit to sneaking in. So she slipped away and ran, and only
mentioned when she reached her father's ward, as she was checking in with the Healers, "Has
anybody spoken to Barty Crouch recently? I heard he was still not well."

The healer she spoke to seemed to come out of something of a daze, and frowned. "That's not
my department," he said, "but he's well cared for, I can assure you. He's in the..." He trailed
off, frown deepening. "The Malfoy Wing."

They really had to change that name.

Aurora nodded, and hurried off to the room where her father was, hoping that nothing seemed
too amiss. Nothing more than already was.



Speak

Aurora could only be convinced to leave her father’s bedside at the very end of visiting hours
that day. Andromeda made sure her belongings had been brought to Tonks Cottage already,
and Ted had dinner prepared for them and Dora getting home. Dora was staying the night,
too, and for a short while Aurora could try and pretend that it was a normal evening, two
years ago, before the world had changed so much. But doing so scared her; doing so
reminded her of a world where she did not have her father with her, where she was lonely and
uncertain and adrift, and she could not take to it.

The time seemed to pass so slowly and yet, Aurora had no idea where it went. Once
everybody else went to bed, she stayed up, unable to sleep even though she felt exhausted.
Her mind just kept turning over the image of her father in that bed, of Pansy crying before
her, of the last moments in the Ministry before everything fell out of her grip. She replayed
memories in her head; meeting her dad the first time, rescuing him from the Dementors with
Harry, the first time she allowed herself to admit that she loved him. How she wished she had
said it more, realised it sooner; how she wished she had been able to love him all her life.

She turned the light on around midnight, and fished Umbridge’s letters and the report she had
written up out of her trunk. She couldn't think on this; there was nothing to do for her father,
and so she had to do something, anything else, fill the pit of dread inside of her. If she
couldn't save her father, she could at least wreak some revenge, make some meagre attempt at
justice.

The High Inquisitor’s handling of events at Hogwarts School is indicative of a failing
Ministry, grasping for control… Corruption at the heart of the Ministry has been enabled
from the very top… Those with money and wealth are rewarded by the Fudge administration,
with no investigation into their funds or their operations, and not a thought given to the
morality of their positions…

It wasn’t enough. It didn’t feel like enough, to just go for Umbridge or Fudge, their already
crumbling regime. She wanted to burn them all, the entire enabling pureblood society.
Starting with the Parkinsons, and the Malfoys, and Traverses and Goyles and Crabbes and
Carrows. It wasn't fair that her father was dying and any of them might leave this war
unscathed, as their families had always managed to.

She stayed awake by candlelight until dawn broke through, and kept writing for hours until
the rest of the house woke for breakfast. The report on Umbridge and Fudge was amended
with veiled suggestions that Lucius Malfoy was using his wealth to influence the running of
St. Mungo's. She only had a hunch about Crouch, but she didn't care for evidence right now.
She just wanted to make them hurt. Just in case Lucius might be deemed not guilty this time,
and weasel his way out of punishment. She wanted to destroy him, too.

She sent the finished report off to Skeeter, to be sent on to an editor she saw fit. Then she sent
a less sensationalised account of her evidence and suspicions to Simeon Gilbert, head of the
Progressive Party.



She sent Amelia Bones a tip-off about Mr Parkinson's tax evasion, and the supply of illegal
potions in their cellar. She wrote in unidentifiable, capital letters, to Lucille Travers' mother,
telling her of her husband's affair, and her brother-in-law's enabling of it.

When Andromeda asked how she slept at breakfast, Aurora gave a quiet, mumbled, "A few
hours, I suppose," which did not seem to convince anybody.

She was back in St. Mungo’s as soon as they let her, with the Tonkses all gathered at her side,
and, to her surprise — and, though she would never admit it, relief — Harry Potter.
Apparently Madam Pomfrey had discharged him now, too, and Hermione Granger had been
pestering Dumbledore on his behalf to let him come.

“The Healers can’t tell me much of use,” Aurora told him as he sat down next to her, across
from the Tonkses. “They’re saying he’ll pull through, but, I don’t know. Maybe they just
have to say that. I don’t think I’m that lucky.”

Harry made a humming noise, frowning. “He looks better than I expected, at least.”

“You think?”

“Yeah.”

Andromeda and Ted glanced each other. “I need a coffee,” Andromeda announced. “Ted,
dear, give me a hand. You kids want anything?”

“You know my order,” Dora said.

Harry shook his head and Aurora said, “Just a regular tea, please, if that’s alright.”

“Of course, sweetheart. We’ll be back soon. Remember to let a Healer know if there’s any
change.”

The moment they closed the door, Dora came round the side of her father’s bed and said,
“Okay, I need to debrief you two on some things.”

Harry sat up. Aurora slumped back in her seat, squeezing her father’s hand.

“In the days since the battle at the Ministry, there have been five pretty significant
developments. First, multiple Death Eaters have been discovered and convicted, and sent to
Azkaban. Second, Lord MacMillan of the Progresives was killed, and his faction is pretty
much on the verge of a coup, possibly even tearing Fudge apart with their bare hands for his
incompetence. They’re furious that this could be allowed to happen, on the Ministry’s watch,
and that his involvement — as a hereditary peer — was ever even necessary in the first place.
As such, for the first time in a long time, the Progressives are the party with the most public
support behind them. And MacMillan was a good friend to Dumbledore. That’s got his
popularity back up — people are supporting him in MacMillan’s name. Umbridge has, of
course, been ousted, but retains her position with Fudge until he officially steps down, which,
I’m told, will be soon.



“The Order’s secretive as ever, but Dumbledore reckons we’ll have a role to play, even
though it’ll be at his command, not the Minister’s.”

“D’you think Scrimgeour’ll make a good Minister for Magic?” Harry asked eagerly.

Dora took a long moment to answer. “I think he’ll get shit done. But he’s pretty ruthless. A
good man — but, still.” They all let those words hang in the air for a moment.

“We’ve got to go vote for his confirmation, haven’t we?” Harry asked, turning to Aurora.

“We have to vote for whoever we think should fill Fudge’s shoes,” Aurora corrected.
“Personally, I still think Amelia Bones would be the better candidate. I should probably do
something about that.”

She didn’t even know how to go about trying to campaign on Bones’ behalf — Bones herself
had put her name forward, but the Progressives had gone solidly behind Scrimgeour, with so
many of them having worked with the Auror department. But her head was too much of a
mess to try and do anything right now, and she could not stand the thought of leaving her dad
for long enough to deal with it.

There was still so much to do. She had to write to Leah, send flowers and condolences, ask
about the funeral, if there was anything she could do. She had to know what was happening
with Hestia’s death — Remus had disappeared for the last few days, and she hated how he
didn’t even try to be there for her father, even now — but she did not know how to write to
Apollo Jones, or bear the thought of interacting with him. She would have to go to the
funeral, out of duty, especially if her father was unable to do so, which seemed likely. But she
feared one more funeral might break her.

“Anyone’s better than Fudge,” Harry said, and Aurora fixed him with a firm look.

“Don’t say that again, please.”

“Well — alright, but at least Scrimgeour’ll fight!”

But for what, Aurora wondered. He had taken to the werewolf ban with gusto two years ago.
His family was considered pureblood for at least four generations now. She didn’t trust that
he would fight for anything more than the status quo. Perhaps that was all that was needed,
for now, but even so, the thought of just accepting that made her uneasy.

“I suppose,” she said slowly, “we’ll have to see what happens.”

“Don’t worry about politics now,” Dora told them both. “Just think about Sirius. Everything
else will sort itself out.”

That was blatantly untrue, and Aurora was sure Dora knew it. It bothered her; the platitude
prickled.

There was a small movement from her father, the tiniest flexing of fingers against her palm.
Aurora’s heart picked up in hope, but then he stilled, and so did she.



She sighed, and said, “I want to make a speech at the next Assembly meeting. After the new
Minister is selected. When they set out the new agenda and we have to confirm it, I — I just
feel like I want to do something. Say something, you know?”

“I’m sure that’d be a great idea,” Dora said, “but maybe don’t tell my mum, it’ll give her a
heart attack thinking you’re going to go off on one in front of everyone.”

“Ah.” She winced, recalling yesterday’s argument in the common room with a start. “Yeah,
I…”

“We’re back,” Andromeda sang as she and Ted came back into the room, levitating cups of
tea and coffee in front of them. “Everything alright?”

Aurora nodded, thin-lipped, and took her teacup carefully from the air. “Thanks,
Andromeda.”

She gave her a wistful, sad smile and sat down beside her, placing a hand on her knee.
“You’re very welcome, dear.”

-*

Aurora managed to start writing a letter to Leah late that night, having returned home with
only a little more hope about her own father’s situation. At least she had hope, she thought.
Leah had none.

The letter was one of the most difficult she had ever written. It took up most of the night.
Everything she tried sounded too stilted and formal, distant from the rawness of grief she
knew Leah must be experiencing. She had done this before; she didn’t understand how she
could find it so difficult, when writing to Theo about his mother was so much easier and
natural, easy to sympathise with. Perhaps it was the shock, or the unease of their relationship,
or the guilt still burrowed into her heart. There were no right words, but she managed almost
to find some that were not terrible.

Dear Leah,

I was so terribly sorry to hear the news of your father’s passing, and for the role I fear I
played in the events. I know there is little that I can do or say thag will make this easier, and
nothing will ever fill the gap left in your life. But please know that, as your friend, I am
always here if you wish to speak to me, or simply have some company with someone who
understands what you are going through.

My condolences go to all your family. Though I didn’t know your father well, he always
stood out as an especially kind and thoughtful man, and I hope you can be comforted by the
way I and many others remember him. Please, if there is anything I can do for you, tell me. I
am here for you, and all your family.

Best wishes, and dear love,

Aurora Black



She couldn’t bring herself to sign it as Lady Black. The title felt cold and political, and she
needed, deeply, for Leah to know that she did not care because of politics or anything else,
but simply because her friend had lost her father, and Aurora cared enough to feel her pain.

The next morning, Aurora glanced at the Daily Prophet with satisfaction. The Travers family
home had been investigated and Lucille’s uncle found, re-arrested, and taken back to
Azkaban; her own mother and father were under investigation for harbouring him. Vincent
Crabbe’s father had been arrested for conspiracy and money laundering, and Pansy’s mother
for fraud and concealing evidence. Slowly, they were falling, one by one, and it brought her a
grim satisfaction to see the way words could undo someone — the right words, at the right
time, unspoken for too long and now unleashed.

Another owl had arrived for her, too. It carried three letters and a bouquet of freesias. She
hated them. She didn't need the note to know they came from Gwen, Theo, and Robin; they
were the only people she imagined would send her something right now. But flowers
reminded her of death, not healing. Freesias were supposed to signify thoughtfulness, she
recalled dimly from childhood lessons, but she looked at them and her nostrils cloyed with
the smell of decaying flowers in a dusty room, a week after Arcturus' funeral, signifiers of
other people's thoughts that she did not know what to do with.

She set the letters aside and asked Andromeda for a vase to put the flowers in, in the kitchen,
where she wouldn't have to see them every time she came home. She knew they meant well,
but the sight drew her back to a place of sickness and fear, and she couldn't stand the thought
of another torrent of flowers and condolences and everything that that meant.

She was due at the Assembly at one in the afternoon, with Potter, but it left enough time for
the two of them to stop by St. Mungo’s and see her father again. "He's showing signs of
improvement," Healer Wickens told Aurora and Harry when they signed in at the ward desk.
"He was even conscious earlier. Just for a minute or so, but it's a very good sign."

"Do you think he might wake up if we're there?"

It was a terribly hopeful question. Aurora wished Harry hadn't asked it. There was no use
setting oneself up for disappointment.

"Perhaps. I truly don't know — if he does, one of you should fetch a Healer immediately,
alright?"

Aurora nodded, hoping Harry would volunteer for the task. If her dad woke, she needed
every second possibly with him. When Wickens let them go, Aurora all but ran to her dad’s
room, slipping into the chair at his bedside. There was no response from him, except the light
tremor of his fingertips. She tried not to feel disappointed.

“Dad,” she started, “I hope you can hear me.” No response. “They said you’re doing better,
so, that’s good. Hopefully you can talk to me, soon. I’ve got so much to tell you.”

Harry slipped into the room after her, taking the next chair. “Is he awake?”



“Not right now. Like the Healer said.” She bit back the unnecessary words, Weren’t you
listening? There was no use being hostile. Not now.

“I just thought, maybe…” He trailed off, looking at Sirius. “If he could hear us. You know, it
might help."

“He can hear us," Aurora said, sounding more confident than she felt. “I’m sure of it. But I
don't know if it'll do any good. He'll have been able to hear most of the time, probably. It
hasn't woken him so far."

“Right.” Harry ducked his head. Silence fell between them, painful and stilted, and Aurora
tried fruitlessly to ignore the sound of Harry’s too-loud breathing in the quiet, still room.

"We should decide what to do. If he doesn't make it." Harry stared at her. She didn't know
how he could make the thought of her father's death seem so shocking. "I can't remember
everything I had to do with Lucretia and Ignatius... The Prewett side handled a lot of it. But I
don't want Molly Weasley's help this time. I — I think I'd need to find a plot. He wouldn't
want to be buried on Black family land."

"Are you mad?" Harry asked, staring at her. "You're talking like he's going to — he's not
going to die."

"He might. And we need to be prepared. I don't think he'd want a big flashy funeral — the
will should hopefully be straightforward—"

"He's not going to die," Harry said firmly, biting out the words, as though Aurora's mere
suggestion was offensive to him. "We can't think he's going to die."

"He might. And then we'll be cast adrift and I won't have that, and it isn't safe for you to not
know what you're doing."

"You're talking like he's already dead."

"I'm trying to be practical." She didn't have any black robes. She would have to procure
some, somewhere, quickly. But she didn't want to. She had sat through too many funerals in
uncomfortable clothes. "It'll be easier if we—"

"I don't want it to be easy," Harry snapped. "He's not going to die."

Aurora blinked, his words taking a second to set in. "You don't know that."

"I'm trying to be optimistic. You were optimistic."

"And now I feel like being a realist."

"Jesus Christ—"

"Don't bring your god into this."



"You're — fine." Harry took in a deep breath. He seemed to be counting to ten. Aurora tried
her best not to glare at him. She didn't want to fight, he didn't want to fight, her dad wouldn't
want them to fight. Death tore families apart, she knew that. They had to stay strong.

"Sorry," she said quietly, not looking at him. "I'm just trying..."

"Me too."

Silence hung between them. Aurora glanced at her dad and then back again, stomach turning
at the pallor of his skin.

“Are you ready for this afternoon?” she forced herself to ask Harry, as politely as she could
manage.

He stared at her, as though surprised by the question. She needed to focus her mind on
something else. This felt concrete and tangible and like something she could do something
about instead of sitting uselessly on a flimsy hospital chair.

“I think so,” Harry said slowly, "I don’t know what I’m going to say, if anything.”

“How? You seemed to have plenty to say to Umbridge all year.”

“Yeah, but — it’s different. I was yelling at her, I was angry but, that’s not really what the
Assembly wants, is it? People are just coming round to me again, I don’t want them all
thinking I’m unhinged.”

Aurora nodded, digesting this. “Fair enough.” She frowned. “Do you have a first draft? I
could help with it?”

“First draft?”

He said it like he had never heard of such a thing, like she may as well have said it in French.
“Of your speech. You have written something, right?” The dazed look on his face told her
otherwise. “Well. That’s okay. Just, maybe… Speak from the heart. And don’t yell too
much.”

“I’m going to be hopeless.”

“You don’t have to make a speech.”

“Everyone will expect me to.”

“Perhaps. That doesn’t mean you have to do what they want. And you don’t really have
strong feelings for any of the candidates, do you? Say your piece about Fudge and be done.”

“Tonks thinks Scrimgeour’s the best option.”

“Best of many poor ones.” Aurora shrugged. “I want to be optimistic. I don’t know enough
about him or anyone else to know who I think should lead and frankly, I don’t have the
emotional or mental capacity to figure that out in the midst of all this.”



“He’s still part of the Ministry.”

“That’s kind of the only way to be Minister of Magic.”

“Yeah, but.” Harry let out a frustrated sigh. “Surely they’re all shit? They’re all part of it.
None of these people stuck up for me last year, none of them tried to know the truth. Amelia
Bones is the only one that came close. I know she’s not an Auror but she’s still law
enforcement — and I liked what the Prophet said about her.”

“You’ve been reading the Prophet?”

“Hermione made me. She’s been saying all year it’s good to know what the other side are
saying. And it did have some decent interviews with the candidates.”

“Damn. I’m impressed by your commitment. Lord Potter.”

He glared at her. “Don’t call me that. I don’t want to be — anyway.” He turned away, with
what seemed to be a calming sigh. “That’s just what I think. I don’t like any of the lot from
the Ministry.”

“Would you prefer anarchy?”

Harry shrugged. “How should I know what I prefer?”

“It does seem rather a personal matter.”

“As long as Fudge is out,” he said, and from the force with which his voice changed, it
seemed he had been telling himself this many times already.

Aurora merely hummed in agreement, watching him carefully. "I saw people are saying he's
been part of taking bribes from people, too — Lucius Malfoy, for one. I reckon it's true, you
know."

"As do I."

He frowned at her, cocking his head. "The Prophet said something about Parkinson, too. And
Lord Travers... Did you say something to Skeeter?"

She smirked. "Perhaps."

Harry stared. He seemed to take a moment to digest this, then nodded, eyebrows raised.
"Well. Well done."

"Thank you," Aurora said flatly. "I live for your approval."

After a moment's amused quiet, Harry said, in a hesitant voice, "I noticed there wasn't much
said about Nott."

Aurora tried not to show the way that made her heart tense. "I figured the notice of Lord
MacMillan's death covered it enough. And it was there — that Lord Nott and his son are both



Death Eaters. I just didn't have anything else to get them for."

Harry raised his eyebrows. "You sound defensive."

"I'm not. If I could expose Theo's family for something else, I would, but I don't know
anything. All I know is they're Death Eaters, which the Ministry knows now anyway."

"Right." He hesitated before asking, "You and Theodore are good friends, aren't you?"

"Yes." Her voice came out brittle. "We've known each other since we were little. His family
never liked me much."

"I see." He took in a breath. "He seemed not too bad, you know. I spoke to him in the
Hospital Wing — he was really worried about you."

It made her heart sink, and that made her feel even worse. "That's nice."

"He didn't like me much, I don't think."

"You were a bit of a twat the other night. I get it, though. We're all twats when we're stressed,
aren't we?"

Harry nodded. "Yeah. He, uh, had a bit of a go, actually. Said some stuff, that he reckons I've
not exactly been great to you, and I'm in no position to judge if he should be around you...
Anyway." He paused. "It sounds like he really cares about you."

"And you're telling me this, why?"

He shrugged. "Seemed like something you should know."

He was watching her out the corner of his eye, curious. Aurora refused to meet his gaze,
though her cheeks warmed. "I do know."

"Oh. Right." He frowned. "Are you two...?"

"No." She hesitated. No one could know, that was what she said. But this was Harry. Harry
felt safe, in a twisted way — because he was in so much danger from every angle, because
his presence by her side posed such danger anyway, having him know some secret felt
inconsequential. Harry would never have reason to go to her enemies. And they all cared
about Harry because of the direct threat he posed. He would die; he wouldn't be tortured. And
she needed someone to know, and he was there, and it was quiet, and she said, "We were. I —
I had to call things off. So we could be safe. His family would be furious, see, if they knew
we were together, and they might be in Azkaban but if they get out, I won't be safe, and...
Well, it was foolish for us to be together, anyway. There's no point getting close to someone
you can never have." She felt her eyes burn, and turned away, embarrassed. "It was always
going to be temporary. Anyway — it won't affect me going forwards."

Harry, tentatively, clearly unsure of himself, patted her on the shoulder. Aurora supposed it
was meant to be reassuring or comforting; the motion instead made her laugh at its



awkwardness, and she turned to him, shaking her head. "I didn't tell you that so you could
pity me. But now you know. You can't tell anyone, though."

"Of course not," he said quickly. "I won't. Promise."

"Thanks." Aurora swallowed. "I hope I'm not letting it get in the way of my thoughts about
his family. Theo hates his father and grandfather, of course. I — I know I can't let it get in the
way." Harry nodded, and she forced herself to ask, "Do you think that I have? Let it get in the
way?"

Harry considered, then shrugged. "I don't know what you know. I guess, maybe."

Aurora made herself think about this. She truly did not have any more information on
Theodore's family that would indict them; she had suspicions, of course, that they probably
harboured some dark objects, but the Ministry would investigate anyway. Perhaps, she
worried, she was holding herself back from thinking about it, or considering the matter
further. Perhaps she would never know what she was so afraid to think about.

"I don't know what to do," she admitted, "I want to have all the answers, a clear path to
victory, but I can't even work out what I think victory is supposed to mean."

Harry let out a quiet hum. "Yeah, well, all I've got to do is kill Voldemort, and stay alive
myself."

"Sounds easy enough to me." She shared a rueful grin with him, hands tensing in her lap. "If
you can do it as a baby, surely you can figure it out now."

With a humourless laugh, Harry said, "I think if that were the case, Dumbledore wouldn't
have looked quite so worried when he told me."

-*

Aurora was reluctant to leave her father in the early afternoon. He had shown little
improvements, minor movements and response to her and Harry saying his name. But they
had to go. She knew that he would want them to go.

They arrived in the Ministry escorted by Dora and Ted, and Kingsley Shacklebolt met them
in the atrium. The marble floors were still scratched and scarred, and with every step Aurora
felt like the whole place was going to come crashing down around her. Her head felt both
empty and too heavy. She passed through the Ministry in a daze, down towards the Assembly
rooms, where she and Harry separated to take their spots.

Lord Bulstrode gave her a nervous, sideways look. Aurora tried not to see Millie in his face.
His nephew was a Death Eater, too, Harry had said. Their time was running out.

Around her, the seats filled up. Far too many people looked at her with pity, like she was
some fragile bird dying on the pavement. She wanted to yell at them all that she was fine, that
the last thing she wanted was anybody's pity, and yet, she also wanted them all to know how



hurt she was, wanted to use that as a weapon to force their collective guilt and shame, to
avoid feeling her own.

Many seats were left empty. The Nott seat, for one, and the Malfoy and Parkinson and Avery.
Their lords had either been brought to Azkaban already, or were ashamed to show their faces
and be lambasted here. At the last moment, just before the Assembly doors closed, Ernie
MacMillan entered to a hushed room, ashen-faced, messy-haired, and sat where his father
once had. Aurora could just about spy Leah and her mother and sister up in the shadows of
the gallery. Ernie glanced at her, and then away again, gaze vacant.

A sharp pang went through her chest. She exchanged looks with Harry, who frowned along at
Ernie from just a few seats away.

Murmurs started up as Ernie sat down. Beyond the empty Avery seat, Lords Abbott and
Alpin whispered about the boy's appearance, what a great man his father was, and what a loss
to the Progressive faction.

A moment later, Aloysius Vabsley brought the gavel down in the centre of the room, and
brought Fudge to stand before them. The chamber went silent. There was not even a rustle of
parchment or robes from anywhere on the benches or in the gallery.

"I stand before you here today," Fudge started in a wobbling voice, "to announce my
abdication of the post of Minister of Magic. I open the floor to nominations from all Ministry
Departments and the Minister's Council, and propose my own Senior Undersecretary,
Dolores Umbridge, as my successor. I invite the Assembly to vote on whether they find this
an acceptable replacement."

"No!" Harry's protest was immediate. He was halfway to his feet, gripping the railing. All
heads turned to him. Umbridge, who was sitting primly at the edge of the room with the rest
of the Minister's Council, turned pink.

"Quiet in the chamber," Vabsley said, with a warning look. "All those in favour, stand."

Harry sat down immediately. A handful of Conservatives and Moderates stood, but it was
immediately clear that the proposal would not pass.

"I hear she's another one of Malfoy's puppets," Abbott murmured to Alpin, who did not look
at all surprised. "And what I've heard coming out of Hogwarts school is simply frightful."

Aurora tried not to make it obvious that she was listening in, keeping her gaze fixed on the
centre of the room, where Vabsley was reading out the list of nominees. All the nominations
for Minister had to come from members of the previous Minister's Council, from leaders of
the Assembly factions, or from heads of departments, or their junior nominees. Who was
chosen often depended on how their predecessor left; it was rare for a disgraced Minister's
council member to succeed them, unless they were on the council in the capacity of their
Assembly leadership or department headship.

Amelia Bones, as Head of Magical Law Enforcement, should have been a nominee, but she
herself had put Scrimgeour forward. Presumably, she wanted to keep a grip on the Law



Enforcement department instead, with someone she trusted as Minister. Her speech
nominating Scrimgeour was gracious, and his acceptance promised to work with her, to
defeat the scourge of Voldemort and his followers. From the Department of International Co-
Operation came the nomination of Maria Case, Crouch's shambolic successor; the
Department of Mysteries put forward no one, by choice; the Department of Transportation
put forward the rather dull Cameron Loos; the Department of Accidents and Catastrophes
Terrence Caladon; and the Department for the Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures,
Percival Crane, one of the most vocal supporters of the anti-werewolf bill of 1994. Each
made a compelling case, but in the end it came down to Scrimgeour and Crane.

Taking to the floor, Crane announced, "As Minister for Magic, I will seek out and destroy
those magical creatures who threaten our civilised society and work with He-Who-Must-Not-
Be-Named to destabilise the Ministry's power from within the Wizarding world. Werewolves,
vampires, giants — all have been utilised by dark forces to act against Wizarding society. I
will ensure that Wizarding society remains safe. That all threats to our way of life are
extinguished. And I will act decisively, firmly, as a Minister must."

He was met with raucous applause. Aurora's gut squirmed. What he said sounded nice,
sounded useful — but behind it lingered an answer to the question no one seemed to want to
ask, which was who did he blame? Not wizards, not humanity. He laid blame on the doorstep
of all supposed Dark creatures. And it worried her, how he twisted things, to meet the agenda
he had always followed. She did not give him any applause. She did not want to celebrate
anybody in this place.

Scrimgeour was not much different, but he at least seemed to blame the right people. "We
must act now," he told the Assembly. "The organisation known as Death Eaters have been
operating in secret for far too long. It is time we stand against them, united. That means
rooting out supporters of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named's cause, restoring public faith in the
Ministry, and leading the way in protecting the Wizarding population. Ultimately, we in the
Ministry, and in particular the DMLE and the Auror Office, must be prepared to do whatever
it takes to preserve Wizarding life, and end this terror."

It still felt meaningless, though Auror forced herself to give a light applause this time. None
of them were good options; she realised, looking at the candidates, that she did not trust a
single one of them with the power that being Minister bestowed upon them. Who was to say
they would live up to their promises, who was to say they would keep any sense of morality
about them when they held power in their hands?

When the Assembly broke after the candidates' speeches, Aurora made a beeline for Harry.
They found themselves joined by Ernie, wringing his hands, seemingly unaware of the
Progressive faction members trying to call him over.

Neither Aurora nor Harry knew quite what to do with themselves in Ernie's presence. All the
usual words of condolence fell away when Aurora tried to speak them; they were too big, and
yet not enough, and this felt like entirely the wrong place for them, and for him, too.

"Do you think—"



"Scrimgeour is the only way," Ernie said, wringing his hands and glancing between the two
of them, "isn't he?"

"Well, I'm not—"

"He seems rather with it. Quite bright. Yes, I think he knows what he's about."

"Oh. Alright."

Ernie gave a decisive nod, then stared into the middle distance. Harry made a motion as if to
try and pat him on the shoulder, and then thought better of it.

"I... Are you alright, Ernest?"

Ernie blinked at her, as though he had forgotten who Ernest was, then said, "Oh, yes. Quite
alright."

"You know... It's alright if you're not. This must be a terribly difficult time. And having to
come here, on top of it all."

"It's what Father would have wanted," Ernie said with a strained smile. Some part of Aurora
hoped that wasn't true. He seemed so out of it and detached and still wounded. She doubted
the late Lord MacMillan would have wanted to see Ernie struggle like this.

"Well. We all must vote with our own minds. I believe the Progressives may be waiting for
you."

"Hm?" Ernie stared around, as though in a daze. "Yeah — yeah, I can go."

"You don't have to," Harry said, shooting Aurora a look. "It's alright. Anyway, we'll be called
back to vote soon."

"No, I ought to go. See you both later."

He darted away, like he could not escape quickly enough. Aurora watched him go with an
uncomfortable guilt squirming in her stomach.

"He's really not alright, is he?"

Aurora glared at Harry. "Well deduced."

"Should we do something, do you think?"

Aurora did not know what to say. She merely stared after Ernie, watching the way he
floundered trying to fit around the older lords of the Progressives. "I don't know if there's
anything we could do. Nothing we can do will bring his father back."

Harry's face clouded with guilt, and Aurora pushed back the part of her mind that whispered
this was her fault, she had endangered MacMillan, that she should have been smarter and
cleverer and that being around her was too dangerous, that no one would want to be near her



anymore, that everything had been ruined the moment she told anybody else what was going
on.

"You think MacMillan would really have voted for Scrimgeour?"

"I don't know. I don't know that it matters now. He is te best choice. But we can still make our
speeches."

Harry looked at her with a frown. "I didn't think you were going to say anything."

"I want to." She needed the new administration to know what she thought, wanted to shout it
to the world. She was in enough danger already — she may as well speak the truth. Perhaps it
would help. Perhaps they had to dream of the future, hope for something better, to get
through this oncoming war.

The bell to reconvene rang through the hall, and Aurora and Harry nodded sharply at one
another. "Good luck," he said.

"Same to you."

Tentatively, he reached out his hand, and Aurora shook it.

When she returned to her seat, she could see Leah MacMillan peering over the gallery railing,
staring into space. Aurora searched for Theodore in the shadows behind her, but saw nothing.

The vote went in Scrimgeour's favour, but only just. They were not united enough to make it
matter, and that worried her; divided, they could not win. And she feared that the speech she
had prepared might only divide the chamber more, yet, the more she heard her peers go on
about policy and economic realities and strategy and flimsy safety measures and pamphlets,
the more furious she got that they all seemed to be circling the issue that had got them there
in the first place.

When Vabsley asked for speakers, Aurora stood, hands shaking, and tried to look steady as
the room turned to her and went silent.

"I should like to say something," she said. Her voice was too quiet; even the amplification of
the chamber could not make it echo loud enough.

"Many of you know my face already," she began, "though my voice has been, I fear, rather
too quiet, during my time in this Assembly.” A creaking of chairs from around the room. She
looked around at dark faces and hoped some of them were interested for good reasons. “Now,
I was only a child when the first war against He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named ended, and now
as I and my peers grow into our early adulthood, he has returned, to a world that really does
not feel so unlike that which he left fourteen years ago.

"I sit here and listen to everybody debate fine points of policy and safety and war, and that is
all well and good, and will hopefully save lives. But I feel we cannot ignore the world which
this world has erupted in. I see so many empty seats here, from those who agree with You-



Know-Who and are too ashamed or afraid to show their faces, or those who have been caught
attempting murder in his name.

“Over the past few years, we have allowed ourselves to ignore outright blood supremacy
from our peers. The ideology which the Ministry claims to wish to fight, in fact has lain at its
heart, and at the Assembly’s heart, for generations. To simply fight a group of people, is not
enough. It may save lives. It may stop the ideology taking over. But it will not stop it forever.

“Less than two years ago, this Assembly voted for the demonisation and dehumanisation of
werewolves, building on a legislative principle supported by the supporters and campaign of
You-Know-Who many years ago. Look around you at these empty spaces; those which were
once filled by people exposed to be Death Eaters. How can we trust one another to maintain
this war, and its principles thereafter?

“This war must be fought, and it must be won. But to win the war is not enough; we must
know what we are fighting for.

“My proposal today is this: we must all agree to condemn the principles of blood supremacy
as supported by You-Know-Who and his supporters. And we must put in place protections
for those most vulnerable to being victims of the crimes thag such ideology encourages.

“It is not enough to fight an evil. We must put a name to it, and we must uproot it entirely. We
must not let it take hold. You-Know-Who did not appear from nowhere and change the
world; he built his foundations here, in the social circles around this Assembly, and from
there he drew his first supporters. We, too, must be held accountable. We, too, must protect
the people of this country. The Ministry will fight, but the Assembly must plan for the future,
too. We must make a better world. So that You-Know-Who cannot rise again; whether in
body, or in ideology. Thank you.”

She didn't really know what to do when she finished, to silence and then a smattering of
applause. It wasn't buoying like she had hoped it would. The words were carved out of her
and left her feeling empty. They were a start. They were maybe useful, and they felt good to
say.



Awakening

The next day, when Aurora visited her father in the early morning with Harry and the
Tonkses, he was awake, holding a somewhat confused conversation with a Healer. But just
the sight of him moving made her heart soar, and she rushed over to his bedside with a cry,
tugging Harry behind her.

"Dad!"

"Aurora!" His face lit up as he took both of them in. "Harry! Come here, the both of you!"

It was the best hug Aurora had ever had in her life, and she didn't even care that she shared it
with Harry Potter. Her dad was warm, he was soft, he was alive, and the tension that had been
grappling in her chest for days lifted when she felt him and knew that they were safe.

"I thought," she started, and stopped herself — this was not the time for questions. This was
the time to close her eyes and crush herself against her family and hold and tight and not let
go.

"You're both alright," her dad said, "that's what the Healers said — are you?"

"Bit banged up," Harry said in a thick voice, "but, yeah. We're alright if you're alright."

"Well. I'm in a hospital. But I'll be alright." She could hear the grin in her father's voice. "Bet
I gave you both a right scare, didn't I?"

"Yes," Aurora snapped, hugging him tighter.

"I promise I won't do it again."

"You'd better not," she mumbled into his shoulder, and he let out a pained bark of a laugh.

"We do have tests still to run," a Healer reminded them in a clipped tone. "I'm glad you've
had your reunion, but we have to do our job, and putting pressure on an injury won't help Mr.
Black."

Aurora stepped away immediately. "I didn't know you were injured there!"

She hadn't been able to see his wince of pain. Harry straightened too, looking upon Aurora's
dad with worry. "It's fine," he said dismissively. "Everybody's awfully fussing over me."

"You could have died," Andromeda said from the doorway. Aurora had half-forgotten they
were there. "You deserve a bit of fuss."

"Nah," her dad said, looking away with a distinct look of discomfort, "no point in it. I'll heal,
won't I?"

"Yes," Andromeda sighed, "because we've all been fussing."



"Come on, Mum," Dora said, and Aurora could practically hear her rolling her eyes as she
bounded over. "Sorry, Sirius, I'll have to stop fussing soon and leave you to this lot — work's
mad — but hey, you're alright! And that scar on your chin's going to be really cool for short
people to look at."

Her dad scowled, with a note of laughter behind it, and Aurora managed to find it in her heart
to smile as Dora wound an arm around her and the other round Harry. "Told you two," she
said, "absolutely fine, your dad."

"You're off to work?" he asked Dora with a frown. She nodded. "Kingsley going to be there?"

"I suspect so," Dora said, arching her eyebrows, "given he is my boss. He's been promoted,
see — Scrimgeour's Minister."

"Fucking hell."

"Oi!" Ted said. "Mind the kids, Sirius."

"They've heard it." He forced himself to sit up, despite the protestation from his Healer. "So,
Kingsley's Head Auror? Brilliant. Has he been by?"

"Yes," Aurora told him, recalling the distinctly odd conversation they had had out in the
hallway. "He was here when I came first, he — he tried to comfort me, I think. It was weird.”
She must have made a face, because her father’s face turned in amusement. “Nice, I suppose.
But weird.”

“He’s a good man, Kingsley,” her dad said, words firm and somehow fond. “Good in a crisis
— how is the... Everyone. Has anyone heard from Dumbledore? If Scrimgeour's been made
Minister, does that mean Fudge..."

"We've a lot to catch you up on."

"You can do all that later," the Healer said sternly, having plucked a vial from the table. "You
need to lie down, rest, and take your potions. And there are too many visitors."

"I'll go," Dora said quickly, giving Aurora's dad a quick fist bump. "Gotta get to work soon,
anyway. And if, uh – if Remus comes, tell him I need to talk to him, alright?" Her father
frowned, but nodded, and Dora gave everyone a quick round of hugs before leaving, hair
turning back to a joyous shade of bubblegum pink.

"You really should rest, mate," Ted said as Aurora's dad took his potion with a grimace. "All
this can wait."

"Yeah, yeah." He sounded weary as he said it, lying back down. Aurora slipped into a chair at
his side and grabbed ahold of his hand. Harry crouched down beside her, leaning on the little
bedside table.

"What do you remember?" Harry asked, but the Healer cleared her throat loudly.



"You should not distress the patient. Now, I'll leave this potion here and give you some time
with family — but no more than four visitors at a time, do you understand? And for goodness
sake, let the man rest!"

With that, she put down yet another potion bottle and left the room, carrying a clipboard in
her arms. When the door closed, Aurora's father sighed. "Fussing," he muttered, "can't bloody
stand it."

"That's her job," Andromeda reminded him, coming round the other side of the bed with Ted.

"Well, I hope they pay her well for it, then. Tell me, now, truthfully — what the fuck is going
on?"

Aurora and Harry exchanged wary glances. How did they even begin? Her dad was too
happy at his own alive state to already know about Hestia, she was sure. And she did not
know how to tell him, or reveal that Lord MacMillan had died, or explain the way the world
seemed to have completely unravelled over the past few days.

She looked to Andromeda on panic, and her elder cousin stepped in with a gentle touch.
"There's something you should know, first. Presumably the Healers haven't told you, and I
imagine many of them are rather too upset to want to discuss it..." Her father's face clouded,
wary of the shadow of death dancing in the conversation. Aurora held her breath even though
she knew what was about to be said. "Hestia... Hestia Jones was killed, at the Ministry."

Her father looked stricken. The life seemed to go out of him too then, as he deflated against
the mattress. "No. No, Hestia — Hestia can't have died. It couldn't be her."

"It is. She was fighting."

"Yes, I know that," her dad snapped, eyes flashing. "I — sorry, Andy, I — Hestia." The silver
of his eyes seemed to melt into tears, and he shook his head. "Merlin, I... I don't even know
what to say. Does Remus know? Is that what he's up to?"

"I don't know, actually," Andromeda said, "he hasn't spoken much. He's grieving."

"Right. Yeah. Grieving." The words were empty, like her father had forgotten their meaning.
"God, I... We never thought it'd be Hestia."

He did not electorate on this, just stared into the empty white space between Aurora and
Harry's heads.

"Lord MacMillan died, too," Aurora said quietly, hoping to get it out the way. Her father
barely reacted. "He was leading some of the Progressive faction, and some Aurors, into
battle. Leah had gotten a message to him, to help. It seems some want to join the Order but,
no one really knows what to do without him to follow, so." She let the words hang in the air,
unfinished. Harry tensed beside her.

"Hestia was really nice," he said. "And I — I'm really sorry, Sirius."



"If I hadn't been so stupid," Aurora's dad said, "getting myself captured like that... And how
did you even know?"

"It's a long story," Harry said, with a wary glance at Andromeda and Ted opposite.

"You can say what you want in front of them," Aurora told him, "they're family."

"We can go," Ted offered. "I understand your secrecy."

"I don't," Andromeda retorted shortly. "I'd actually rather like to know all this myself, along
with why the children feel they can't tell us."

"Andromeda, dear, you know why."

"My little cousin is in a hospital bed, and my sister put him there, and nearly killed his child,
too. My other sister almost certainly knows the full story. I deserve to know, too."

"I'm tired," her dad said suddenly, lying back to rest his head on his pillow. Aurora squeezed
his hand tightly. "I would tell you if I could, Andy, but I don't even know half of what's just
gone on and frankly... I don't think I can get it in my head anyway." His voice was fading
slightly and it filled Aurora's heart with dread.

"Do I need to get a Healer?" she asked, voice rising. "Are you alright?"

"Yes, yes, it's alright, sweetheart." He patted the back of her hand. "Don't worry. Just need a
bit shut-eye; all these potions, you know..."

"Don't go to sleep." The words were frantic and left her before she could stop, or think about
them. "Don't, you — you don't know what'll happen if you do."

"I'll be alright."

"You don't know that!"

"Aurora," Andromeda cut in gently, "why don't we go and speak to one of the Healers, get an
idea of what's going on?"

Aurora stared at her, harsher than intended. "No."

Andromeda and Ted exchanged glances. Harry coughed uncomfortably. There was little to be
said still amongst all four people here and now Aurora felt, a hideous, dark gulf had opened
up between her family that she could not heal.

"Could you two just give us a moment?" her dad asked in a soft, tired voice, taking the
energy to turn to Andromeda and Ted.

Andromeda folded her arms. "I want to know what's going on, too. I've a right."

"Come on, love." Ted patted her on the shoulder, standing up. "We'll get all this later. Sirius
needs to be able to speak to the kids."



Andromeda scowled, and Aurora could not really fault her. But still, she felt some relief
when they left, and they could speak freely.

"What really happened?" her dad asked. "From the start?"

Borh Aurora and Harry looked at each other, not knowing what to say. "You were on a
mission somewhere," Aurora started, "right?" Her father nodded. "You were captured?" He
nodded again. "You're not allowed to tell us where, or why, are you?"

"No. But, it is only you." Her father took in a deep sigh. "I was supposed to be trying to
negotiate for wider support for the Order's causes abroad. Obviously, our own Ministry was
doing nothing, so we figured at some point, having an ally abroad would do us some favours.
I tried Norway, France, Belgium, the states... Some were more receptive than others. But the
issue behind Voldemort's cause, as we know, is not a new phenomenon. It will exist with it
without him."

"And did you get any support?"

"Some from France — I know quite a few people there, but almost all are purebloods.
Luckily, the purebloods I associate with are generally those like me, who turned their backs
on their families. You know my mother wanted to send me to Beauxbatons for a while —
thought Hogwarts would ruin me, with Dumbledore in charge."

"I almost went to Beauxbatons," Aurora said, though she did not know why. Her father gave
her a wan smile.

"And that's why. But anyway, I was trying to track down this old French family — we've got
a lot of connections over there," he added to Harry, who looked confused, "people take
heritage very seriously when they think their blood's the most precious thing about them.
There's this woman, a couple of years younger than me, Gisela Reisen — you'll have heard of
her family, I'm sure."

Aurora blinked. "Yes. One of the most foremost in French society."

"Yes — never quite too close with our family, but what with our French connections, they
were regarded as acquaintances, at least, even if their views weren't quite to my parents'
tastes. Gisela's the niece of the current patriarch. They're a business family, but all very
powerful, magically, and she's no exception. Lives out near the Spanish border. Very
powerful witch. There's a group of them... Well, I've probably said too much by now. But we
have some support. What to do with it, we don't know. My brother was close to the Reisen
family, back in the day, and... It was a personal adventure, too." He let that linger in the air.
Harry stared uncomfortably at the ground, and Aurora hugged her knees to her chest.

"I don't know how the Death Eaters found me, but they did. Next thing I knew I was in the
Ministry, and, you know the story from there."

Silence fell amongst them again. "I'm sorry," Harry said eventually, "it's my fault they took
you."



"No," her father said, voice quite even, "it's not. None of this is your fault — either of you."

"I know you know about the prophecy," Harry said, looking Aurora's dad in the eye as his
face paled. "You didn't tell me."

"I couldn't."

"So you knew it's because of me my mum and dad died?"

"Hey, no — Voldemort made that choice. You did not do anything."

"But it's still... So many people could die for me, Sirius. And I don't..." He glanced sideways
at Aurora, so had been staring at him for some time and found herself unable to look away. "I
don't want anyone to die. I thought you were and I couldn't stand it, I don't know what I'd
have done if you were and — I don't know what to do."

"Hey." Her dad's voice was soft as he struggled to sit up and get that bit closer to each of
them. "You don't have to think about that. I'm alright now. We're alright."

"We might not be forever," Aurora said, shivering at the look Harry sent her. "Dad, any one
of us could have died."

"I know. I know, sweetheart, but we didn't. And as for me — I made my choice to join the
Order now, and many years ago. I know what that entails. Everyone in the Order knows what
they're getting into. War is never safe, or fair, that's the point of it all. People will die. That's a
reality we all have to get used to. But they die for a cause. They don't die just because of you,
Harry."

"No one should have to die," Harry muttered. "None of this should be happening."

"But it is. And maybe it always would have." Her father sighed, leaning against his pillow
again. "It's going to be alright, okay? I'm not going anywhere. I just need a little more sleep.
You can tell me everything else later, I'm sure there's plenty."

"Should we get a Healer? Are you sure you're alright?"

"I feel fine. Just tired. But by all means, if you're worried, fetch someone. I'm going to be
okay, Aurora. Just try to believe me."

-*

Harry returned to Hogwarts later that day, after her father had woken again, long enough to
talk over all they were willing to say in front of company. Aurora refused to go, and for once,
no one tried to force her. They all just let her be, and she did not feel so buffeted between
people's own opinions.

In the early evening, Andromeda and Ted went to meet Dora in the reception, and Aurora
was alone with her dad again. He was tired, still, but awake.



"So," he said, once the door was closed and all other footsteps fading, "you haven't told me
how you're holding up, sweetheart?"

"It doesn't matter, does it? You're fine, so I'm fine."

"Hm." He raised his eyebrows, squeezed her hand. "It doesn't really seem like it to me. And
I've a hard time believing anyone could come out of that just being fine."

She shrugged and looked away. "You're the one we all thought was dying. Focus on not doing
that."

He was quiet for just one moment, and Aurora glanced back at him, to see the contemplative
expression on his face. "I was worried about you," he reminded her. "You easily could have
been the one in this bed."

"Well, I'm not."

"And I'm very grateful. But that doesn't mean I can't still worry about my own daughter."

"I'm fine," she said. "Really. It's... There's some curse residue, but it's alright. It's just a sort of
background pain."

"Pain?"

"From the Transmogrifian curse," she clarified, and his face hardened in anger.

"She went after you? She hurt you — again?"

"It was going to happen at some point. And I'm sure it's going to happen again. I really
should get used to it."

"Absolutely not," he said sharply. "Don't resign yourself to this, Aurora. No, if I get the
chance, I'll kill her before she can so much as look in your direction again."

He said it with such conviction that it twisted her heart into gratitude, and she knew that he
meant it, and though it shouldn't have been, it still somehow felt monumental. "There's
something else," she told him. "I think, somehow, I managed to utilise this spirit to protect
me. The spirit of our ancestor, Castella. I've been speaking with her for some months, and I
believe the cursed ring I have was once hers and she — she protected me. Something
happened to her, something has kept her... Not quite dead. A similar enchantment I think, to
the one my Uncle Regulus used to protect me... But I'm not sure. All I know is, I felt her
spirit and it gave me power and it protected me."

"The House of Black looks after its own," he said, tone grim. "All are bound to serve the lord
— or lady — of the house."

"Even in death?" He raised his eyebrows. "Bellatrix is not bound."

"She does not acknowledge you as Lady Black. But you are. Perhaps that means more than
we want it to."



Aurora let that sit with her for a moment, before her dad said, "Don't tell anyone, but I wasn't
just helping the Order out in France."

"No?"

"No. Like I said, Reisen knew Regulus. I thought perhaps, if I could follow the trail of his
life, and his death, I might be able to find out what he did to protect you, like you think he
did, and I can figure out how to keep protecting you. I tried interrogating Kreacher — that
didn't work, he's furious with me, screamed the place down about how he has to keep Master
Regulus's secrets even in death—"

"He knew where you were." It hit Aurora suddenly, the magnitude of the betrayal she had not
wanted to acknowledge. Her father blinked, confused. "Kreacher, he... He told them."

"He knew what I was trying to do, yes. Who did he tell? The Death Eaters? Voldemort?"

"Narcissa, I think. Most likely. I don't know, I haven't — I can't bring myself to speak to
him."

Her dad paled. "Never should have trusted him. Should have killed him when I got the
chance."

Her stomach turned. "No. No, he... He helped raise me."

"And?"

"And — I hate him. I hate him but I don't know if there was something I could have done,
something that I didn't see and — fuck, I don't even know anything, Dad! What — what did
you find out about Regulus? Anything useful?" Her dad shook his head.

"Gisela tried to help, but we both hit dead ends." A cold, humourless laugh. "Wherever
Regulus went, whatever he was doing, he didn't want anyone to know."

That emptied the hope from her, and she sat back in her seat, defeated. She tilted her head to
rest on the back of the chair, watching her dad carefully. "I didn't think you cared about him."

"I don't," he said, a little too forcefully. "But I care that he protected you."

"I see."

"That's a debt I'll never be able to repay him. He made his own choices, was his own man —
but he was also not that much older than you are now, when he died. And I look at you and I
think, someone could have stopped him. Someone could have tried. I've been wondering, if
he really left just because he was scared or if he changed — if he protected you because he
cared, because he grew a spine, or if it was still just because he wanted the Black line to
continue, if he feared for his own life." He sighed, closing his eyes. "He was stupid, and he
was horrible. But without him, you wouldn't be alive today. If that wasn't the case, maybe I
wouldn't care. I wouldn't owe him anything. But I can't stop wondering. I wonder if maybe I
should have seen he wanted out, and helped him, but maybe he wouldn't have changed.



Maybe he was too scared to be a killer, but still wanted his victims dead. Or maybe he never
wanted it at all." He took in a deep steadying breath.

Aurora squeezed his hand. "Don't upset yourself," she told him, "it'll get in the way of your
recovery, stress."

"I know, sweets. And it doesn't matter. I'll never know who Regulus turned out to be, if he
turned out to be anyone worth knowing. It's just been on my mind, and I never thought it
would be. But the important thing is you. And I will keep you alive, no matter what."



Fortified

The next day, Aurora received a handful of letters with the sunrise, all in familiar
handwriting. One from Gwen, one from Theo, one from Leah. She hid the one from Theo at
the bottom of a drawer to forget about it; the one from Gwen, she set aside, and the one from
Leah, she forced herself to read with bated breath

To Aurora, it read, in letters smudged with tears.

Thanks for your letter. It really does mean a lot to me, but I don't really know how to reply.
I've written more thank yous for condolences than I can count, and all the right words seem to
have gone. So I just wanted to say thank you, and tell you that my father's funeral is on the
first of July. All who knew him are welcome.

I know you spoke to my brother at the Assembly, too, and wanted to say thank you for that as
well. Ernie has no idea what to do, but he says he feels like you and Harry understand, and
that meant a lot to him.

All has been terrible and miserable over here. I'm sure you know what I mean. I don't know
how to feel better about this, if I ever will. It's just a never-ending cycle of being told how
awful and tragic it is, and having to try and be brave about it when I really just want to set
something on fire and cry all the time.

If you can spare the time, I'd really like to speak to you at some point. I know you're busy, but
I don't feel like I can talk to anyone else. I hope your dad's doing better — please do let me
know.

Love,

Leah

Aurora read it twice, each time holding tighter onto the paper, as though by doing so she
could pull some of Leah's pain into her own heart. For a moment, reading it, she
contemplated making good on Leah's request for an update on her father, but could not help
but feel it was superficial. She already knew Leah to be a better person than she was, but she
herself would have felt such startling pain at hearing someone else's fortune, when hers were
so low.

She skirted around the question instead, giving condolences and light discussion of the
political situation as a distraction, and confirmed her attendance at the funeral, before even
consulting anybody. There was no way she would miss it, not when Leah needed her.

When she told Andromeda and her dad about her planned attendance, both protested. "It's not
safe," Andromeda told her, "the funeral might be a target."

"Lord MacMillan is dead because I involved Leah. I have to go — and she's my friend. I
want to be there for her. She needs me."



"Aurora's going whether we let her or not," her dad said wearily, still tucked up in his hospital
bed, "aren't you?"

"Yes. I already said I would attend." Andromeda sighed, as though this was unexpected,
though Aurora felt is should not have been at all. "Really, I just want to decide how to go
there and be safe."

With a sharp look, Andromeda said, "You know you can't make promises like that—"

"No, I don't. Leah's one of my best friends, I'm going."

She shook her head, turning away. "I knew Dora would be a bad influence on you. Running
off without a thought for your own safety, thinking you can do whatever you want — she gets
that from you, too, you know, Sirius."

"I'm sure she does," her dad said, with a twinge of annoyance he struggled to even out. "But
really, Andromeda, this isn't up to you."

It came out a lot harsher than Aurora had expected her dad to speak to Andromeda; their
cousin tightened her jaw, eyes flashing. "Aurora's under my care while you're here, if you
hadn't noticed, and I happen to want to make sure she's safe."

"You can't wrap her in cotton wool. It's a funeral, Andromeda. She's going. We'll figure out a
way to make sure she's safe. I'll get Kingsley to be her bodyguard if it comes to it."

"Half the Ministry's going to be there," Aurora added to Andromeda, "do you think there
won't be security?"

"And that's the half of the Ministry that You-Know-Who most wants dead!" Andromeda
snapped.

"All the more reason to trust security will be tight. They've just lost their dad to Death Eaters;
the MacMillans are not going to let another one anywhere near them."

"I'm just worried! Can you blame me? Of the four people most important to me, three were
injured, possibly dying, on the same night! The Death Eaters are not above attacking a
funeral, as you well know, Sirius!"

Her dad winced, receding into the safety of his pillows at the words.

"I'm not exactly jumping at the chance to get attacked, either," Aurora said. "But this is
important. I'm almost seventeen. You can't tell me what I can and can't do."

Lips pursed, Andromeda huffed and said, "Fine. But before we do anything, you're getting
your new wand from Ollivander's. You're long overdue anyway."

"I've been distracted."

"Yes, but you should never be so long without a wand and you know it." It was irrational, but
a part of Aurora really resisted the idea of getting a new wand at all. The one she had had had



been perfect. Something new scared her. But it was necessary.

"Fine. We'll go this afternoon. I'll have to stop by the manor first."

Andromeda rolled her eyes. "What's this?" her dad asked, curious.

"Aurora's set on having this new wand custom-made."

Her dad raised his eyebrows. "You've decided Ollivander's isn't good enough for you?"

"No. he's making it. I just am feeling particular about the wood I want to be used. It'll answer
to me, I know it will. I have to go by the manor because I'm collecting it from one of the yew
trees."

Her father's face was unreadable. "I see."

"Its a family connection. And I just feel... It'll work."

"Whatever you think best," he said, but his voice was too bland, emotion cut from it. Aurora
pretended not to notice.

-*

Diagon Alley was duller than Aurora remembered when she and Andromeda arrived the next
day. It was quieter, a cool wind only highlighting its nervous emptiness. She had an
appointment with Ollivander, the wand-maker, for her replacement wand. She ought to have
gotten the new wand made days ago, but between one thing and another she had been too
distracted and nervous to do much except exchange letters, organising for a custom wand to
be made. Custom wands were a tricky business; the wand and the core both had to have a
connection with the client already, and then also be bonded to each other. Thankfully, Aurora
had the perfect wand wood. The yew trees in her family garden had been used for wands for
generations, as far as anybody could remember, and Ollivander had assured her that it would
work for her. Today’s appointment was to find a core to bond it to, and then he would make
the wand for her.

Ollivander was as strange and disconcerting as ever, but something seemed to have unsettled
him, too. Aurora sat at a table in the back room, watching as he muttered under his breath as
he rifled in the drawers and between dry wrapping paper, flinching and glancing at the door
and windows anytime he heard something as insignificant as a squeak of floorboard. He was
skittish, running about like a mouse, quiet and frightened. Aurora could only watch him,
quietly intrigued, as he held up the branch she had brought it next to every core he could find,
twisting them around or balancing them together on the table, until he grinned abruptly and
held out a piece of dragon heartstring to Aurora.

She eyed it with mild concern; it was not especially aesthetically appealing, rather like frayed
rope or overbleached hair.

“Take a hold of that, would you?” Tentatively, she reached out, and he slapped her hand
away. “No, no — gosh, you’re a tricky customer!”



“Sorry,” she said, raising her eyebrows, but he was already waving her off, looking in at the
unicorn hairs.

“No, no, these won’t do… It has to be the heartstring.”

He turned around and plucked, seemingly from out of nowhere, another dragon heartstring,
which he thrust into her hands.

It was colder than she expected, slightly moist, and Aurora tried not to recoil. There was still
a strange sort of harmony with it, and when Ollivander placed the piece of yew wood in her
right hand, she felt her magic settle within her.

“That’s right,” she said, looking up at him. “Is it? Do you think so?”

“That’ll make a fine wand,” Ollivander agreed with a grin. “If you’ve ten minutes, I can
make it for you right now.”

“That would be perfect,” she said, relieved that the process would finally be resolved. The
sooner she had a proper wand, instead of the one Dora had somehow — and possibly
illegally — dug out of a backroom at work, the better.

Watching Ollivander work was fascinating; he was entirely in his own world, and entirely at
ease with his own work and rhythm Yet when he had finished the wand and held it up with a
flourish, there was an undeniable spark of joy in his eye.

It was the most perfect thing Aurora had ever held; the perfect weight, perfect temperature
and size, and somehow made her feel like she was settled, in her soul, perfectly balanced. She
didn’t even mind paying double price for the custom work, not when it was so right for her,
not when it made her feel so individually powerful, like she could do anything and draw on
any spirit she wanted.

"It's perfect," she told Ollivander, beaming. "Thank you."

She paid up the higher price for the customisation, and then she and Andromeda headed out.
Across the street, the only place left with any real colour about it, was the right orange and
purple storefront of Weasley's Wizard Wheezes — Fred and George's shop. She still resented,
in the wake of what they had done to Graham, the fact that she and her father had made any
investment in them at all, but the contract was done and she could not break it over personal
problems that could not be proven.

Her father would want her report on it, though, so she and Andromeda hurried on in,
surprised by how busy the place was. "How can so many people still want to be out and
about?" Andromeda asked, shuddering as a pair of young children ran past holding miniature
colour-changing kites. "Where are their parents — gosh, I wouldn't let them out of my sight!"

"I'm sure they're fine," Aurora said, trying to be soothing.

"Oh, everyone assumes these things are fine," Andromeda said, hurrying away from the door.
"Until they're not."



Aurora had nothing to say to that, just headed towards the tills where Fred and George were
stood. Fred spotted her first, and grinned as he hurried round the side of the counter. "Lady
Black! What an honour!"

"You don't need to announce my presence," she snapped at him, folding her arms. "How's
trade?"

"Well, as you can see." Fred opened his arms wide, beaming. "It's been manic — we're hiring
someone to help out here already. I think people really need a laugh at the moment — it's
perfect timing." Andromeda scoffed, and Fred's face fell. "I mean, obviously — what's
happening is no joke. But people need this. And we're going to start working on some more
practical stuff, the sort of thing that gets a prankster out of getting caught, but can also save a
life if someone needs to make a quick escape. Darkness powder, shield hats, things like that
— ones that actually work, though, not like those amulet peddlers you see down by the
Leaky."

Well, Aurora admitted to herself with annoyance, at least they had some awareness of the
world around them.

"We're already close to our projection for the first three weeks of being open, and Hogwarts
isn't even out yet — this is just from families of students who know our reputation, and
curious people on the street. We're going to need that boost from students — footfall is
dropping off everywhere down the alley — but, we're still optimistic, and owl orders are
pretty solid."

"That's brilliant," she said, pleased that Fred seemed to know what he was talking about.
George gave a wave while he got a one second break from the till, before another child
appeared to buy a handful of explosive spinning tops and a box of Nosebleed Nougat. "And
so glad — and what are these?"

Her gaze had alighted on a display of bright pink and purple creatures, like smaller versions
of Puffskeins. "Pygmy puffs," Fred said cheerfully. "Perfectly in line with feature breeding
laws, by the way."

Aurora narrowed her eyes. "They'd better be."

"Dora's going to love those," Andromeda put in, looking over Aurora's shoulder. "Do they do
anything?"

"They just sit there and look pretty. We've a whole range of products catered to witches."

"All this pink stuff, I imagine?" Andromeda arched an eyebrow in precisely the same way as
Aurora did.

"The WonderWitch range — its the pink explosion in the window display."

“Really unique marketing strategy on that one, boys. Not stereotypical at all.”



“Hey, it’s a signal, and the signal works!” Fred shrugged. “We’ve got love potions,
cosmetics… Love potions disguised as cosmetics. You’re not trying to snare any would-be
lords, are you?”

Aurora's cheeks heated and she turned away. "Of course not. They've a much harder time
trying to snare me." She hated to admit it, but she did like the look of the Everlasting
Eyelashes she spotted in the corner behind the pygmy puffs. Pansy would have loved them,
she thought instantly, and then regretted the thought. She shouldn’t think about Pansy; that
just hurt.

"Anyway, I only popped in to make sure all's going well, and it seems it is. My dad sends his
regards, and thanks for the fake chocolate frog cards you sent — the one of Agrippa giving
the middle finger gave him a right laugh."

"Our duty is to serve," Fred said, sweeping into a low and exaggerated bow.

"Well — well done, then. I'll see you later. Hopefully my dad'll be able to come with me next
time."

"We hope so too. We were going to pop round to St. Mungo's Sunday night, actually, since
we'll be closed early — would that be alright?"

She wanted to tell him no, but that wouldn't be fair. She knew her dad would appreciate the
visit. She would just avoid it. "Yes, I'm sure that'll be fine. Visiting's between six and eight in
the evenings."

"We'll be there, then. Nice to see you — you, too, Mrs Tonks."

Andromeda have a tight-lipped smile in response, and escorted Aurora out of the store as
quickly as she could, before hurrying into a corner to Apparate her away, back home. She
was shaking as she did so, watching every movement on the street. Aurora didn't know how
to comfort her, abate her fear that some masked attacker might pop out of the shadows at any
moment. She could only cling on tight, and hope that she would not have to be afraid for too
long.

-*

Fort MacMillan was draped in solemnity when Aurora arrived. It was late morning, but
drizzle hung in the rain, and the sun had not yet gathered the strength to burn off the mist that
shrouded the hillside. She approached from the outer gates, as had been requested; a way of
distancing people from the privacy of the home, she supposed. There were reporters
everywhere, and cameras, as if this were all some grand spectacle made just for the press, and
the MacMillans' grief something for the paper readers to feast on.

Dora was on one side of her, and Gwen the other. She had insisted on coming, and her mother
had insisted on protection greater than her own capabilities. Her robes had been hastily
tailored by Andromeda that moment; they were Aurora's really, but Gwen needed something
black and respectable, and the Muggle outfit her mother had sent her with simply would not
do for the solemnity of the occasion.



Some of the reporters called out to Aurora as she passed, and she steadfastly ignored them,
tightening her grip on Gwen's arm as they made their way to the northern wing of the fort,
where Leah had told them to gather. Other members of the family were ushering people on
that direction, too, but Leah and her mother and siblings were nowhere to be seen. "In this
way," Dora said to them, catching the eye of a young man Aurora recognised to be Leah's
elder cousin, who nodded to them in recognition.

They went through another gate, then a door draped with black velvet, and then into the front
room, heavy with dark curtains to keep out the weak sunlight. Candles scented with pine
burned at the walls. In a corner, Leah stood shaking people's hands with a bland smile and red
eyes, and Aurora's heart ached for her.

"Should we rescue her?" Gwen asked in a soft voice, frowning.

"I don't know. Maybe. Dora—"

"Girls!" Aurora turned sharply at the sound of Robin's mother's voice. She too was in black,
perfectly tailored robes, and hurrying over as quickly as was appropriate, Robin trailing
behind her. He shot them both weak, rather sickly smiles. "Good of you to come. And it's
Nymphadora, isn't it?" Dora nodded stiffly. "So sorry to meet in these circumstances. I'm
Robin's mother. I've already spoken to Lady MacMillan — well." She hesitated. "You know
who I mean. The ceremony is to start in around ten minutes. She wanted me to tell you two
girls that she thinks Leah might need some support, after — if you could just make sure you
stick by her. I know you would anyway, and Robin too, but she's very worried about all the
children — as anyone would be."

"Of course," Aurora said, without hesitation. "I saw the reporters out there, too — do you
think we ought to try and shield Leah from them?"

Mrs Oliphant frowned. "Yes, though I don't know how much good it'd do. They're fierce,
anyway — disgusting behaviour, if you ask me."

"How are you?" Robin asked, in a tone like he was bracing himself for a slap in the face,
while his mother turned to speak with Dora. "How's your dad?"

"Better," was all Aurora managed to say. "Thank you."

"Good." Robin patted her on the shoulder in a way that reminded her distinctly of Harry's
discomfort. It almost made her laugh. "He's a pretty cool guy, your dad. I'm glad he's going to
be alright. He is, isn't he?"

"Yeah. Yeah, he's awake, things are looking good, so... We're hopeful. And very grateful."

"Yeah." Robin's voice tailed off, as all their gazes went to watch Leah, crammed in beside
Ernie, trying to put on a brave face as she spoke to Lord Abbott. The trembling of her bottom
lip was notable from all the way across the room. "I bet. Listen, Gwen—"

"We really should go over there," Gwen interrupted, holding onto Aurora's arm. "She's going
to cry."



"Oh, God."

"Yeah, let's — we need to say hello, anyway. But I don't think we can drag her away from her
post. Her mother looks pretty determined for them to stick together."

Nevertheless, they all made their way over, Dora and Robin's mother following close behind.
They were keeping watch, protecting them, it was clear. When Leah noticed them, her face
relaxed slightly, just enough to reassure Aurora that she needed them over there, and for her
quicken her step, leading their friends.

The instant they were close enough, Leah pulled them all in close for a tight hug, like they
were a lifebuoy and she clinging on for dear life. "Oh, Leah," Aurora murmured, "I'm so, so
sorry."

"I can't do this," Leah whispered between their shoulders. "I can't. I'm going to break down in
front of everyone, I just know it."

"That's okay," Gwen told her gently. "No one can expect you to be a statue. But we're here,
yeah?"

Leah sniffled, holding them tighter. "I don't know how I'm going to do this."

"But you are," Aurora told her. "You're going to get through it, and it's going to get better. I
promise."

Leah shook her head. "Hey," Robin broke in, "they're right. Today's going to suck, but we're
here for you. You can break down in front of us as much as you like."

"Thanks," Leah sniffled, drawing away. Aurora passed her a handkerchief, and she gave a
grateful smile as she dabbed at her eyes. Some mascara smudged off onto her cheeks, and
Gwen leaned over to wipe it away. Leah stilled, eyes filling with more tears. "I just — I know
he'd want me to be alright. And everyone keeps saying, your dad wouldn't want you breaking
down, but I really don't know how he would expect me to live up to that, anyway. And I've
got to do this and say hello to everyone, and Mum says there are reporters outside and
obviously we're not going to be anywhere near them but I hate that they're here at all. There's
so many people, and I'm so glad Dad made his mark, you know, but... It doesn't make it much
easier."

"Very little could," Aurora told her, taking her shoulder.

"Here, now," Gwen said, "did you listen to the new Weird Sisters single?"

Aurora stared at her, but Leah sniffled and nodded, managing a smile. "I did, actually — it
was good."

"Yeah? I liked it too — I thought the vocals were way stronger than they were on the last
album, I don't know if it was just the recording of it or not."

"It made me cry a bit," Leah said, and Aurora's heart twisted. "In a good way, though.
Morven's a lyrical genius."



"He is, isn't he? God—"

"Leah, darling." Lady MacMillan had appeared at her daughter's shoulder, pale and red-eyes.
"It's time for us to start walking, alright?"

Leah's face fell again, into that horribly vulnerable look. Aurora squeezed her tightly and
whispered, "You've got this," and Leah let out a low, muffled sob.

"Thank you all," Lady MacMillan said as Leah left to join her brother and sister, "for being
here. Especially you, Lady Black."

"Of course," she said. "I'm sorry I didn't get to know your husband better, but he was a
brilliant man. He means everything to Leah."

"Yes." Her smile was faint, weak, but it was there. "Yes, he meant the world to me, too.
Excuse me."

She hurried away, in a cloud of pomegranate scented perfume and trailing black lace. They
watched her go, join the whole MacMillan family in one great procession of grief.

"We should go," Aurora said to the other two, tugging them away.

The funeral itself took place at the graveside, allocated just off the main area of the family
property, where their old stone chapel sat. They left through a different door, avoiding the
cameras out the front, but some snuck through. The flashing of white lights made Aurora
want to curse somebody. They were there are the graveside as a minister gave the eulogy and
Leah cried, and Aurora and Gwen and Robin held each other's hands tightly and tried not to
do the same.

Leah came to them when the service was over, all but collapsing into their arms. When she
saw the camera turn their way, Aurora held Leah tighter and shielded her face from view.

"You were so brave," Gwen told Leah gently. "He'd be so proud of you."

"No, he wouldn't."

"He would," Aurora agreed firmly, holding her tight. "You don't have to keep it together
anymore, Leah. It's done."

"You're alright," Robin told her, as they started to guide her back up towards the house, just
as the sun started to peek through some clouds. "Let's get back, now, away from those twats
with the cameras."

Leah let out a weak, watery laugh, and let them guide her back.

The reception was underway by the time they arrived, having taken a detour round the
grounds. Leah needed air, and, Aurora suspected, some time without people she didn't know
pressing in on her emotions. Dora lingered near them the whole time, but if Leah was
bothered, she didn't say anything. One of Leah's cousins handed them all glasses of whisky
for a toast, and Leah looked at it as though the taste was going to make her throw up.



They camped out by a window, watching as the clouds opened up and it began to rain
properly, soaking into the ground where the grave was being filled in. Leah stared off into the
distance the whole time. Aurora was not sure she was really seeing anything at all.

The three of them spoke in whispers around her, until they were joined by Sally-Anne Perks.
"I've been trying to find you," she told Leah, who merely hummed in response. "How are
you?"

Leah shrugged. "It's been the worst three weeks of my life, but." The last words hung unsaid.

Sally-Anne winced sympathetically and rubbed her shoulder, forcing Leah to run and look at
her. "I'm so sorry," she told her, "I know I've said it, but... He was really great, your dad."

"Yeah," Leah said, "I know he was." She turned back to the window. They all exchanged
uncomfortable, uncertain glances.

Then Robin cleared his throat and, in an attempt to break the silence, told her, "Theo, uh, told
me to give you his condolences.”

The words sent a sliver of ice through Aurora’s chest. Leah stiffened, her eyes brightening
and filling with tears again. “Does he?” Her voice was cold, but broken, trembling over the
edge. “Well, tell him to take them back. I don’t want them.”

Robin blinked, a frown deepening upon his brow. “Don't curse the messenger. He said he’s
written to you—”

“Yeah,” Leah snapped, “he has, and I burned the letter.”

“It’s…” Robin swallowed. “His family are terrible, I know. But, Theo feels awful."

“I don’t care how awful he says he feels." Leah’s voice rose now, high and loud and shaky. A
few mourners glanced their way in concern, and Aurora and Gwen and Sally-Anne closed in
around her, hands on her shoulders. “His grandfather killed my dad! I don’t care what he has
to say or think, this isn’t about him!”

“I — I’m just trying to say — I’m not saying you should—”

“You think because Theodore didn’t do it himself I should be fine with him? That we’re
friends and nothing’s changed?”

“Robin isn’t saying that,” Aurora said, as gently as she could, gut squirming, “and I’m sure
that isn’t what Theo thinks.”

“Well, you would defend him!” Leah snapped, and Aurora took a moment to digest it, the
words cold against her heart. “Wouldn’t you?”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” Aurora said as evenly as she could. “Let’s leave this, yeah? It
isn’t a productive conversation.”



“I don’t care about being productive,” Leah spat, “I care about the fact that my dad’s dead!
He’s dead because of Lord Nott, and because of Cornelius Fudge, and because of Albus
Dumbledore and Dolores Umbridge and everyone else who didn’t do something when they
could’ve and should’ve! And I don’t care if you think Theo’s sorry, I don’t care how awful he
feels, I’m the one who’s lost someone!”

“He really—”

“Leave it, Robin,” Aurora said cautiously, dropping her hand to hold Leah’s tightly.

“He — he’s gone.” The words spilled from her, like she was only just learning how to say
them. “And it isn’t fair! And none of you understands, no one wants to listen!”

“Of course we do,” Sally-Anne said, voice gentle. “We’re here for you, Leah.”

“So are the other five hundred people. And the Daily Prophet, and the Ministry, as if they’re
of any use, as if any of them have any moral backbone!” She was speaking too loudly now;
someone Aurora was sure she had seen with Rita Skeeter before watched eagerly, too eagerly.

“Let’s move somewhere quieter, hm?” Aurora suggested. “I think some privacy—”

“Oh, fuck off, I don’t care about privacy!” Leah shrugged them all off and marched away. For
a second, they watched her go with mere trepidation, until it became clear that she was not
leaving the room, but instead marching to the front of it, seizing the microphone on the small
hall stage before anyone could stop her and any of them could come to their senses.

“Um,” Gwen started, “should we… Do something?”

It was too late. They could only watch on in horror as Leah stood and tapped the microphone
to get everyone’s attention. “Hello, everybody.” Her voice warbled, treading close to a sob.
Aurora held her breath, swaying on the spot as she deliberated going to her. “I’d just like to
say a few words, if that’s alright. I — I just want it to be known that my — my dad was — he
was great, okay? And he was always on the right side and — and the same can’t be said for
everybody in this room and I — I love him and he — he was good and brave and wonderful
and — and — and everyone involved who — who let him die — well, fuck you!” Gasps
went around the room, looks of peopl who had no idea what to do. Aurora found herself
hurrying forwards, toward her friend. “My dad was — was trying to save me and trying to fix
things and he — it isn’t fair what happened and that were here and I just — I just…” A sob
burst forth, cutting off her words, and Aurora leapt up onto the stage with Leah, reaching for
her hands. “I’m sorry,” she managed to say, voice breaking. Aurora finally managed to hold
her, and she curled in on her, sobbing. “I don’t — I — it isn’t fair!”

Aurora knew those words so well, and so she held Leah tight and gestured for everyone to
turn away, hoping the crowd was find in themselves some decency and decorum enough to
give a grieving girl the privacy she deserved and so desperately needed. “Hey,” she
whispered, drawing Leah away from the amplified microphone, “I’ve got you, sweets. Right,
let’s get out of here? It’s — I’ve got you.” She shuffled towards the edge of the stage and
down, trying to hurry Leah towards the door and out into the hall.



“I — I can’t! They need to know!”

“I think they do. I think they got the message.”

“They didn’t. They won’t, no one ever will.” She sobbed wetly into Aurora’s shoulder, and
she tried very hard not to grimace, for Leah’s sake.

“I know it feels like this,” Aurora told her gently, ushering Leah down the hallway and into
the parlour where she trusted they would not be disturbed. “But there are better ways to make
them see. And right now, I think you need some privacy, hm? Your grief deserves better than
the vultures in that room.”

She slipped into the parlour and closed the door behind them, helping Leah sit down onto a
sofa. Aurora knelt at its side, holding her friend’s hands. “It’s not fair. I know that, Leah. I
can’t in good faith tell you it’s all going to be okay because it’s not, and things are never
going to be the same again. But it will get easier, I promise. Right now, you have to let
yourself grieve.”

Leah sniffled and said, “My dad wouldn’t want me to have done that. Or cry or make a scene
or… He wouldn’t want me blaming everyone, but I can’t help it!”

“You’re furious. And you have every right to be. And you can’t live by what you believe the
dead want you to do.” This only seemed to make Leah cry harder, and Aurora’s heart twisted
for her. “Hey.” She reached up and wiped the tears from beneath Leah’s eyes. “Look at me,
Leah. It’s — there’s so little that can help right now. But I promise, I’m here any time you
just need to scream about what you’re feeling.”

“No,” Leah said, “I — I know, it’s just… So much is happening. I feel like he’s just going to
get lost. And Ernie’s Lord MacMillan, which is ridiculous, because he’s sixteen and he’s
going to ruin every bit of my dad’s legacy by being a stupid twat!”

"He's not," Aurora assured her, "and you're not going to let him. It's... It's never alright, I
know. But you're going to feel better."

Leah just shook her head and buried her face in the crook of Aurora's shoulder. She held her
tight as she cried, and when the door to the room opened, revealing Gwen and Sally-Anne
standing there, Leah startled, turning as though expecting it to herald an attack. When she
saw who it really was, she slumped back against Aurora's side and fell back into her arms,
and the other two girls hurried over, crowding around her.

They all were joined together, by pressing elbows and hands and shoulders, holding Leah up
as he threatened to collapse in the middle of them. "It's alright," Gwen whispered, and Leah
cried harder. "It's going to be alright."

Aurora knew it wasn't true, and she knew Leah knew it too.



Hurt

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

A few days before Hestia’s funeral, Aurora’s dad was finally managing to walk again.
Slowly, but surely, he was getting better. Aurora helped him keep himself stable on turns
about the wing in St. Mungo’s, but his improvement was quickening now, and the Healers
seemed optimistic that he would be able to get home soon. Aurora still stayed with him every
moment of visiting hours, and in the evenings and at nights, found herself still feeling
unmoored. She kept wishing she could have Theo here, to reassure her, and hold her when
she was frightened and in desperate need of grounding. Her mind ran away with her,
spiralling with regrets, but she knew this was what needed to happen. Her dad was going to
be alright, she kept assuring herself of that. He had to be.

Harry was meant to be coming back to Arbrus Hill the evening before Hestia’s funeral, and
Aurora was hopeful they could stick to the plan. Molly and Arthur had offered for him to stay
at the Burrow, if need be, or for them to move to keep him at Headquarters again for a while,
but both options discomforted Aurora. She would much rather be able to see that he was safe
herself, and she did not want to step foot in Grimmauld Place for a long time, still putting off
the talk she knew she needed to have with Kreacher. Dumbledore had spoken to him, enough
to block him from doing any further damage, but Aurora knew it was her responsibility,
really — she just did not have space in her mind for it, no matter how wrong she felt she was
for that.

“I’ve asked Gisela to visit,” her dad told her when they returned to his room that day. “You
know, from France.”

“Yes.” Aurora frowned at him. “I know. Why?”

“Well, she’s an ally to the Order, and she might be able to make some use of being here.
She’ll be staying at Headquarters, of course, but I thought you should know. Dumbledore
thinks she’ll make a great asset.”

“I see.” Aurora curled up in her seat, hugging her knees over her long jumper. “Do you think
she knows more about Regulus than she’s letting on?”

He glanced away. “I don’t know, to be honest. Maybe. She wants to work with us, anyway.”

Aurora did not find herself fully convinced, or at ease with this. “I don’t think I trust her.”

“You haven’t met her.”

“Exactly. It seems very convenient that she happens to be in the right place for you to find
her, and she knew my uncle, and that you suddenly care about his fate, and might help the
Order — if she was so close to him, how do you know she isn’t already connected to
Voldemort’s forces?”



Seeming taken aback by the wording, her father paused, blinking. “I’ve always cared about
Regulus.”

“You’ve never cared to find out…” She trailed off, held her tongue. She did not want an
argument. She did not even know what she would argue, if it came to it. “Never mind. We’ll
see what she’s like.”

“I thought you’d want to meet her,” her dad said, still sounding surprised. “I thought you’d
want to hear about Regulus from a better source.”

“Maybe,” she said in a low voice. “But I don’t really know what I want anymore.” Then she
forced herself to smile, to skate past the issue, and say, “I just want you better and I want you
to be happier than you were recently, so, it’s fine. You just need to get better first.”

“I am better,” he reminded her, with a gentle hand on her shoulder. “And I’ll be out soon.”

-*

The evening before Hestia’s funeral, her father finally came home to Arbrus Hill. It was too
early, Aurora felt. He was still weak and she constantly felt like someone should be coming
to check on him. Even though there were to be Healers visiting three times a day, it did not
feel like enough for her to be certain that he was alright. Still, she tried to put on a brave front
for her dad, who was glad of his own home and to have Harry coming to join them soon. 

Later that night, just as they were finally settling in, and her father going over his medication
with Tippy in the kitchen, Kingsley arrived by Floo in the lounge, quite unexpectedly, while
Aurora was trying to go over her Charms work. She jumped back with a start, reaching for
her wand, before she realised who it was. “Kingsley,” she said, “what are you doing here?”

“Where’s your dad?”

“In the kitchen — he’s with the elves.” She stood up gingerly, heart pounding. “Is something
wrong? Is Harry alright?”

“Harry’s fine,” he told her quickly, “don’t worry — Dumbledore’s picking him up tonight,
just as planned. Sirius?”

Her dad appeared in an instant, hurrying through from the kitchen. She gave him a look of
disapproval, then turned it on Kingsley; he was not supposed to be disturbed or have to move
quickly, without assistance. “Kingsley? I didn’t expect you — everything alright?”

“No.” Kingsley shook his head grimly. “It’s not anything to do with Harry, before you start
panicking. I’m afraid it’s Emmeline and Amelia.” He swallowed tightly, and Aurora could
see the slight tremor in his usually calm expression, as the dread of the worst news sank in.
“There was an attack, Sirius. They were both dead before we could reach them.”

Susan, Aurora thought immediately with an aching heart, before even Emmeline and
Amelia’s own faces rushed into her memory. Amelia hadn’t even been in the Order. Though



she supposed, the Ministry was at war, now. This should not have been unexpected, but it still
came as a shock to all of them. 

“Dear Merlin,” her dad said, sagging into a seat on the sofa. Kingsley sat down beside him,
their shoulders pressed closely together. “You’d think Amelia… Do you know who got
them?”

Kingsley shook his head. “Not yet, but we’re working on it. Snape reckons he has an idea of
who it might have been, but we don’t have any official leads.”

“I wouldn’t trust what he says,” Aurora muttered before she could stop herself.

“Well, I have to consider it anyway.” Kingsley sighed and glanced at the clock. “They
weren’t on duty, either of them. Emmeline was visiting Amelia, and I suppose somehow, a
Death Eater found out, or was following their movements…” His gaze shifted, unfocused,
around the room. Aurora sat back down on her armchair, curling up. Stella, as though sensing
the atmosphere, appeared from a corner of the room and leapt up into her lap, staring with
bright eyes. 

“What about Amelia’s niece, Susan? She lives with her…”

“She’s safe. She was, by luck, staying with some of the Abbott family.” Hannah. Thank
Merlin for that. “We’ve determined she’s safe with them for the foreseeable future.”

That was something, at least. But she knew Susan would be devastated. So many of her
friends were losing people at the moment, and it terrified her, how precarious life really
seemed to be. 

“I’ll fetch you a brandy,” Aurora’s dad said to Kingsley, hand on his shoulder, “you look like
you need it.”

“No, no, you don’t need to get up. And I should be going, really. They’ll need me to lead on
this — with no head of the department, I’ll have to step up.”

Her father frowned, pursing his lips. “You’re sure?”

“I only came to tell you.”

“Stay,” her dad said, look almost pleading, “you need it.”

Kingsley shook his head with a sigh. “I’m needed more at the Ministry. If nothing else, to
comfort my staff. Amelia was… A terrific woman. She held that department together for
years, kept us on the right path… I don’t think we can ever be the same after this. She knew
we needed her; that’s why she didn’t run for Minister, and nominated Scrimgeour in her
place. She said, her department was the most important, and it had to stay strong and stable.
But now…” He spread his arms out, looking defeated. “I suppose the enemy knew it, too.”

“I’m so sorry,” Aurora’s dad said gently, squeezing Kingsley’s shoulder. “I know I didn’t
know her as well as you did, either of them, but — well. They were brilliant.”



“Yes.” Kingsley swallowed tightly and glanced away and Aurora felt all of a sudden that she
was intruding on something that she did not really have the right to be privy to. “Yes, they
were.”

He stood, somewhat shaky, but with resolve on his face. “I had best be off. You’ll be alright,
here?”

“Course,” her dad said, standing on wobbly legs. He reached out to Kingsley, then stopped at
the last moment, letting his hands dropped. “Let me know if you need anything — anything
at all.”

“I will,” Kingsley promised. Aurora glanced away, stroking Stella’s fur gently. “Thank you,
Sirius. And take care, both of you — if anything seems amiss here, let someone know.” He
paused, took a deep breath. “I’ll see you both tomorrow, then.”

“Yeah,” her dad said, voice distant. “Tomorrow.”

Aurora stared at the ground, let them say goodbye. When Kingsley left, the house returned to
silence, permeated only by the rhythmic ticking of the clock on the wall. The room felt
suddenly cold, empty. She stood, standing close at her father’s side. “Maybe we should get an
early night,” she told him in a whisper. “I’ll double-check the wards and locks.”

-*

When Aurora woke to the sound of someone knocking on the door at two in the morning, she
almost fell out of bed in fright. She grabbed her wand instantly, heart pounding. Kingsley’s
words about Emmeline and Amelia flooded back to her, nauseating.

As quiet as she could be, Aurora stole out into the landing, where her dad already was,
hurrying down the stairs in his dressing gown. “Stay back,” he ordered her in a whisper. “I’m
going as Padfoot.”

“That’s definitely not safe. Or healthy, for you. I’ll go first.”

“No,” he hissed, face stern, and cut in front of her, to hurry down the next flight of stairs
towards the front door. Aurora sighed, and waited a moment in tense fear before following
him down.

“Who’s there?” her dad asked, shouting through the door.

“It’s me!” came Harry’s muffled voice from outside, and they both sagged in relief. “Why’s
the door locked?”

“Harry, it’s two in the bloody morning!”

“I know, but Dumbledore wanted me to go visit this weird old man with him — can you let
me in?”

“Hang on,” Aurora said, hurrying to her father’s shoulder. “How did I make you tell me about
the philosopher’s stone in first year?”



“What?”

“Just answer the question, so we know it’s you.”

“You blackmailed me,” he said shortly, clearly still annoyed. Her dad turned to her with his
eyebrows raised, questioning and curious. 

“About?”

“Norbert. Can you just let me in, it’s bloody freezing?”

“Fine,” she muttered, and her dad unlocked the door, pulling it open. 

Harry hurried in, dragging his trunk and owl cage behind him. Hedwig hooted in Aurora’s
face, peeved, and she glared back. “Are you mad?”

“We have to ask security questions now,” Aurora told him, hurrying to close and lock the
door again. “Haven’t you read the Ministry pamphlets? They’ve spent enough money on
them, you ought to at least read it!”

“Oh, yeah — skimmed it.” He rolled his eyes and then hugged Aurora’s dad, grinning. “Good
to see you’re back, Sirius.”

“Well, mostly,” her dad said, “still got a bit of work to do, but I’ve kept my remarkable good
looks, so that’s all that really matters.” He hugged Harry tighter and asked, “Those Dursleys
have been treating you alright? I know your letters said—”

“It was fine,” Harry assured him, letting go. “Promise. Dudley actually seems to have some
sort of grudging respect for me, and Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon were properly shaken up
by Dumbledore. Reckon it did its job. Oh, and I met the new Defense Against the Dark Arts
Professor,” he added to Aurora, who raised her eyebrows, pleasantly surprised.

“Supreme detective work?”

“Nah, Dumbledore took me to try and convince him to come back. Horace Slughorn, his
name is.”

Her dad stifled a snort. “He’s not the Defense teacher, Harry. He taught Potions in my day —
right twit. He’ll love you two.”

“Really?”

“Oh, he liked anyone with a good name, or the right breeding. Mind you… If he’s Potions,
that means Snape…”

“Out of a job?” Harry and Aurora shared excited grins.

“That’s the dream. But no, I’ve got a horrible idea he’ll get he wants.”

“Defense Against the Dark Arts. Really, why?”



“Beats me.”

“Maybe Dumbledore finally decided he should let him be brutally murdered.”

Her father chuckled darkly. “I should be so lucky. One can dream.” Still, he looked
perplexed, unnerved by the decision. “Anyway — let’s get your trunk, Harry, and you two
can get to bed. Aurora’s grumpy when her sleep’s disturbed.”

“I’m not grumpy,” she muttered, glaring at him.

He just laughed, and took one side of Potter’s trunk, Harry lifting the other. “Come on, you
can give me the full debrief over breakfast.”

At breakfast, Aurora tried her very best not to appear grumpy, no matter how grumpy she was
actually feeling. Harry relayed all the details of the night before, how Dumbledore had shown
up to tell the Dursleys the plan of how they would deal with their relationship with Potter
going forward, and that he would only have one more visit to them next year, and then taken
Harry to see his would-be Professor, hoping to endear him with Harry’s name and mysterious
‘chosen-one’ allure. 

“He mentioned your brother,” he told Sirius, “he was in a picture, Regulus.”

Aurora stared at the table, picking at her toast. “Yeah, Slughorn loved Reggie.” Her father
was unable to keep the bitterness from his voice. “Perfect son, perfect student, perfect
grades.” Still, his face turned ponderous. Aurora was sure he was wondering if Slughorn
might know more about Regulus’s fate, that could help to sate her father’s curiosity and guilt.
“I bet he’ll find you to talk to as soon as he can, Aurora. Always wanted to collect the Black
family, get as many potentially powerful people on side as he could.”

“Yeah,” Harry chimed in, “he said something about wishing he’d gotten the set of you all in
Slytherin.”

Her dad snorted. “Course he did. Nah, he had me in his little club for a while, before James
made me realise it was all bollocks. He would’ve gotten rid of me as soon as I was disowned
anyway, I’m sure.”

Harry bit his lip, digesting this. “Dumbledore said he collects people. He thinks I should let
him collect me.” He glanced sideways at Aurora, who raised her eyebrows.

“And you’ll do it, if Dumbledore tells you to?”

Harry shrugged. “Sounded like it was important that I do. Don’t know why.”

“No one knows why Dumbledore does anything,” Aurora’s dad said with a long, heavy sigh.
“Eat up your breakfast, you two. We ought to get ready as soon as we can.”

From then, all minds turned away from Dumbledore and Slughorn and such everyday
problems as school. 



Hestia’s funeral was held in the late morning, at the church in her family’s village of Tyrdall,
which housed a substantial, hidden, Wizarding community. The church, too, was presided
over by a Wizarding minister, Reverend Phillips. 

“I didn’t realise Hestia was religious,” Aurora said to her father as they waited on Harry to
finish fixing his hair for the third time. 

“Only defiantly,” her father told her, which made sense. As a community, many witches and
wizards had lost faith in Christianity centuries ago, when the Catholic Church and later
various Protestant groups had set about the persecution of magic. Christian practices were
upheld, but few were loyal to traditional, organised forms of the religion as muggles knew it.
The Wise Church, as it was known, was the main sect of Christianity which served the
Wizarding community, and revered not only the divine but the earthen magic, which Arcturus
had raised Aurora to respect and attend, though they did not strictly follow it. Most who were
Christian had a sense of defiance about it, derived from an age-old need to prove that one
could both practice magic and be a good, God-fearing Christian.

“I’m ready now,” Harry told them, entering the lounge again. His hair was still a mess, but
Aurora did not have the heart to argue with him about it again.

“Right.” Her dad checked his watch with a blank gaze. “I suppose we’d better be off. Say
Tyrdal Church Hall, you’ll pop out in the front room of it — Dora should be there by now, or
Remus. Someone from the Order, anyway. I’ll be through right after you, but just in case,
move towards someone you know, alright?”

They would only be separated for half a minute, at most. But she could see the worry and
nerves written all over her dad’s face, like he felt the second they disappeared from his sight,
they would be gone forever. And she was not far from feeling the same, after everything. 

Aurora forced herself to go through the Floo, but when she found herself alone in the other
end, even with a room full of people, she felt her throat close up and her chest seize, as
suddenly she felt adrift. With shaky legs she stumbled away from the fireplace, saw Harry
land behind her, and then waited for one long, agonising moment for her father to join them.
She could not make herself move until he was with them, even with Harry’s insistence that
they went over to Remus. When he did arrive, she let out a sigh of relief, but the tension in
her chest did not go away.

All throughout the ceremony, she kept glancing over at her father; her instinct told her to just
make sure he was still really there, not let him out of her sight. He was there, with her, he was
alright. But she still felt adrift, all day. She rooted herself to him and blocked out the
condolences that she did not feel she had earned. She could not bring herself to look at
Apollo Jones, only just managing to force out the words, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

His answering smile was brief and uneasy. She had forgotten the right words to say, to
comfort someone, and did not know him well enough to guess at what he needed to hear. 

At last, Dora joined them, at the funeral tea held afterwards in the church hall. She sat down
at the table Aurora was sharing with her dad and Harry and the Weasleys; Ron and Hermione
were chattering to Harry in hushed tones down the end of the table, and her dad talking to



Molly and Arthur about something else, in equally hushed tones, down the other end. Her
cousin’s hair was a muted, mousy brown which did not suit her in the slightest. 

“I don’t think Hestia would mind if you kept your hair pink today, you know,” she told her.
“She liked it, I think.”

Dora blinked, confused. “Oh, it’s… I just haven’t been feeling very pink recently. I think it’s
a bit… Immature.”

Aurora stared at her. “What’s going on?” she asked. “That doesn’t sound very like you.”

Dora shrugged. “Maybe I’ve grown up a bit. War will do that to a person, so I’m told.” The
dejectedness of her cousin’s tone was something Aurora was not used to hearing. It did not
quite make sense, to hear such a tone. 

“Well. Whatever the reason, I’m sorry. Are… Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.” Her voice was weary and exhausted, and Aurora was reminded with a sharp pang
of the absences of Vance and Boens, both colleagues of Dora’s. She reached out and took her
cousin’s hand and gripped it tight. 

“You can tell me if you’re not, you know. We can talk about it — I might be your little
cousin, but I’m here for you, too. I don’t like seeing you sad.”

That brought a small, sad smile to Dora’s face; her eyes glimmered with tears. “You’re sweet,
Aurora. Maybe. But this isn’t the place.”

She nodded, looking around. Everyone here was weary and exhausted and dejected, it wasn’t
just Dora. This was only the beginning of what looked to be a very long procession of
funerals. “No,” she said, “perhaps not. But — promise me, we’ll talk?”

Dora have that sad little half-smile again, and it twisted Aurora’s heart. “Course. Now, if
you’ll excuse me — I’ve to do my rounds. Say hello to everyone.” She got up, then hesitated.
“If — if you see Remus, will you tell him I want to speak to him?”

“Of course. But why—”

She cut her off by clapping her on the shoulder, ruffling her hair with shaky hands. “Cheers,
munchkin. Find me before you go, hm?”

Aurora watched her slip into the crowd too seamlessly, like she was practicing how to blend
in. Perhaps that was it; the pink hair, any bright hair, was too distinctive, and Dora could not
afford to stand out anymore. War made her have to hide, Bellatrix forced her to keep her head
down and a low profile and that was never who Dora was, and it was thoroughly fucked up
that anyone could make her that way. Anger surged in her then, anger that some random,
cruel force had the power to just reach out to her cousin and tear up everything that she was.
She was angry that this would happen to everyone, angry that the whole world was changing
and becoming so muted, and she could not stop the onslaught of war and death and murder.
No tangible power could do that. 



Nothing could stop this, she knew that now. When she slipped a few seats down the table, to
sit in the empty chair beside Harry, Hermione Granger kept on talking as if she had always
been there, about nothing more important than their upcoming O.W.L. results, and she felt
like she was listening to it all with fuzzy ears, filled with radio static. She snuck a glance at
Harry, who looked just as bored with the conversation as she was, and just as restless stuck
here.

At least she was not alone in this, she thought, for once put at peace by his presence. 

“Hey,” she said when Granger’s breakdown of her anticipated grades broke for a
conversation with Bill Weasley about something at Gringotts, “you want to disappear
somewhere?”

He gave her a grateful look and stood up immediately. “We’re going to check out the buffet,”
he told Ron and Hermione.

“Wait a minute,” Ron said, glancing between them and Bill, “I’ll come—”

“Nah,” Harry said casually, “we’ll grab you something. ‘Mione, Bill, want anything to eat?”

“I’m alright, thanks.”

“Me, too.”

Aurora stood hastily, hurrying away. “You alright?” Harry asked, when they were out of
earshot of his friends, but not of all the overeager guests, so many of them craning to get a
look at him. Aurora pulled him away from a suspiciously interested group of young wizards,
towards the buffet table.

“Yes. No. I don’t — I’m sorry, I know she’s your friend, but I just can’t listen to Hermione
talk about her bloody O.W.L.s for another minute, or I actually will go insane.” Harry
cracked a smile. “I hate this all, anyway. Funerals.”

“I’ve never been to a funeral,” Harry said, looking around, “or a graveyard. It’s all a lot
more… I don’t know, restrained, than I’d been expecting.”

The family had cried, of course. Many people teared up, dabbed eyes. Now they all helped
themselves to a buffet and caught up on gossip with old acquaintances. 

“I know,” she said, glancing around. “It’s odd, isn’t it? All that outpouring of grief, all the
mourning, and then a social occasion on top. It feels weird, but I suppose that’s just how we
go on.” She shrugged, and took a plate. “Jam tart?”

“No, thanks.” 

Aurora took as much as she could without being impolite, and hoped she had judged that
correctly. Then she and Harry found a quiet corner to lurk in, leaning against the wall and
watching the room in silence.

“So,” she started, “how was the end of the year?”



There seemed to be something he wanted to tell her, but he hesitated. “Bad. I mean,
Umbridge was gone, so that was good. But the rest was crap. I just wanted to be with Sirius,
you know that.”

“Hm.” She did, but there was more to it, and they both knew that. “Is the prophecy bothering
you?”

“Yeah. The Prophet’s calling me the Chosen One, but I dunno how they got that
information.”

She had her suspicions — Dumbledore — but she did not want to bring it up. “I suppose you
were chosen, in a way. Though the title sounds a bit twattish.” She tried to laugh but the
sound died. Harry was not amused. 

“That teacher, Slughorn, as soon as he knew who I was, he just wanted to know everything. I
mean, I’ve always been famous—” Aurora scoffed, despite herself. “—no, but, the Boy-
Who-Lived — anyway. It’s different now.” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I,” she said flippantly. “You’re overshadowing me.”

“Shut up.”

She shook her head. “Try not to think about this whole prophecy thing. It’ll only stress you
out, and there’s nothing you can do about it anyway.”

“That’s very helpful. Thanks.”

Aurora sighed. “Sorry. But… You know. I’m right.”

Harry was quiet for a moment, gaze lingering on different spots around the room. Then he
asked, quite unexpectedly, 
“Do you know if there was a funeral for my parents?” 

“Well.” Aurora blinked. “I imagine so, but I don’t know anything about it. I suppose Remus
would be the only one left… If you want to ask anyone. My dad would know, but…” She got
a feeling Harry wanted to know what it was like; what was said, what was done, where they
were laid to rest. Part of her wanted to know the same about her mother, she just didn’t know
how to bring herself to ask.

Harry didn’t seem like he really wanted the answer from her. Moreso, he found her a
convenient sounding board. She didn’t mind that. It was better than if he expected her to have
something comforting to say in return. 

“Scrimgeour wants to talk to us, you know.”

“I know.”

“He thinks you’re the Chosen One, too. The Ministry wants you on side.”

Harry scoffed. “Fuck the Ministry.”



With a grin, Aurora looked at him and said, “Nice sentiment. But I think we should hear him
out. At least then we know what we’re working with.”

“Or against.”

“Or against,” she conceded. “And, I think it’s more than likely that Voldemort’s forces have
already got their claws in about the Ministry. Better we get our people in there, too.”

“Who’s our people?” he asked, mocking. “You, me, and Ernie MacMillan?”

She shrugged. “Governments have fallen for less. Though I’d rather Leah. Anyway — you
don’t have to talk to Scrimgeour. But I want to, and I think I will arrange something after the
next Assembly meeting. It’d be helpful if you were there. I can do the talking,” she added at
the look of disgust on his face. 

“Yeah. Alright, fair enough.” He glanced back to his friends’ table. Hermione hailed him
over, but he did not move. “You think everyone’ll panic if I go for a walk on my own?”

“Yes,” she said bluntly. “So, please don’t. Take my dad with you.”

For the first time, Harry looked somewhat apprehensive about having her dad with him,
alone. But then the look cleared and he nodded, pushing off the wall to go and speak to him.
They disappeared a moment later, and Aurora stood still, watching.

Just as she was about to go find Dora, Apollo Jones appeared before her. His eyes were
rimmed with red, and she felt a sharp pang of sympathy. “Hey,” she said, then felt stupid.
“Um — I’m really sorry, about Hestia. She was… Lovely.” She probably could have said
something more to that effect about her during her life. When Apollo did not respond, she
added, “It was a lovely service,” and tried not to cringe. She hated when people said that sort
of thing to her.

“Yeah.” Apollo frowned, shaking his head. “She — she was. I just wanted to say, thanks for
coming. All of you, it meant a lot.” His voice wavered. “I’m sure Aunt Hestia would — she’d
really appreciate it, so.”

Heavy silence fell between them. Aurora nodded, uncomfortable. “My dad was glad he could
make it. She meant a lot to him, and to my mother, I’m told. And me.”

“Yeah. Thanks.” He blinked, and they ran out of things to say. “Um, I should — my mum—”

“Of course. Go, go.”

She watched him go, and surveyed the room. So many people, and all of them under threat,
and there was nothing tangible that she yet felt she could do about it. Hestia, Lord
MacMillan, Amelia Bones, Emmelina Vance.

She could not help looking around and wondering, who was next, and how much was it going
to hurt?



Chapter End Notes
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Past Seas

The day after the funeral, all three of the Arbrus Hill household traipsed downstairs in low
spirits. Aurora’s dad was melancholy, staring distractedly across the room at breakfast and
barely engaging with Aurora and Harry’s — remarkably civil — attempts at small talk and
conversation.

Just as they were finishing breakfast, and Aurora beginning to lose hope in her father’s mood
ever improving, two owls arrived at the window, bearing letters with the Ministry seal. A pit
of dread filled Aurora’s gut as she went to fetch them both, until she saw the departmental
seal.

“Harry,” she started slowly, hands shaking, “did Dumbledore happen to mention anything
about our O.W.L. results when you were with him?”

“Hm? Oh, yeah — he said they’d be soon.” He caught on and his face paled. “You think
that’s them?”

“Department of Education — I can’t see why else they’d be writing to both of us. Merlin.”
She untied the two letters and handed the owls some treats before they flew off towards the
forests. “This is yours.”

Harry took it gingerly, like he was afraid it might blow up in his face. “It isn’t a Howler.”

“Could be.”

“It’s not.” Still, she didn’t want to open hers.

“You’ll have done fine,” her dad said, looking up. His voice sounded faint and faraway.
“Both of you, you’ve no need to worry.”

“My Herbology practical was atrocious.”

“I don’t think I looked at the sky the whole last hour of Astronomy.”

“Oh, Merlin — what if I’ve failed everything?”

“You’ll be fine,” Harry said dismissively, having turned rather green. “I’m not so sure about
myself.”

“Right.” Aurora forced herself to peel open the seal, and unfold the envelope. “We’ll open
them together and we won’t tell each other what we’ve got until we’re both done reading.
Okay?”

“Yeah.” Harry opened his gingerly, and Aurora looked away, sitting down with a sigh and a
pounding heart. She hadn’t expected the world to narrow back down on her exams so soon,
but it was just another reminder of how the world kept moving. Tragedy could and would
strike at any moment, but the world would continue to turn, work would continue to be done,



things like exams, which seemed so meaningless in the face of a war, and murder, would still
be sat and graded and students like Leah and Ernie, who had been thoroughly trampled on by
fate, would still have to sit down and see the fruits of their labour, however bountiful or
withered they may be.

But she forced herself to read and get over the nausea in her throat. Somehow, despite the
rational part of her brain knowing it was not, in fact, the end of the world, the sight of the
letters on the page still brought frustrated, disappointed tears to her eyes.

“Damn,” Harry said, pleased, “I passed nearly everything.”

“Oh. Well done.”

She had done better. She had passed everything. Seven Os: Ancient Runes, Astronomy,
Charms, Defense Against the Dark Arts, History of Magic, Potions, and Transfiguration.
Three Es: Arithmancy, Care of Magical Creatures and Herbology.

She swallowed tightly, eyes crowding with hot tears of disappointment. They were fine, she
told herself, the results were absolutely fine. More than that, they were beyond what most
people would receive. And she’d known Herbology and Care of Magical Creatures were her
weak points, and doubtless she had only just scraped the E with her theory exam for
Herbology, but Arithmancy… It had always been difficult, but she had really thought she’d
done well enough for an O. She had thought she might make it.

“Well?” her dad said, looking over her shoulder, and she folded the parchment over quickly
but neatly, forcing a smile. “How are they?”

Potter shrugged. “Mostly Es and As, failed History and Astronomy, but I got an O in
Defense.”

“An O?” His face finally brightened. “That’s fantastic, Harry, well done!”

“Yeah,” Aurora said, her voice a hollow echo, “well done, that’s great.”

“How’d you do?” Her father had a forced, but teasing, grin. “You don’t have to be humble,
you know.”

“Humble?” Potter raised his eyebrows. “Nah, she’s got straight Os and she’ll be bragging
about it forever.”

“I haven’t, and I won’t, actually,” she said in a clipped voice. “But it was alright. I didn’t fail
anything.”

“That’s great! Even Herbology was fine?”

“I somehow scraped an E.”

Her father’s mouth fell open in delight and he stood up to hug her tightly. “But that’s brilliant
Aurora, how can you be upset with that?”



“I’m not. I got an E in Arithmancy, too, that’s all.”

“Two Es and the rest Os, that’s nothing to scoff at!”

“It was three Es. Care of Magical Creatures.”

“Okay, then, three Es and seven Os. It isn’t exactly bad, is it? That’s got to be pretty close to
the top of your year.”

“But it won’t be the top of my year,” she said sharply, before she could stop herself, and
turned away, eyes smarting. “It’s fine. I knew — I’m not the best student. I’m not perfect.
That’s fine.” She had just wanted to be.

“Well, I think it’s worth celebrating. You’re the best student in the world to me — Harry,
you’re a very close second.”

He winked, and Harry laughed, and Aurora tried to let that cheer her up. She hadn’t done
terribly, and the rational part of her mind knew that. But she really had wanted to do better,
and her heart still tugged her down. She would just have to muddle through these next two
years, she supposed, and try to earn better N.E.W.T.s despite everything going on, no matter
how impossible a task that seemed. At least she would be dropping Herbology and Care of
Magical Creatures; but Arithmancy, she had so wanted that O, had so wanted to prove
herself.

“We should try and have a celebration,” her dad said, “for you both, and Ron and Hermione
— something to cheer everybody up, hm?”

She thought instantly, with a bitterness she did not want, that Hermione Granger would surely
have gotten an O in Arithmancy, she would surely be better than her; she would be the best in
their year, and it was not really a surprise but it still needled to have a way to prove that it
was true.

“They really are brilliant results, you know,” her dad told her, as they started clearing away
their breakfast plates, Harry devising a letter to his friends. “You did the maximum exams
Hogwarts let you, and you did them all excellently.”

“Living things just hate me. That’s fine. But I just thought I was alright at Arithmancy, and I
guess I’m not.”

“You’re brilliant at Arithmancy. You got an E! And it’s a horribly difficult subject.”

“Yeah,” she said, glaring at the saucepan. Her father had gotten all Os in his O.W.L.s, she
knew, and without even trying. “Yeah, it’s fine — I’m just being silly. I am okay, it’s not the
end of the world, is it?” She took to scrubbing the pan with vigour, turning her back to her
father. She didn’t want to look at him and try to put on a brave face, and pretend that she
didn’t want to just be allowed to be upset. He wouldn’t understand, and anyway, he had far
bigger problems than her stupid exam results. Aurora couldn’t put all this on him, too.



Theo came into her mind, then. He would understand her perfectly if she wrote to him and
told her her grades and how he was feeling, and he would absolutely believe in her. If he
could, if she let him, she knew that he would be here, and hold her tight and make her laugh,
and both of their souls would be at ease. But she cast that thought away, along with her anger
and her frown.

“I’ll sort these,” she told her dad, “go see where Harry’s gotten off to.” There was that
familiar itch beneath her skin, that desire to just burst out from within her body. Somethig
just needed to explode. “I might go see the Tonkses soon, and let them know how I’ve done.”

At least they would be proud, she thought. Andromeda would understand better, the feeling
of working and working and never having it pay off quite right. She would hug her tightly,
and Ted would make the perfect joke and Dora would laugh, and she wouldn’t have to be the
perfect child.

It was unfair of her to feel like that, she thought. She should be able to gloss over this and
focus on what really mattered; when she returned to the lounge, Harry and her dad were
already moving on, back to talking about the Order and the war and Dumbledore. She tried to
do the same.

-*

Gisela Reisen arrived two days later, and no one knew where they ought to put her. Aurora’s
dad had nominated her for Order membership to Dumbledore, who had accepted. The only
problem was, Headquarters was still compromised by Kreacher. Aurora had been putting off
the issue, despite everybody else’s frustration with it. They had more or less left her alone,
seeing that she needed to take her time.

But Kreacher had to be dealt with, and so while Harry and Aurora’s dad went to meet with
Gisela at Hogwarts, with Dumbledore, Aurora and Dora went with Kingsley to Grimmauld
Place.

When she arrived, Kreacher knew it immediately. Her grandmother’s portrait screamed and
she rushed to quiet her down. “Filth! Scum! I have heard of your misdeeds, child, you
pathetic—”

Aurora snatched the curtains closed and tried to put the cold words out of her heart. From the
end of the hall, she heard the patter of tiny footsteps on the wooden floorboards.

“Mistress?”

She turned, nauseated at the sight of him. “Who are you talking to? Me, or her?”

Kreacher scraped into a low bow, holding her gaze. Dora and Kingsley came to stand just
behind her, watching, wands out. “Only you, Mistress.”

“Tell me — is there anybody else here?”

“No, Mistress.”



“Has anybody from outside of the Order been here?”

“You are not yet in the Order, Mistress.”

“Don’t be cheeky — anyone but the Order, or me, or Harry, Hermione, or the Weasley
children who were here in the summer?”

He shook his head. “No, Mistress.”

“And have you broken your vow not to tell anybody the location of the Order’s headquarters,
or how to access it?”

“No, Mistress. I could not, Mistress.”

She took a step closer, and he shrank away, eyes wide and full of tears. “Is it true that you
want my father dead?” He did not say anything. “Kreacher. Answer me.”

“Kreacher wants Lady Black to be free of her father, so she may take her proper place in
society, and know it, without him hindering her.”

“Did you participate in a plot to have my father killed? Answer me, Kreacher.” Slowly,
bitterly, he nodded.

“I regret it, Mistress, believe me!”

“You regret that I found out. You would have had him die! My father!”

“His presence is an insult to the House of Black! Mistress Narcissa saw that!”

“You worked with Narcissa? She was in on this?”

“Of course!” Kreacher snarled back, as Aurora advanced on him, blood burning through her.
“Mistress Narcissa has always wanted what is best for Lady Aurora, and for the House of
Black!”

“Narcissa is not your mistress," Aurora told him, voice hollow, "and she has never wanted
anything that did not benefit her. She is selfish, and she no longer cares about me!”

“Forgive Kreacher, Mistress, please.” He sunk into a bow on wobbly knees. “Kreacher lives
to serve the house of Black, Kreacher loves Mistress Aurora — truly, I do!”

“Then why would you want my father dead?”

“Because he hurts Mistress Aurora! He hurts her reputation, hurts her chances of survival!
Because he has caused you such pain with his absence and distance and cruelty and favouring
of the Potter boy! You have changed, Mistress Aurora! The House of Black cannot change —
it is all Kreacher knows, Mistress!”

She resisted the urge to lash out only because Dora and Kingsley were behind her, watching,
but it was hard to keep the cursed from pouring from her lips, or the violent spirit from



tearing out of her limbs. “You serve me! My interests! You do what you are told, Kreacher!”

“I was trying to help!”

“Well, you didn’t! I cannot trust you, Kreacher! You almost killed my father, your actions led
to my best friend’s father, and my father’s friend, dying, and could have lost all of us the war,
and our own lives! Because you are stuck believing what my grandmother told you and put in
your head!”

“Please, Mistress — Kreacher’s intentions were pure, Mistress, please don’t hurt me!”

She had not realised quite how close she had gotten to him, until he let out the yell of fear
and she realised she was right above him, towering above him, and despite the pounding of
her heart, she forced herself to pull back and rein herself in.

“I am sorry. I do not mean to… I would release you. I would give you clothes.”

“No, Mistress.”

“If you do not wish to serve me, that would be the choice! I gave you that choice, when I
became Lady Black, as I gave all these elves. You promised your loyalty to me, even with
another choice. When I came to pledge this place to the Order, I gave you the choice again,
and you promised your loyalty and you rescinded it and — I don’t understand why!”

“It was no choice!” Kreacher spat back. “Kreacher has only known the House of Black,
Kreacher must serve the House of Black, the house has been good to Kreacher! Generations
of my line of elves have served this house!”

“So you just hate me?” Tears smarted in her eyes. She had seen enough betrayal, but this
stung, it felt so personal.

“Kreacher loves his Mistress, Lady Black! Kreacher wished to serve you! Master Sirius has
never been kind to Kreacher!”

“You called him blood traitor, his friends and godson filth! This place is hell for him! You
think he should die because of all that?"

Kreacher was sobbing now, and threw himself on the ground. Aurora’s stomach turned. “This
family loved Kreacher, once,” he whispered, “now it is only Mistresses Narcissa and
Bellatrix who care.”

“That is not true. I care about you, Kreacher.”

“You do not. You care for yourself and your new family and a new world that does not love
the old. You do not love where you came from.”

“I love the people I came from,” she said, kneeling down so that she could look him in the
eye. She heard and felt Dora and Kingsley shifting in the shadows, but kept her focus on
Kreacher, trying to get through to him, silently begging the world to let them understand each
other. “Kreacher, if my father died, I would never forgive you. I still likely will not.” He let



out a wet, sorrowful sob. “But please, tell me what you told Narcissa and Bellatrix, and their
friends. I — you’ve been there for me since I was a child. I respect that, a lot. I… I’ll help
you. I’ll make this place better for you, I will. But I need to be able to trust you, and I need
you to tell me what you told Narcissa and Bellatrix.”

“Only where Master Sirius would be, only how to hurt him.”

“You must have said something before. When did this all begin?”

“Christmas, Mistress. Master Sirius ordered Kreacher out and Kreacher ran, to a home that
loved him, that values elves.”

Of course. It was as Arcturus had said; house elves may be bound to a family, but it was a
question of loyalties and friendship to them. Human and house elf could never really
understand one another. Their psychologies were entirely different, their magic a part of it.
Long ago, before they were house elves and really just elves, they were friends, helping with
chores out of friendship and goodwill, who humans had to be careful giving gifts to. They
helped one another and humans gave them shelter and then, as humans were wont to do, took
advantage of the magic of others.

And Kreacher, for all he was bound to the House of Black, and to its head in Aurora, he
wanted to be appreciated, loved, wanted friendship, and he had sought that with Narcissa.
She should not have taken him for granted. She was supposed to be better than that.

“You were cruel to him. And to me, and to our guests. I never wanted you to feel you could
not serve this house, and me, but you have not been kind.”

“Kreacher wanted out. Kreacher wants the old family back! Narcissa promised — she
promised Kreacher could be with her, and Lady Black, if Master Sirius was dead, and all
could be as it once was!”

“She wanted me with her, too?”

“Yes, Mistress — Mistress Narcissa only wants Lady Aurora to be happy and safe, to make
the family proud!”

Her eyes burned. “I see.”

“Kreacher promised Mistress Narcissa he would tell her what he could, but Kreacher knows
Mistress Aurora wants to fight, Kreacher only wanted Master Sirius out the way, Mistress
Aurora was never meant to be there!”

None of them had expected her to go, she realised with a shock. Bellatrix had, perhaps, but it
was just what Lucius had said and Pansy had implied. They had thought Harry would not
trust her, or she would not trust him. Them trusting each other may have cost them; but it had
saved her father’s life. For all the other damage they had done, they had saved him.

“What did you say to her, at Christmas? You just promised you’d tell her what you could?”



“There was little Kreacher could say! But Master Sirius — he taunted Kreacher, asking
questions, and Master Regulus would not have liked it, he wanted to know things Master
Regulus told Kreacher to make sure nobody could know! He hunted down someone who was
not supposed to be found!”

“You knew why my father was visiting Gisela Reisen?” Kreacher nodded. “What is it that
you think she knows?”

But Kreacher just wailed and thrust himself at her feet again, and Aurora nearly toppled over
trying to scramble back.

“Kreacher, please—”

“No more, Mistress!” he gasped, and Aurora had to reach out and grab him to stop himself
from hitting his head on the wall.

“Do not hurt yourself, Kreacher!” she told him sharply, “I forbid it. You — you should not
hurt yourself over this. You… You’re not allowed to tell me, are you?”

“Regulus made Kreacher swear… Kreacher would never tell anyone in the family.”

“Alright,” Aurora said gently, “that’s alright. I’ll figure it out myself. But — you know,
Regulus probably didn’t mean me. I wasn’t really in the family at that point, was I?”

Kreacher contemplated her with round confused eyes, but shook his head. “Kreacher does not
know… Kreacher will not say.”

She swallowed tight around the bile and anger in her throat, but forced herself to nod.
“Alright. If that’s the case… Kreacher, please understand me, now. It is not safe for you to be
here. I want you to go to Black Manor.” His eyes widened, and his mouth fell open in protest.
“I know — but it is still one of the family homes, and it will welcome you. I need Grimmauld
Place uncompromised. You will go to Black Manor — you will tend to the house and the
gardens and you will not leave their bounds. You will not communicate with the portraits.
You will not speak to anybody but myself, my father, Andromeda, Dora, or Tippy and
Timmy. You will only come to me when summoned. Or, you can be set free, with your
memories erased.”

She did not want to make him do either. He looked horrified at the thought, humiliated by the
punishment, and despite everything, she felt her sympathy for him growing. She could not let
herself feel this pity, she told herself. She needed to be harder, more ruthless, she could not
let sympathy and the reminiscence of childhood get the better of her. Perhaps she had done
this, too. She had not respected him as she should, she had left him isolated and bitter. This
would likely only make it worse. But she had to keep the Order secure. She wanted him to
show he loved her, and yet, she wanted to hurt him, too. 

“I’ll have you visit me," she told him. "But I cannot abide the sight of you right now. You've
disgraced your position."



“Kreacher does not want to—” He cut himself off, looking like he had swallowed a lemon.
Instead, he spat out, “As Mistress commands.”

With a click of his fingers, he disappeared. Aurora was left staring at the empty spot,
trembling, her eyes burning with tears.

“Aurora,” Dora started tentatively, but she waved her off.

“I’m fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Just — fine.”

“Are you sure—”

There was a knock at the door. Grandmother’s portrait started screaming. Aurora closed her
eyes, wishing she could just stop time, wishing that she could disappear and get away from
all of this. But it was for her to calm Grandmother down and close her curtains, to stand by
with a polite and neutral smile, as Gisela Reisen breezed down the hallway, looking quite at
home in the darkness.

She was tall and elegant; her face was tanned and lightly freckled, and dark blonde hair
curled gently around her cheeks. For a moment she reminded Aurora of Narcissa, but she
forced the thought from her mind.

“Good afternoon,” she said, inclining her head first to Aurora and then to Dumbledore. “You
must be my generous hosts.”

Her dad shot her a look from behind Gisela that said, be nice. Harry was watching Gisela
carefully, like he expected her to start hexing them at any moment. “Lady Aurora Black,”
Aurora introduced herself, ignoring her father’s grimace. She strode forward, smiling. “It is a
pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard so much.”

“And I, you.” There was a cold uncertainty to Gisela’s smile which Aurora did not like.
“Your father has told me an awful lot about you — I think I may know more about you than
about him.”

Despite herself, Aurora smiled, feeling her cheeks heat. “That’s nice,” she said, voice clipped.
“Professor Dumbledore?”

“Yes, my girl.” He swooped in and held out his good hand to Gisela, who politely ignored the
fact that the other one looked like it was in the process of rotting away to mulch. “It’s an
honour, Miss Reisen. Allow me to introduce myself — Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster—”

“Yes,” Gisela cut him off with an amused little smirk, “I know who you are. The most
famous — and oldest — wizard in Britain needs no introduction.”

Dumbledore’s smile was pleasant, though Aurora was sure he did not appreciate the old
comment. “How about we have a little chat in the drawing room? If you are not too weary
from your travels, of course.”

“Not at all,” Gisela said with a steady smile, handing off her trunk to Dora without even
looking her in the face. “Please, lead the way.”



The moment Gisela was safely behind the drawing room door, Dora dropped her trunk with a
thud. Glass clattered inside. “Who does she think I am, her bloody maid?”

Aurora’s dad winced. “I’d forgotten Gisela can be… presumptive.”

“That’s one word for her.”

“She’s bright, and nice enough, she’s just… Used to a certain way of living.”

“Maybe,” Aurora said, “but she didn’t have to be rude to Dora.”

Harry looked like he was trying not to laugh at her. Aurora glared at him, and turned around,
stalking in the direction of the library. “I’ve things to do. Tell me when they’re done.”

Today, she knew exactly where in the library she needed to go. There were various sections
dedicated to different family members and their writing over the year. Most were classified
by the author theirself, but one area pertained to magic of the family itself, the spellbooks and
potion books made by members of the House of Black.

But books were not going to help her. She could not rely on words and thoughts to tell her
that which they had already failed to do. Aurora knew that she needed something more
practical, she needed to be able to feel the magic that she needed to understand.

Bellatrix had said there was something she must do, that Arcturus had not told her, and there
was an unknown weight of the jewels she wore — the lapis nocte ring — and that the
ancestors would reject her. And she knew deep down that Bellatrix had not been bluffing,
simply trying to rile her up. There was truth to her words, and she had delighted to see that
Aurora did not understand.

Aurora had to understand.

Behind all the old shelves of dust-covered books, there was an alcove lined with old scrolls
and vials of blood, and little jars with chips of bone. Grandmother had shown her once when
she was very small; little Aurora had been fascinated, at first, but when she had gotten older
and discovered what it really meant, it had made her feel sick to think about. Even now, it
sent a shiver through her. Looking at it gave her the same feeling as raking her nails down a
chalkboard, and she had to force herself not to look away, squirming.

There were names written on labels, or, on the older vials, etched into the glass. When she
was a child, Grandmother had said they were relics, like those of saints, and that just by
touching them, Aurora might become closer to her ancestors and be healed by them. She had
seen no such claims in anything that she had read, but then, that was not infallible.

The vials were almost all from the lords of the house, from Hydrus right down to Arcturus,
with a few exceptions — Castella, she noted, being one of them. Of course, she was a
daughter of the Lord Apollo; her husband and cousin, Lord Dionysus, had relied on her
stronger claim to legitimise his own lordship, and the claims of his children. It made sense for
her to be there.



Grandmother had said that she would be told their significance when she was older. Aurora
had asked why they were here, and not at the Manor, and been told that Arcturus thought they
were safer in Grimmauld Place. He did not like to see them, and be reminded of what they
meant.

Aurora could not quite bring herself to touch the vials or the little jars, but she took down the
old and withered scroll and unravelled it carefully. Against her fingertips, it pulsed with
magic. Its rhythm was tied to her own heartbeat, and when it touched her rings, they burned.

All that it contained were names; forty-one names, one from each generation of the Black
family, until her. The names were written in ink that had dried rust-red.

Not ink. A lump crowded in her throat. Blood.

Even Grandmother had not thought that appropriate reading for a five year old.

She did not know what it meant, though. Words were only words and names were only
names. She clasped the scroll tight, looking down to the very last line, expecting it to contain
Arcturus’ name, but it did not. Instead, she saw her own name there: Aurora Black. They had
cut out her middle name, whoever had written this. The thought carved out her chest. Above
her was written Regulus Arcturus Black, then Orion Phineas Black.

It seemed like a list of the heirs, but then, her father’s name ought to have been there. It did
not even look like it had been scored out. It had never been there. Upon closer inspection, she
realised, her name looked different to all the others. It was not written in blood, but in plain
black ink. She did not recognise the handwriting; it was not Arcturus, nor was it her father,
not that she had expected him to have had anything to do with this.

Aurora set it aside for now, not wishing to contemplate writing her name in blood. It
reminded her of Umbridge’s blood quill, and all that she had done to Harry and everybody
else, and made her head feel like it may burst.

The vials. The jars. Here was the blood and bone of her own ancestors. They must have some
sort of spell preserving them; even Hydrus’ looked perfectly intact, as sure as if it had just
been taken from his skeleton, the blood and fleshed cleaned off. The thought made her
nauseous. There was nothing with her name on it, at least. Though, she noted as she searched
along the row, there were no bones for Regulus; only the vial of blood. Even that made her
feel sick.

“Alright,” she whispered to herself. “Alright.”

She wished someone could have explained all this, sat her down and made it seem less awful,
more normal. She wished she did not have to do it herself, feel her mind crowd with all the
questions, like who were her family and what had they done and what the hell was she living
in?

With cold hands, she reached for the little sack at the end of the shelf, and pulled it down,
kicking up a cloud of dust in the process. Inside, were a cluster of many, many sticks of
wood, of varying lengths. They tingled beneath her touch. They were not wands, as such, not



in the way she understood them, but they trembled with power, too, and she recognised the
wood. It was the same colour as the yew of her own wand.

There were forty-one of them.

Blood and bone and yew. Something about that rang a bell. Something she knew in the back
of her mind and had forgotten.

“Blood and bone and yew,” Arcturus had muttered in the final days, “remember — the blood
and the bone and the yew.”

The Healers had said he did not know what he was saying. That mystery illness was taking
him. “It is time,” he had told her. “It is your time, as much as it is mine.”

But he had not stuck around long enough to tell her what the fuck any of it meant. Bellatrix
knew, though. If she knew, someone else would. Andromeda, her father. She could ask
portraits, though she had a suspicion they would be of little use to her. They seemed
deliberately uncooperative, most of them. Perhaps that was by design. Perhaps the House of
Black guarded its secrets too carefully.

At the top of the scroll, when she read it again, was the family motto and crest. But
shimmering so faint it may have been written with spider silk, was another set of words:
Mors petit praemium suum. Death demands his prize.

She knew that. Every story where a mortal tried to cheat death, he demanded something in
return. She had suspected this about Hydrus’s blessing already, that in using it, one somehow
pledged themselves to death, even though Hydrus seemed to have escaped it, while Castella
did not.

None of the pieces fit together, but she dusted off the vial of blood that had Arcturus’ name
on it and took the jar of tiny bones. When had these been collected, she wondered? Who had
put these here — Lucretia, perhaps, that day they had come to clear out the house? She could
have explained, if she knew. Someone could have left something for her to understand,
instead of leaving her so unmoored and confused, unprepared.

When her hand closed around the vial of Regulus’s blood, her own ran cold. She felt it like a
wave crashing over her, so close that she could almost smell salt in the air and water clogging
her throat. Blood rushed in her ears and it sounded like the sea rushing towards the shore.

Throat clogging, she slipped the vial into her bag. Something was wrong with it, something
was wrong with her, she could feel it in her chest. When she touched the yew branches, she
could feel the pulse of magic like the heartbeats of her own ancestors.

From around her neck, Julius hissed, “Show me mine.”

She had almost forgotten him. But she turned, and sure enough, there was a vial nestled
between Claudius and Cyphus that said, Julius. Even though he had never been the heir, his
blood was here, too, and his bones. She picked it up, and it felt like ice. “What does this
mean?” she asked. “Do you know why your blood and bones are here?”



“My father,” he hissed, “he insisted upon it. We had to draw our own blood and spill it upon
the sacred ground.” The Manor. The yew clearing. That was where all the gravestones lay.
“We bound ourselves to the land, to the house, to the family. So that none of us could leave.”

“What do you mean,” she asked, feeling like the room had just dropped several degrees,
“none of you could leave?”

“I mean just that,” he said. “You surely know what I mean. I’m speaking with you, aren’t I? I
can’t leave. This family is blood and it is more. It is a promise. None of us can ever truly
escape the House of Black, My Lady. We all return to the same earth.”

“Will you just give me a straight answer for once?” she hissed.

His reply sounded like a laugh. “I am. I told you before about that enchantment my father
made us swear to, that we would not harm one another? He was obsessed with the idea that
the House of Black would destroy itself — no doubt my mother had given him some
wretched prophecy of hers — and he made sure we were all bound together. To serve one
another, in perpetuity, and to keep the line strong. Once we had settled in England, he made
my brothers and sister and I swear a bond to him, the way lords pledge fealty to their king. It
was not uncommon. I believe the tradition persists.”

“I have not sworn such a thing.”

“Well, Lady Black, you have no one to swear such a thing to. I do not know how magic
works today, but it seems the tradition is kept up. I know it is. I can feel them.”

“What do you mean, feel them?”

“The spirits. All of us together. One big, happy, dead family.” He almost sounded gleeful.

“You couldn’t have told me before?”

“You did not ask.”

“Are you intentionally…” She trailed off. A thought came into her head. “When did they take
the bones?”

“Oh, after our deaths, I imagine. At least, I can’t recall giving permission for my bones to be
taken out of my living body and shattered into a tiny pieces. It would have been painful, and I
do not like to be pained.”

Of course, she thought through the daze of confusion, Julius was a coward.

“Do you know why they’re kept here, rather than at the Manor?”

“I would have thought that obvious, Lady Black.”

“Well, it’s not.”



“This is the heir’s house. These are the relics of the heirs. The land this house is on was home
to the family’s London residence, in my day. They kept building and changing it, but it is as
closely tied to the Manor and its own wards as possible.”

Of course. “So, the Manor — the yew wood here, comes from the clearing there.”

“Yessss.”

“And it ties the houses together.”

“The land, yes.”

Her heart raced. She felt like she was on the brink of something. “So then, symbolically, it
binds the heir and the lord.”

From around her throat, Julius let out a pleased hiss. “Indeed, Lady Black.”

“Because the bones of the heirs and lords are in that clearing, beneath the ground, and the
blood…” Blood and bone and yew. She had heard tell of the blood curse, or blessing — it
would make sense if blood was used in some sort of ritual way. Even though that complicated
everything terribly, again. “You spilled your blood in that clearing, didn’t you? And now it’s
here… But why didn’t I do this?”

“It is done twice in one’s life. Once, as a very small child, by tradition — though my father
had us do it at a later stage. The blessing is placed upon the infant, and when they grow up,
they have it confirmed. They must pledge fealty to their lord. It is how we survive.”

“But… But my uncle did something, but that was different — that was the same spell Hydrus
made you and your siblings carry out, not this.”

“I don’t know,” Julius said, sounding annoyed. “I am not omniscient, Aurora.”

Everything seemed so tangled together. She knew there must be a way to make sense of it all,
but she had yet to find it. “Do you think it would be a great affront for me to take these?”

“You are Lady Black. This house belongs to you.”

That meant more than just the building. Her pocket felt heavy, weighed down by more than
just the mass of the vials in there. Again, she felt that sharp sting like sea air, as though she
were on the manor’s lands again, staring over the horizon from the beach.

Aurora swallowed tightly. If there was one thing she felt certain of, it was that Hydrus Black
had been more closely tied to death than any other, and as consequence, the magic of his
descendants had been, too. Blood and bone and yew, all were common tools for the rituals of
death magic. Usually resurrection, sometimes spirit trapping, but they were all significant. It
was no coincidence. And if, as Bellatrix said, she was supposed to have her ancestors
welcome her, then, what better way to invoke them than with blood and bone and yew?

Hydrus Black seemed to have thought of everything to protect his family, or at least his idea
of what family ought to be. This tradition had stretched for generations, so it seemed; his old



blessing had been found and reused and altered to fit the needs of its user. And it all came
back to Death, over and over again; ironic, she thought, that Death was haunting both her
past and her future. 

She needed to visit the Manor. Again. But first, she knew, she needed to find out what Gisela
knew of her uncle, and his death. 

As she left the library to the sound of chatter and too-light laughter, she swore she could
smell the sea again.



Saving Face

By the time Aurora left the library, Dumbledore was getting ready to leave. He lingered by
the door, speaking with her dad and Harry, and greeted Aurora with a polite nod. “Lady
Black,” he said. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

She gave a tense smile. “Yes. Thank you. Is Reisen…?”

“In there with Tonks,” Harry supplied, pointing over his shoulder to the front parlour. “We’ll,
uh, be through in a moment.”

That was her signal to bugger off again. She gave Harry a customary glare, before sweeping
into the parlour, where Dora was sitting in a newly reupholstered armchair, with Reisen
perched on the sofa just across from her, legs crossed elegantly at the ankle.

“—there is one, but—” Dora broke off, looking at Aurora in relief as she entered.

“Lady Black,” Reisen’s smooth voice cut through the uncomfortable silence.

“Aurora.” Dora leapt to her feet. “I was just going to head out, too. I’ll see you at ours for tea,
tonight?”

“Course, we’re all coming. Give your mum and dad my love.”

Dora grinned and ruffled her hair, before hurrying out into the hall. She closed the door
behind her.

“Miss Reisen,” Aurora said, watching her face closely. She looked rather collected, but there
was a quiver of nerves in her eyes. She did not yet know where they stood together, Aurora
could tell. She wondered again what exactly her father had told his old acquaintance. 

"Lady Black," Reisen said in her polished voice. "It is a pleasure to meet you."

Aurora gave a tense smile and sat down opposite her in the armchair Dora had just vacated.
“How was your journey?”

If Reisen was surprised by the small talk, she did not show it. Instead, she seemed quite
happy to complain. “It was ghastly,” she said, rolling her eyes, “I had to apparate across the
channel, which is always a risk — and I despise apparition, I have far too delicate a
constitution for it, really — and then I arrive here, and the entire island seems nothing but
grey and rain and cloud.”

Aurora blinked, unsure what to do with this. “Well,” she managed, “at least you knew you
were in Britain.”

A faint smile crossed Reisen’s lips. “Ah, it did not used to be so terrible. I had many happy
summers here as a child — your father has told you, of course, all the time we spent together
back then, before things turned… Sour.”



Aurora pursed her lips. “No, actually, he hasn’t. My dad doesn’t like talking about his
childhood. If you know him as well as you think, you’d understand why.”

Reisen raised her eyebrows, seeming intrigued. “I did not say that to offend you, Lady Black.
Truly, I have had many lovely memories in this home. It is my understanding you grew up
here, no?” Grudgingly, she nodded. “I recall Walburga threw the most wonderful parties.”

Aurora almost laughed. It was absurd to her to think that her grandmother had ever thrown a
party in her life, let alone a good one. “That doesn’t really sound like my Grandmother.”

“No.” Reisen’s smile faded. “I suspect she rather changed, after Regulus and Orion passed. I
can feel the change in the house itself. It’s colder, somehow.”

Aurora did not know what to do with that. Reisen glanced at the door, uncertain, then turned
her attentions back to Aurora. “I’d like to get to know you,” she said. “The last time I heard
from Regulus, he was writing to tell me about you. You should have been my niece, in a
different lifetime.” The thought made her feel cold. “Of course, it’s so strange to think now.
He was terribly worried about you, you know, but look at you. You’re seventeen in
September, aren’t you?” Aurora nodded, wordless. “So grown up. I’ve a nephew the same
age, Alexandre, and I can hardly believe how quickly he grows, especially when he’s at
school so much.”

“Oh. Right.”

She nodded along in uncomfortable silence, and Reisen’s smile strained. “Sirius told me all
about how you grew up. It sounds like quite the ordeal, always moving about like that."

“It was,” she said flatly, wishing her dad could have just kept his mouth shut. “Do you have
anything constructive to say about it, or are you just trying to make small talk?”

Reisen blinked, then leaned back on the sofa. “He didn’t say you were so difficult.”

“That’s an oversight. He knows I'm difficult." She leaned forward, crossing her legs over
again. “My dad told me that you knew my uncle well. Tell me about him — you’re obviously
itching to.”

“What makes you say that?”

“You’ve already brought him up, and my grandparents. I’m curious for a different perspective
on them all."

Reisen gave a cold laugh. “Regulus was a close friend. We were to be married, our parents
decided that for us. It was never romantic, not really, but I was optimistic. And then, of
course, the war — he joined the Death Eaters, I was sickened by it, but I had no choice other
than to support him, at least outwardly. He scared me at first, how passionate he was about it,
but when the reality hit… Well, even the most hateful don’t always have the capacity for
murder. At his core, Regulus always cared about family first — family values, you know, but
also, the preservation of a dynasty. He feared for his own life. Then, you were born. He was



worried. He knew his cousin Bellatrix wanted you dead. And then, he was the one who died,
and you lived.”

“Why did he die?”

Reisen fixed her with a cold, stony look. “If I knew that,” she said, with a snarl in her voice,
“I would have stopped it from happening.”

The door clicked open, and Aurora breathed in a sigh of relief at her dad’s appearance.
Tension has thickened the air already, and she did not like the look on Reisen’s face, or the
unpredictability of her words. “Sirius!” Reisen said, beaming, expression completely
changed. “Is everything quite alright with Mr. Dumbledore?”

Her father and Harry exchanged meaningful glances. “Perfectly so,” her dad said, inching
into the room. “You’ve met Aurora, now, then?”

“Oh, yes — your daughter’s a lovely young witch.” Aurora did not like how she spoke about
Aurora like she was not in the room, and as though she was only her father’s daughter, and
nothing else. Lovely young witch. The phrase made her scowl. “I was just about to ask —
will you be attending your Merlin’s Day celebrations? I remember it being quite a highlight
of the social calendar, and a lovely young lady such as yourself would never have missed it in
my day.”

“Yes,” Aurora said, glancing at her dad, who had a frown upon his face, “we think so, but we
can’t be sure yet. I need Lady Greengrass to confirm their security measures. Just in case.”

“And will you have an escort?” Reisen asked, like this was the most pressing issue of their
time. “You’ll be courting by now, won’t you — oh, Sirius,” she added with a laugh, seeing
the frown turn to a scowl, “don’t look like that. She’s almost seventeen. Regulus and I were
engaged by then.”

“Regulus was also a marked Death Eater by then,” her dad spat back, “Aurora tends to make
smarter decisions than her uncle."

Reisen’s smile wavered. “I’m not suggesting a hasty engagement. I’m merely curious.
Aurora’s a young woman, I’m sure she doesn’t share the details of her romantic life with her
father.”

“I’m certainly not sharing them with you,” she told Reisen, thinking of Theo, thinking of the
impossibility of admitting to anything resembling a romantic life, thinking of the look on her
dad’s face when she had told him about them. “I’m not courting anyone. I have far bigger
issues.”

“Of course,” Reisen said, “I fully understand.” For a moment, Aurora thought she might shut
up, and then she said, “Do you know, my nephew, Alexandre, is about the same age as you —
of course you do, I just said so." She laughed and Aurora's stomach turned. "His mother is
always trying to get him to attend such events back home, but he’s decidedly unenamoured
with any respectable French girls, and a terrible recluse, only ever holed up with his books.”



“I’m not having him as an escort,” Aurora said bluntly, “if that’s what you’re trying to ask.”

“Oh, I’m only drawing a comparison,” Reisen said with a light laugh. “Teenagers are funny
things, aren’t they, Sirius?” She looked up at her dad, and saw the flash of annoyance warring
in his eyes.

But for once, he swallowed his temper down, and said only, “Aurora and Harry ought to get
home. They’ve summer homework to do. And I think you and I’ve some research to get on
with. Sooner rather than later.”

Aurora took the chance at escape immediately. She and Harry said their goodbyes and hurried
on through the Floo, not to Arbrus Hill, but instead to Tonks Cottage, where Andromeda and
Ted were waiting, with the radio and gossip and normalcy. But when they had gone through
to the kitchen and she and Harry were left to their own devices, he asked, “You looked rattled
by something when we came into the parlour earlier.”

Aurora shot him a flat, annoyed look in response, but could not lie. “I was. I didn’t like the
way Gisela spoke. She’s… Very false. I think she could be a great help, but I don’t trust her,
and — well, she doesn’t seem to like me.”

Harry raised his eyebrows. “And you care about that?”

“No, but, I think it’s odd that she turned hostile when I asked about Regulus’s death. And I
mean, obviously, I understand it’s not a nice topic, but she was discussing him quite happily
until we got to the particulars.”

“Do you think she’s hiding something?” Harry asked.

Aurora chewed on her lip. “I don’t know. Maybe. Hopefully my dad can work it out — and I
didn’t like her quizzing me about courtship either. That was just weird, and she’s obviously
been given instructions to try and match me with her nephew, which is ridiculous.” She gave
a shudder, and Harry laughed. “Don’t — I don’t want to talk about it. And anyway, what
were you talking to Dumbledore about? That’s a much more pressing issue.”

There was a pause, silence broken intermittently by the clatter of teacups in the kitchen and
the sound of Andromeda’s knitting needles stitching in the corner. Harry lowered his voice as
he said, “He wants to give me private lessons this year. He hasn’t said explicitly, but I reckon
he thinks that, if I’m the way we have to win the war, he should be preparing me for that.”

“To kill Voldemort,” Aurora said, raising her eyebrows.

Harry seemed to pale noticeable. “Yeah. That.” He glanced down. “Obviously, I want to. I
just don’t know if I actually can.”

“Well, the rest of the world does.”

“Do you?” When he looked up at her, she could see in his eyes that he meant it, genuinely
wanted her approval, and that made her squirm.



Saying no would be quite a blow to his morale — if he was going to kill the most powerful
wizard in the world, he would need to believe he could do it first. But he was also just Harry
— fifteen and obnoxious and impulsive, and angry as he often was, she didn’t know if he
could kill. Not yet. It was as Gisela had said. Not everyone could be a murderer.

“You’re a pretty powerful wizard when you want to be,” she said carefully, “your Patronus
work demonstrates that. But I don’t think anyone can know if they have it in them to kill,
until they try.”

He swallowed, nodding as he seemed to digest this. “Your dad says I shouldn’t have to do
this.”

“He’s right.”

“I don’t know if he believes in me.”

“He does,” Aurora said simply, before even thinking about it. “He just worries about you.
Like parents do.”

Harry glanced away at that, cheeks slightly flushed. “Well. I’m excited to learn from
Dumbledore, anyway. I need to get better at fighting, and he’s the best person to teach me.”
She could tell he was forcing himself to be brave this time; he did that, sometimes, when his
voice teetered just on the edge. He was never a coward, but sometimes — though she knew
he would never admit it — he could be afraid. “I think he’s dying, though.”

There it was. Aurora sighed. “He is very old.”

“You saw his hand today, didn’t you? All shrivelled — he didn’t tell me how it happened, but
it’s obviously bad. And if it’s something to do with Voldemort, if he’s killing him, slowly…”

“Don’t think about that,” Aurora chided, “we’re stronger than just Dumbledore, Harry. The
Order won’t fall apart without him, and neither should you.”

She knew it wasn’t that simple. When he turned, angry and scared at the same time, she knew
that Dumbledore was not just the Headmaster, for him. He stood up abruptly, fists clenched,
and said, “I’m going to help Andromeda with the gardening.”

She let him go.

-*

Aurora did not know if she could stomach going to Merlin’s Day at all that year. Even as late
as the day before, she considered feigning illness and rescinding her acceptance of Lady
Greengrass’s invitation. It wasn’t just the physical danger and the threat of Voldemort’s forces
appearing, though she did doubt Lady Greengrass would let such a thing happen on her
watch. But she was afraid of just seeing Pansy or Draco or Lucille or even Theo, of the
reaction that would stir in her. Her father had insisted on coming with her and Harry, in an
attempt to show solidarity and protect them, but she knew both of them would be miserable.
And Leah was going and she knew that would be hell for her, and really the only thing that



might convince her to go, was that it was expected of her. Part of her wanted to go as a show
of defiance, too. To show that she was not afraid and she would not be cowed; yet, she was
sure, she would show her true fear the moment she spoke to any lords.

At least this year, she had bullied Harry and her dad into coming with her. Well, bullied
Harry, at least — her dad probably wouldn’t have let her go if he didn’t know he himself was
right there in case she needed him, as much good as he would be, still walking slow and
casting carefully.

As they waited for the Floo connection to open up as a direct link — one of many new
procedures this year — Aurora’s dad paced up and down the floor, while Harry tried to comb
his hair down in the hallway mirror, just outside the lounge. Aurora merely waited, tapping
her fingertips against the mantelpiece.

“I haven’t been to this in years,” her dad said, pausing his pacing for a moment to glare out
the window, and then resuming the practice. “Ran out of it once.”

“Why?”

“Mother tried to make me dance with this horrible witch, Eleanor Avery.”

“And you just didn’t feel like it?”

“Pretty much.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t one for courtship, as you know. I’m more than happy
to drag you off to run away if you want to.”

“And why would I want to do that?” He gave her a long, heavy look, and she huffed. “I’m
not as dramatic as you are.”

“Well, just give me the signal. I don’t like the idea of you dancing with anyone.”

“That sounds more like a you problem.”

“So, you are going to be courting?”

“Dad, you can just ask that, you know. You don’t have to dress it up with an anecdote. And,
no, I don’t intend to, but I also can’t really turn down anyone suitable who’s interested. I
just… Don’t want to.”

“I see.” Her father hummed lightly and then, said, in a tone of forced casualty, “Will this
Theodore Nott boy be there, do you think?”

She glared at him. “I don’t know. We haven’t spoken. I’d be surprised, though.”

“Really?”

“He wouldn’t go to any of these things if someone didn’t force him, and as far as I know,
right now, no one can.” She should have checked. Should have asked. Should know by now,
who was actually supposed to be taking care of him and his siblings, who had the power to
make them attend gatherings like this. She should have asked Robin, at least, even if she



couldn’t stomach writing to Theo himself. Guilt swam over her, not for the first time. But she
reminded herself that this was for the best. They shouldn’t be friends, anyway. “It doesn’t
matter, though. I don’t care.”

“You never did tell me what happened with you two.”

“Nothing important,” she said coolly. “And all that did happen, is far over with now.”

“He came to the Ministry with you.”

“I know. I won’t let him do it again.”

“Harry says—”

“Dad, please. I don’t…” Her eyes were smarting and she did not want to smudge her
mascara. “Please just leave it.”

He sighed, but nodded, and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Alright. But, still — the
second you want out, tell me. For any reason, big or small.”

Before she could reply, the Floo roared to life. With relief, she shouted, “Harry, get your arse
in here, now!”

He was still in the process of trying to comb his hair as he rushed into the room, and did not
seem to have made a bit of improvement. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” he muttered, annoyed,
as she dragged him into the fireplace, and sent it up into green flame.

Greengrass Manor still sparkled, but it did not breathe the same this year. Aurora could not
discern what the theme was meant to be, and neither, it seemed, could anybody else. It was a
strange, hazy day; grey cloud hung over the manor, and even in her emerald gown, felt like
she melted into the scenery.

Part of Aurora had expected there to be some sort of separation among the guests, between
her side and Voldemort’s, but there was no such thing. People seemed more nervous, but they
mixed as usual. Their faces were strained, their laughter false, but still — there was no easy
separation of sides. It made her more nervous, in a way. She did not know who she should be
near, who it was safe to be with.

Her safest bet was Leah’s family. Leah looked thoroughly miserable; she had written to
Aurora the last night, saying she did not want to come, had begged her mother to let her stay
home, but Lady MacMillan had insisted, as had Ernie. From the red rimming around Leah’s
eyes, the fight had gone on this morning, too.

Se held her hand out for her friend to take as they joined them, Harry slipping over to Ernie
immediately. “Hey,” Aurora said in a gentle voice, squeezing Leah’s hand, “how are you?”

Leah looked her in the eyes, and her lips trembled as though she was about to burst into tears.
“I hate it here,” she hissed, ushering Aurora out of earshot of the rest of the group. “I told my
mother I didn’t want to come, but she forced me, because we still have to put on appearances.
But look at them all!” She waved her hands and gestures towards the little cluster of people



by the band; Travers and Yaxleys and Averys and Carrows. “It’s like it hasn’t even affected
them at all! Malfoy’s even here, with his own father in Azkaban for —“ She broke off,
breathhitching on a wet sob. “But he isn’t even bothered by it! He’s fine! And everybody’s
just fine with them being here.”

“I don’t think everyone is.”

“The Greengrasses were, and everyone else who’s here, is here. Is that not enough?”

“Leah,” Aurora said, “we’re here, too.”

“And a lot of good it’ll do. If we all get killed.” She kicked a nearby tree, and it was
testament to her anger that even in open-toed shoes, she did not flinch. “I can’t stand seeing
them all. Little rat bastards.”

“I know,” Aurora told her, squeezing her hand. She chanced a glance over in that direction,
seeing Draco and Narcissa speaking quite amicably with Corban Yaxley. Probably he was
another Death Eater, too. Or maybe he was just too forgiving; she would be more surprised if
he did not like them. It struck her, then, too, that she had been too unpopular and
controversial to attend the Parkinsons’ gala last year, that her invitations to Merlin’s Day had
been questioned many times, and yet, here were the families of convicted murderers, quite
merrily getting along with their peers. Like it meant nothing. Like society did not care. And
perhaps it didn’t.

“I don’t really want to be here either,” she admitted to Leah, “nor do Harry or my dad. I can’t
imagine we’ll stay very long.” A sudden draught came through the trees, and Aurora
shivered.

Before her, Leah stiffened, staring at something over Aurora’s shoulder. From just the look
on her face, Aurora was already dreading turning around, but when she did, it was only
Daphne, marching across the clearing towards them, with an unnatural, beaming smile upon
her face.

“Morning, Lady Black,” she called, quite cheerful. She seemed to float across the grass,
periwinkle blue dress drifting about her ankles like a thin cloud. “Leah. How are you both —
you look divine!”

It took Aurora a moment to find her voice. “Well, thank you. It’s a — a good turnout, today,
isn’t it?”

“I think so! We’re very glad, considering everything, that everyone still has time to come
together as a community. Today’s going to be special, you’ll see — my great-aunt says we all
need a party right now, don’t you agree.”

“No,” Leah said bluntly, and Daphne’s face fell. “I’m not really in the mood for partying.”

“I’m… I was really sorry to hear…”



Daphne trailed off, as Leah turned on her heel and walked away, slipping into a space
between her brother and sister. “I didn’t meant to,” Daphne started, then stopped, biting her
lip. “I just want things to be normal.”

“We all do,” Aurora assured her. “But nothing is.”

Daphne worried her lip between her teeth, and tucked a strand of her behind her ear, a
nervous little quirk she had. “Pansy might be coming today,” she told Aurora in a whisper, “I
thought you should both know. And — and Theodore, but I don’t know for certain, it’s all —
he says you haven’t been replying to his letters.”

“Why is that any of your concern?” Aurora asked, voice icier than she had intended for it to
be.

Daphne’s response was a tight, nervous smile. “I just thought I should mention it. But
anyway — I won’t steal anymore of your time. Please, help yourself to drink and food and,
please, have a dance.” Nobody else was dancing, even though the band was valiantly trying
to play a foxtrot. “There’s no need to be so worried. We’ve plenty protections in place, and
we’re all perfectly safe. Even Potter.”

For some reason, it was those two last words that made Aurora nervous. There was no hint of
deception in Daphne’s eyes, but Aurora’s stomach dropped and cold wariness slipped in.
With a smile, Daphne turned and went over to join her cousins, and Aurora looked up, seeing
Theodore beginning to come down the stairs into the garden clearing. His light brown hair
shone like brass in the weak sunlight, and when she caught his eye, she felt her whole body
flush.

This was awful, she decided, an awful decision on an awful day, and she was surrounded with
awful people, and all she wanted was to run. She hurried back towards the safety of her
group, which had been joined by the Vaiseys, among them her Quidditch teammate, Felix. He
grinned when he saw her, raising a hand.

“Lady Black! How about that Harpies game?”

Thank Merlin for some normal conversation. “I didn’t see it,” she admitted, closing in to his
side, catching Harry’s eye as she did so — he was stuck in a conversation with Lord Abbott
and looking thoroughly bored. “I did listen on the wireless though — I couldn’t believe
Jones’ last minute goal.”

“It was brilliant,” Felix told her, beaming, “never seen the likes — did you hear—”

The rest of his words were drowned out by the rushing in her ears as she caught sight of
Pansy Parkinson, standing between Draco and Theo, in a set of frilly lilac and white robes
that Aurora had helped her to pick out many weeks ago, her hair pinned back in a style they
had learned how to do together, smiling like she did when they were friends. That was what
made her chest tighten and her anger roar. The sheer audacity took her breath away.

But when Pansy looked back at her, her smile faltered. For a moment, just long enough for
Aurora to feel a brief flicker of triumph, that she had had an effect, that she could make



Pansy stumble. Draco and Theo looked over their shoulders; Draco’s gaze was hard and
angry, and Theo’s soft and apologetic, and both broke her heart.

She could not think of it. But she could not draw her gaze away, either. In that moment, every
awful thought she had had about Pansy and Draco resurfaced, as did every fear about Theo
betraying her. Each of them seemed to see right through her.

She swallowed tightly and turned away. Her dad was watching her intently, like he knew
exactly what her mind was doing. She smiled shakily, and he saw right through her too.

“We should dance,” she told Felix, trying to fight through her nerves. He stared at her as
though she had suggested they light their heads on fire.

“Excuse me? You — you want to dance with me?”

“Oh, don’t be silly about it, Vaisey, you're here and I'm terribly bored and we'll both have to
take a turn at some point.” I’m fine, she wanted to scream to everyone who had seen her
today. I’m fine and I’m happy and I will make myself believe that, too. “You don’t have to, if
it’s really such an imposition.”

“What’s this, Felix?” A woman who could only be his mother hurried over, silver dress
trailing in her wake. Aurora inclined her head in respect. “Lady Black, a pleasure. Did I hear
you say you two were going to dance?”

“I suggested the idea,” Aurora said in a low, sweet voice. “Someone ought to brighten this
place up. Dancing can be an act of defiance, too, can it not?”

A smile spread across Lady Vaisey’s face. “I quite agree, Lady Black — go on, Felix. I shall
have your father and I join you, and the others — I’m sure Lord Abbott’s granddaughter will
be happy to dance with Ernie — Lord—” The word stuck in her throat. “MacMillan. And
little Leah with Potter, wouldn’t that be lovely — we must show a united front.” She took in a
deep front and stared around. “This is our night as much as anybody else’s.”

It wasn’t anybody’s night, Aurora wanted to scream. This whole thing was a vile show but
they all just had to play their part. It would not settle anything but their own pride and yet she
wanted to grasp for the straws of power that it gave her.

And yet, taking Felix Vaisey’s offered hand, she felt guilty, like a traitor of sorts — to herself,
to Theo, to melancholy and sobriety. But still when she saw Pansy catch a glimpse of her, she
felt a vindictive thrill, that she could pretend she was okay, and hopeful about the future and
her faction’s chances. She could pretend she was protected. That could be good enough for
now.

When the dance was done, she felt deflated — Felix chattered in her ear about the Quidditch
season, and Leah and Ernie argued over points of legislation coming forth, and she was stuck,
trying to listen to both, but with her head buzzing with white noise. Nothing made sense.
Nothing was right.



Across the clearing, Lucille Travers had arrived, and the sight of her made Aurora’s blood
boil. Her uncle still had not been caught and put back in Azkaban. He could be anywhere,
and so could Bellatrix, so could any of them, and there was not a hint of remorse on any of
their faces.

“I can’t believe Nott’s showing his face,” Ernie said at her side, and Aurora jumped at the
sound, unnerved. She hadn’t even noticed he was beside her still. “You’d think he’d have
some humility.”

“If you mean Theodore—”

“Of course he means Theodore,” Leah spat, coming to her other side, a glass clutched tightly
in one fist. “Look, he’s gone back to cavorting with Malfoy and the rest again.” Aurora did
not think that Theo’s behaviour, shrinking back in the treeline, with stunted smiles and tight
looks, really qualified as cavorting. “I told Mother we shouldn’t come. Did you know he'd be
here?"

"No," Aurora said softly, "I didn't expect it, to be honest. It's never been his scene." What was
he playing at, she wondered? What did he think he was achieving? He looked miserable, it
was obvious to her, if not to everybody else.

“This is precisely why we had to come,” Ernie said over Aurora’s shoulder, “to show they
can’t get away with it. Mark my words, Leah, they’ll have the wind knocked out their sails
soon enough once the Assembly’s through with our bill.” Aurora admired his optimism. She
doubted very much of the bill would go unamenddd, stripped down and tamed so as not to
embarrass the history of the Ministry, or the Wizarding world at large. She had little
expectation that any good would really come of it.

“I’d rather they had their teeth knocked out now,” Leah muttered, and if she ignored the sight
of Theo, Aurora could agree. But he glanced back at her, and it knocked the breath from her
lungs instead, replaced by a pang of longing. They should be stood together, away from
everybody else; she should be able to bring him to her friends, her family, and he should have
been on her side. Everyone should have known that.

But they couldn't, and she set that rule. Yet, even when he met her gaze, his expression
softened, and he gave a hesitant smile, and Leah scoffed. "Wanker."

"He didn't—"

"He shouldn't be here, anymore than the rest of them," Leah snapped, "and the Greengrasses
shouldn't still be enabling them while claiming to support the Ministry. They're all snakes,
every last one of them."

She said the last part too loud; Lady Talbot turned from her conversation with Lord Colvert,
looking quite affronted, but it was clear that Leah did not care. She stormed away, and her
brother followed, leaving Aurora on her own, cold, watching Theo as he turned back to speak
with his sister and, to her surprise, Lord Fawley. She had never seen them interact; indeed,
she had rarely seen Fawley, who seemed allergic to doing his job and showing up to the
Assembly, and prevaricated on every decision put to him anyway. Then again, he was the



closest thing Theo could probably find to a legal guardian at this stage. At least he was able
to speak to them, openly, now, as he had wanted to for so long. If nothing else, they had to be
at least a bit better than the Notts.

Eventually, once he had broken away, seemingly in search of another drink, Aurora managed
to steel her nerves and weave her way through the busier clearing to stand beside Theo in a
shadowy treeline, where few would think to look. She had to speak to him, had to know, and
had to stop those long looks across the clearing. At least, she hoped, this conversation would
not be a long one.

“Good afternoon,” she said to him, keeping her gaze fixed upon the small knot of dancers in
the clearing. “Nott.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Have we gone back to surnames now, have we?”

“I thought that’s for the best.” She swallowed tightly. “How are you?”

A short laugh. “That’s a long story. Probably better read in a letter.” That was pointed. Aurora
grimaced. “And you? Your father? Robin said he’s doing better — I’m glad to see he’s here.”

“He’s fine. Better. Thanks for asking.” She did not want to ask and she knew he would not
want to answer, but she had to. “What’s going on? With your family?”

Glancing sideways at her, he rolled his eyes. "I'm sure you've noticed the Fawleys.
Apparently, my grandfather stated that under no circumstances are we to be put in their care."

"Oh. But you're here with them—"

"We managed to get in contact. In the absence of any legal guardian, I'm in charge of my
siblings, but my great-uncle's stepped up on some matters. It won't do much good. My
mother's family..." He took in a breath and forced a smile. "Well, family's complicated, isn't
it? I'm sure you're not here to hear me list my woes. Like I said — it's all better read in a
letter. You have been receiving my letters?"

She considered lying, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. “Yes. I just didn’t want to reply.
That’s why I came over here, just to reiterate — we shouldn’t be seen together, or in contact.”

“You’re the one who came over here.” His voice was laced with annoyance, just a little, just
enough for her to know. He was rarely annoyed with her, but she felt perhaps, she had earned
this.

“I know. I just had to make myself clear. I… We cannot be together. We were foolish to ever
think that we could, in these circumstances, and it isn’t fair to either of us to keep pretending
that everything is alright, and I don’t have the space in my life for anything like a relationship
anyway, so… That’s that.” She stared steadfastly out at the clearing, feeling a heat creep up
her neck.

“That’s that?” he echoed, voice hollow. “That’s all you have to say on the matter.”

“Theo, this is my choice—”



“I know that, but don’t you think we should have some further discussion—”

“No,” she snapped, “I’ve made my mind up, I made it up weeks ago.” She couldn’t bear to
look at him, for fear of that mind changing again. “I just need to make sure you got the
memo, Nott. We can’t be fools anymore.”

“I don’t think we were fools,” he said coolly. She could feel his gaze upon her, sharp and
precise. “I think that you’re scared.”

“Of course I’m scared,” she hissed, turning to him. Her heart shuddered and pounded in her
chest, the moment their eyes met. She just wanted to cross the distance between them; touch
his hands, his cheek, his lips, see if they still felt the same, now, in the dangerous daylight.
“Can’t you understand that I can’t afford to be brave, Theo? Can’t you realise that if it were
you whose father was almost killed, whose own life was threatened, you would run from this,
too? Can’t you see that if this got out, we’d both be in danger. You’d be a blood traitor and I
the disgusting little terror that drew you away from your destiny.”

“I don’t care about destiny,” he said, an edge to his voice, “I care about you—”

“Then let me end this,” she whispered, voice catching.

“At least let me be your friend again,” he said, hand twitching, fingers reaching towards her,
but restrained. “Let me understand what’s going on in your mind, let me talk to you about my
mess, like we used to—”

“No,” she said, making her voice as cold and sharp and unchangeable as she could, “we can’t
go back to that.“

“Aurora, my father and grandfather are in Azkaban—”

“You’re not an idiot, Theo. You must know they’ll get out, that their friends will do their
work for them even if they don’t. We can’t go back. This must be a clean, complete break —
it should be easy enough. We don’t need to see one another again this summer, we can avoid
each other at school. I’m sure you’ll be perfectly happy — just a few words and Pansy and
Draco and Daphne and the Carrows will be all yours again. It will be easy.”

His eyes met hers, their deep blue storming and treacherous. “I don’t particularly care for
easy.”

“You should,” she told him, firm. “We’ll both be better off for it.”

She thought that was the last of it, thought she could leave with her shell intact. But he said,
with a stare like he was trying to make sense of a puzzle, “You’ve changed again.”

“Yes, people do that, Theodore, they change. That’s human nature.”

His gaze seemed to go right through her, as though she were half-invisible, and he could see
her heart, her mind, her thoughts and feelings and most of all, her fears, and he unpicked all
of them with a mere glance. “I understand why you won’t be with me. I think it’s perfectly
rational. But I don’t think it’s what you really feel, or what you want.”



“And how would you know? You can’t tell me what I feel.”

“Because I know you, Aurora. I know us. But.” He drew in a cold, shaky breath, took a sip of
his wine. “If this is what you want, I’ll go no further in pressing you. The door is closed.”

She hated the way he spoke, so stilted and aloof, like they were trying to tie one another in
knots with their words, get around a riddle or a lie. Yet she knew it was only because she had
started the conversation in that way. “Good,” she told him. “Then we’ll never speak of this
again.”

“Yes. At least then we won’t have cause to lie to one another.” He nodded and stepped away,
and she mourned the emptiness of the space where he once had been. “Enjoy your day, Lady
Black.”

She tried to keep her face neutral as she walked back, slowly, towards her father. Yet the
moment he caught sight of her, his own face changed, and he glanced back towards Theo,
furious.

“What’s happened?” he asked as she came to his side. “Were you with — him?”

“Yes, and it’s fine, but I think we should leave soon. We won’t get much out of today and…
Well, it’s not exactly a cheerful day.”

“Did he say—“

“It’s fine, Dad. He hasn’t done anything wrong, and if you keep glaring, people will notice.
Just — let’s start saying our goodbyes.” She swallowed tightly. “I don’t think there’s any use
sticking around for very long. Where’s Harry?”

“Over there,” her father said in a dark tone. When she followed his gaze, she saw her
godbrother holding yet another arduous conversation with the Minister for Magic.
“Scrimgeour wants to talk about public relations.”

Aurora almost laughed, but she couldn’t; everytime she blinked, her gaze was drawn back to
Theo, and her mind with it. “Harry doesn’t understand public relations.”

“No, but apparently his face will work wonders for the Ministry’s new campaign.”

“Harry doesn’t even read their pamphlets.”

“Shh,” her dad chided, though he was smiling slightly.

“He could do with some PR training, though. Learn to comb his hair, at least.”

“Aurora.”

“Dad.” She fixed him with a sharp, pointed look. “Do I need to save him?”

“Well…”



When she looked up, Harry was already hailing her over, and from the look in Scrimgeour’s
eyes, she didn’t have much of a choice, anyway. Reluctantly, she and her father both headed
over. Scrimgeour’s smile made her skin crawl.

“Lady Black,” he greeted, voice sober, “Mister Black. I was just speaking with Harry here —
the Ministry’s looking to incorporate youth voices in our safety campaigns, make sure your
age group are more… Aware, of the dangers of the lure of the dark side.” A shiver went down
her spine. She was sure his gaze lingered on her as she said that. “I’m sure you can help me
convince your godbrother, Lady Black.”

“Of what?”

“That the Ministry actually cares about anything other than saving face right now,” Harry
said bluntly. Aurora cringed. He definitely needed PR training.

“I’ll certainly try,” she told the minister in a smooth, silky voice. “I think it’s a noble mission.
But the problem is not that youth are susceptible, or that they need Harry Potter to show them
the right way. The problem is that society says it’s alright to treat certain people are inferior,
and the Ministry has spent a very long time enabling the sorts of people most likely to join
Voldemort’s ranks.” At the sound of his name, the Minister gave a start, but not the usual
gasp of horror. That, at least, was a point in his favour. “But of course, I’d be happy to share
this with my fellow youths in your campaign.” She smiled, and he grimaced in return.

“Thank you, Lady Black. I’ll keep that in mind.” He did not look at all pleased by her
interruption now. “Anyway — I should like to have a proper meeting sometime soon, with
you both. Say, before the next Assembly meeting at the end of the month?” They were to vote
on an important bill, one that Aurora still had to work out with Lord Vaisey. It was something
of a legacy of Lord MacMillan, and the matter that Vaisey and MacMillan — once good
friends — had fallen out over before his death. The bill was to extend the work of the Muggle
Liason Office, so that provisions could be made both for further agricultural trade that would
benefit the Wizarding population, and also to better enable the assimilation of muggleborn
students. Most of the trade points were frightfully dull to Aurora, but the newer amendments
that had come about because of the war footing, were crucial.

She had to keep as much support for it as possible. “Of course, Minister. I’m sure that would
be useful to all of us.” Harry scowled. “If you’ll excuse us, I believe we’ve some more people
to speak with.”

As she all but dragged Harry away from what was sure to be a sharp and useless argument,
she caught sight of Pansy and Draco, huddled together in whispered at the edge of the garden.
Pansy’s face was conspiratorial, like she had just spilled a wonderful piece of gossip, Draco’s
full of confidence and glee, and her stomach turned. Nothing she could do to them would be
enough, she thought. Angry impulse boiled beneath her again, pulling at her soul, making her
very magic hum and pulse and sing for an outlet.

Next time she saw Scrimgeour, she thought, she would tell him everything she could. Have
the Ministry tear up their floorboards and raze their gardens, have the papers and magazines
spill every nasty rumour that had ever flown about these families and their children who
could be so at ease in war, who did not understand that every day, she and the people she



loved were crawling towards their own deaths, and no amount of dancing and making chatter
out of idle gossip and the tipsiness from champagne could hide that from their own hearts.
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