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Then I have an ivory chair high to sit upon,
Albmost like my father's chair, which is an ivory throne;
There 1 sit uplift and upright, there I sit alone.

- Christina Rossetti



PROLOGUE

Mr. Grey peeked around the corner and surveyed the corridor. It stretched off into dim
infinity, dotted with floating globes of silvery light. Mr. Grey had been told that the globes were
swampfire, encased in a timeloop charm so they were inextinguishable. He’d never even heard of
swampfire, much less a timeloop charm, but then again, Mr. Grey had never been in a place quite

like the Hall of Mysteries. He shuddered.

“I don’t see anybody,” he whispered to the two figures behind him. “No gates or locks,

neither. Do you think maybe they’re using invisible barriers or something?”

“Nar,” a gravely voice answered. “We was told exactly where the beacons were placed,
wasn’t we? This section’s clean. Sentry’s all we have to worry about. If you don’ see him, then move
in.”

Mr. Grey shuffled his feet. “I know what we was told, but it don’t feel right, Bistle. I has a

sense about these things. Me mam always said so.”

“Don’t call me Bistle, yeh sodding half-wit,” said the gravely voice, which belonged to a
particularly grizzly goblin in black shirt and trousers. “I'm Mr. Saffron when we’re on the job. And
blast yehr sixth sense. Yeh’re just a great coward whenever yeh get in an unfamiliar place. The

sooner we get on, the sooner it'll be over and we’ll be back to the shack to celebrate.”

The third figure, a tall, old man with a pointed, white goatee, stepped past Mr. Saffron and

walked casually down the corridor, scanning the doors.



“See how Mr. Pink does it?” Mr. Saffron said, following closely and glancing around.

“Knows to trust his information, he does. No sentry, no problems. Right, Mr. Pink?”

Mr. Grey trailed behind Mr. Saffron, frowning massively and watching the mysterious doors.
There were hundreds--maybe thousands--of them along the endless corridor. None had names or

markings of any kind. In the lead, Mr. Pink could be heard counting softly under his breath.

“Why do I have to be Mr. Grey?” Mr. Grey said petulantly. “Nobody likes grey. It’s hardly

even a color at all.”

The goblin ignored him. After several minutes, Mr. Pink stopped walking. Mr. Saffron and
Mr. Grey halted behind him, looking around the corridor with furrowed brows.

“Can’t be the place, Mr. Pink,” the goblin said. “There’s no doors in this section at all. Are
yeh sure yeh counted aright?”

“I counted right,” Mr. Pink said. He glanced down at the floor, and then scuffed at a section
of the marble tile with his toe. There was a chip in the corner of one of the tiles. Mr. Pink grunted
and knelt down. He probed the broken corner with a finger. He nodded to himself, then hooked his
finger into the hole and gave a tug. A rectangular section of the tile floor popped upwards, pulled
open by Mr. Pink’s tugging finger. He heaved and the rectangular chunk of floor slid upwards like a
long, vertical drawer, rising with a grating rumble until it touched the ceiling. It shuddered into
place. It was as wide and tall as a door, but only a few inches thick. Mr. Grey peered around it and

could see the endless corridor of the Hall of Mysteries stretching away behind it.
“How’d yeh know that was there?” Mr. Saffron demanded, slitting his eye up at Mr. Pink.
“She told me,” Mr. Pink responded, shrugging.
“She did, did she? Anything else you might know that you hain’t told us about, yet?”

“Just enough to get us there,” Mr. Pink replied. “You're the lock breaker, Mr. Grey is the
heavy hand, and I'm the mapper. We all know what we need to know, and nothing else.”

“Yar, yar, I remember,” the goblin grumbled. “Let me get on with it, then, won’t yeh?”

Mr. Pink stood aside as Mr. Saffron moved closer to the slab of mysterious stone. He
studied it carefully, squinting and muttering. He laid one of his huge ears against it and tapped here
and there. Finally, he reached into a pocket of his black shirt and produced a complicated device

made of dozens of brass loops. He unfolded one and peered through it at the stone slab.



“Hardly worth the effort, really,” he muttered. “It’s a homunculus lock. Only opens when a
predefined set of factors is present. Could be it only opens when a redheaded lass sings the national anthem
of Atlantis at three o’clock on a Thursday. Or when the light of the setting sun is reflected from a cracked
mirror onto a goat’s eye. Or when Mr. Grey hawks a bogey onto a purple newt. I've seen some good

homunculus factors in my time, yar.”
“Is this a good one, then?” Mr. Grey asked rather hopefully.

The goblin grinned, showing lots of tiny, pointed teeth. “S’like Mr. Pink says, isn’t it? We all knows
what we need to get the job done.” He reached into another pocket and produced a tiny glass vial filled with
red powder. Carefully, the goblin uncorked the vial and upended the contents onto the floor before the stone
slab. The powder swirled and eddied as it fell, so that as it hit the ground, it formed an unnaturally regular
pattern. Mr. Grey peered down and saw that it had formed the shape of a skeletal hand with one finger

pointing toward the slab.

Mr. Saffron produced a tiny brass tool and muttered, “Acculumos.” A narrow beam of greenish light
glowed from the end of the tool. The goblin squatted and carefully laid the tool across the bony hand so that
the light pointed at the exact angle of the pointing, skeletal finger.

Mr. Grey gasped and took a step backwards. Seen in the carefully arranged light of Mr. Saffron’s
tool, the rough stone surface of the slab was no longer random. The play of light and shadow revealed an
ornate engraving of a grinning skeleton surrounded by dancing, impish shapes. The skeleton’s right hand was
outstretched, forming something like a door handle. The left hand was missing, and Mr. Pink shuddered

again, realizing it was the shape formed in red powder on the floor.

“It’s a danse macabre,” Mr. Saffron said, studying the engraving. “A dance of death. Revealed with

powdered dragon’s blood and cavernlight. Yar, it’s a good one, Grey.”
“Is it unlocked, then?” Mr. Pink asked briskly.

“Never was locked,” the goblin replied. “We just had to know where to grasp. Feel free to do the
honors, Mr. Pink.”

The tall, bearded man approached the slab, careful not to block the greenish light. He reached
forward and wrapped his hand around the outstretched fist of the skeletal engraving. He turned it, producing
a low, grinding click. The engraved shape of the door swung inwards, revealing a large, dark space and a
sound of distant, dripping water. Cold air pushed out of the opening, filling the corridor and ruffling Mr.
Saffron’s black shirt. Mr. Grey shivered as the sweat on his forehead went cold.

“Where’s that go to? That space isn’t even here, if you know what I mean.”

“Of course it isn’t,” Mr. Saffron replied tersely, but he was clearly shaken as well. “I¢’s the hidden
depository. We was told about it, just like everything else. That’s where the chest is. Come now, we haven’t

much time.”



Mr. Pink led them through the doorway, ducking to fit through. It became apparent by the smell
and the echo of their footsteps that they were in a deep cavern. Mr. Pink produced his wand and illuminated
it, but it revealed little more than the shiny, wet rock beneath their feet. The blackness sucked at the light,
and Mr. Grey had the sense that they were in a place so deep that it had never known sunlight. Raw, musty
cold pressed onto their skin, chilling them after the warmth of the corridor. Mr. Grey glanced back once and
could just see the shape of the door leading back. It glowed like a pillar of silvery light, almost as if it were a

mirage.
“Wh-where do you think we are?” he asked.
“Air pocket in a cavern under the Adantic ocean,” Mr. Pink replied, still walking.

“Under...” Mr. Grey said faintly, then swallowed. “I got a bad sense about this. Really bad. I want
to go back, Bistle.”

“Don’t call me Bistle,” the goblin said automatically.

“What's in this chest, anyway?” Mr. Grey moaned. “It better be worth a lot. I can’t think of

anything worth coming to a place like this.”

“Never yeh mind that,” Mr. Saffron said gruffly. “It’'s more than yeh’ve ever dreamed of. We'll
never have to work like this again. No more petty cons and midnight holdups for us. Once we get the chest,

we'll be set for good.”
“But what is it?” Mr. Grey insisted. “What’s in the chest?”
“Well, yeh’ll just wait and see, won’t yeh?”
Mr. Grey stopped walking. “You don’t know, do you?”

Mr. Saffron sputtered. “It doesn’t matter what it is, yeh great dummy. We was told it was more
than we could ever dream of, wasn’t we? Alls we have to do is nick the box and gives a twenty percent share
to our inside informer. They’d hardly help us break into the Ministry of Magic if they didn’t have a prize bit
of swag in mind, would they? Mr. Pink knows what it is, anyway. Why don’t yeh arsk him?”

“I don’t know either,” Mr. Pink said thoughtfully.

There was a long moment of silence. Mr. Grey heard the steady drip of water echoing out of the

darkness.
Finally Mr. Saffron said, “Yeh don’t know neither?”
Mr. Pink shook his head slowly, barely visible in his own wand light.

The goblin frowned. “Each of us only knows what we needs to know, aye?”



“All we need to know is where to go,” Mr. Pink said. “Once we get there, we'll know what to do.”
The goblin nodded, remembering. “All right, then. Let’s go, Mr. Pink. You’re the mapper.”

“We're there,” Mr. Pink replied. “It’s Grey’s job from here.” He turned and shone his wand ahead
of them. A horrible, monstrous face loomed out of the blackness, lit in the feeble silvery light. Mr. Grey’s

knees went watery.

“It’s jest a statue, yeh ninny,” Mr. Saffron growled. “It’s the dragon’s head we were tol’ about. Go

on and open it. Earn your share, Mr. Grey.”

“I hate that name,” Mr. Grey said, walking toward the dragon’s head statue. It was taller than he
was, formed eerily from the stalactites and stalagmites of the cavern wall. “I wanted to be Mr. Purple. I like

purple.”

He crouched and slipped his hands between the snaggle teeth of the dragon’s upper jaw. Mr. Grey
was unusually strong, but lifting the dragon’s jaw required every ounce of his formidable power. Sweat
streamed down his face and neck as he strained, but the statue wouldn’t budge. Finally, just as Mr. Grey was
certain he would tear his muscles loose from his bones, there was a glassy shattering sound and the jaw jarred
loose. The stalactites that formed the hinge of the jaw had broken. Mr. Grey heaved the jaw upwards until it

was high enough for the others to scramble through.
“Hurry!” he ordered through gritted teeth.

“Just don’t drop the blasted thing on us,” Mr. Saffron whined as he and Mr. Pink ducked into the

gaping dragon’s jaw.

The opening behind the dragon’s head was low and almost perfectly round. Stalactites and
stalagmites surrounded the space like pillars supporting a smooth, domed ceiling. The stone floor was

terraced, leading down to the center where a strange shape sat in the darkness.
“It’s not a chest,” Mr. Pink stated flatly.
“Nar,” Mr. Saffron agreed. “But it’s the only thing here, isn’t it? Think we can lug it between us?”

Mr. Pink descended the terraces, leaving the goblin to scramble after him. They studied the object
for a moment, and then Mr. Pink placed his wand between his teeth. He bent down, grasping the object, and
nodded for the goblin to grasp the other side. It was surprisingly light, though crusted with calcium and
mineral. Clumsily, they carried the object between them, hefting it up the terraces. Mr. Pink’s wand light
bobbed and jerked, making their shadows leap wildly on the pillared walls.

Finally, they heaved the object through the open jaw of the dragon’s head statue. Mr. Grey was

sweating profusely, his knees trembling. When he saw that his companions were out of the way, he released



the upper jaw. It slammed down and shattered, producing a cloud of gritty dust and a deafening crash. Mr.

Grey collapsed backward onto the stony floor of the cavern, faint with exertion.

“So what is it?” Mr. Saffron asked, ignoring Mr. Grey’s heaving breaths. “It doesn’t look like it’s

worth a fortune.”

“I never said it was worth a fortune,” a voice said from the blackness behind them. “I merely said it

was enough to take care of you for life. Funny how many meanings a phrase like that can have, isn’t it?”

Mr. Saffron wheeled around, seeking the source of the voice, but Mr. Pink turned slowly, almost as if
he’d expected it. A shape formed out of the darkness. It was draped in black robes. The face was obscured

behind a horrible glinting mask. Two more similarly dressed figures emerged from the darkness.
“I recognize your voice,” Mr. Pink said. “I should’ve known.”

“Yes,” the voice agreed. “You should’ve, Mr. Fletcher, but you didn’t. Your years of experience are

no match for your innate greed. And now it is too late.”

“Wait now,” Mr. Saffron cried, throwing up his hands. “We had us a bargain. Yeh can’t do this!
We had a deal!”

“Yes we did, my goblin friend. Thank you very much for your services. Here is your cut.”

A flash of orange light leapt from one of the masked figures, striking Mr. Saffron in the face. He
stumbled and clutched at his throat, making thick choking sounds. He collapsed backwards, still writhing.

Mr. Grey stood shakily to his feet. “That’s not right. You shouldn’t have done that to Bistle. He
only did what you asked.”

“And we are only doing what we promised,” the voice behind the mask said pleasantly. There was

another jet of orange light and Mr. Grey collapsed heavily.

The three masked figures drifted closer, surrounding Mr. Pink. He looked around at them
hopelessly. “At least tell me what it is,” he said. “Tell me what this thing is that you made us get for you, and

why you made us do it instead of doing it yourselves.”

“Your last question, I am afraid, is none of your business, Mr. Fletcher,” the voice said, circling him.
“As they say: if we told you, we’d have to kill you. That would not be living up to our end of the bargain.
We promised to take care of you for life, and we intend to fulfill that promise. It may not be much of a life,

granted, but beggars cannot be choosers.”

A wand appeared, pointing at Mr. Pink’s face. He hadn’t used the name Fletcher for years. He’d
given it up when he’d given up being a crook. He’d tried so hard to be good and honest. But then he’d been
approached about this job: an inside job at the Ministry of Magic, a job so perfect, with a payoff so grand,
that he simply couldn’t turn it down. Sure, all his old friends in the Order would be disappointed in him,
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but most of them were dead now, anyway. Nobody even knew his real name anymore. Or so he thought.
Apparently these people had known who he really was all along. They’d used him, and now he was going to
be disposed of. It was fitting, in a way. He sighed.

The voice went on. “As for your first question, however, I expect we can answer that. It seems only
fair. And after today, who could you possibly tell? You came looking for a chest of riches because you are a
small man with small aims. We are not small, Mr. Fletcher. Our aims are grand. And thanks to you and
your cohorts, we now have everything we need to accomplish those aims. Our goal is power, and what you

see here is the means to that power. What you see here, Mr. Fletcher... is simply the end of your world.”

Hopelessness filled Mundungus Fletcher and he fell to his knees. When the jet of orange light struck

him, choking him, covering him with darkness, he welcomed it. He embraced it.
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1. SHADOW OF LEGENDS

James Potter moved slowly along the narrow aisles of the train, peering as nonchalantly as he could
into each compartment. To those inside, he probably looked as if he was searching for someone, some friend
or group of confidantes with whom to pass the time during the trip, and this was intentional. The last thing
that James wanted anyone to notice was that, despite the bravado he had so recently displayed with his
younger brother Albus on the platform, he was nervous. His stomach knotted and churned as if he’d had half
a bite of one of Uncles Ron and George’s Puking Pastilles. He opened the folding door at the end of the
passenger car and stepped carefully through the passage into the next one. The first compartment was full of
girls. They were talking animatedly to one another, already apparently the best of friends despite the fact
that, most likely, they had only just met. One of them glanced up and saw him staring. He quickly looked
away, pretending to peer out the window behind them, toward the station which still sat bustling with
activity. Feeling his cheeks go a little red, he continued down the corridor. If only Rose was a year older
she’d be here with him. She was a girl, but she was his cousin and they’d grown up together. It would’ve

been nice to have at least one familiar face along with him.
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Of course, Ted and Victoire were also on the train. Ted, a seventh year, had been so quickly
absorbed into a noisy throng of returning friends and classmates that he’d barely had time to wave and wink
at James before disappearing into a crammed compartment from which emanated the thump of music on a
sleek new wireless. Victoire, five years older than he, had invited him to sit with her during the trip, but
James wasn’t as comfortable with her as he was with Rose, and didn’t relish the idea of listening to her prattle
on with the four other girls in her compartment about pixie powder blushes and hair care charms. Being part
Veela, Victoire had never had any problem making friends of either gender, quickly and effortlessly. Besides,
something in James felt that he needed to assert himself as an individual straight off, even if the thought left

him feeling nervous and lonely.

It wasn’t that he was worried about going to Hogwarts exactly. He’d been looking forward to this
day for most of his life, ever since he was old enough to understand what it meant to be a wizard, ever since
his mum had told him of the school he’d one day attend, the secret school that witches and wizards attended
to learn magic. He was positively itching with anticipation of his first classes, of learning to use the brand
new wand that he carried proudly in his backpack. More than anything, he was looking forward to
Quidditch on the Hogwarts pitch, getting on his first real broom, trying out for the team, maybe, just

maybe...

But that was where his excitement began to melt into cold anxiety. His dad had been the Gryffindor
Seeker, the youngest one in Hogwarts history. The best he, James, could hope for was to match that record.
That’s what everyone would expect of him, the first-born son of the famous hero. He remembered the story,
told to him dozens of times (although never by his own dad) of how the young Harry Potter had won his first
Golden Snitch by virtually jumping off his broom, catching the golden ball in his mouth and nearly
swallowing it. The tellers of the tale would always laugh uproariously, delightedly, and if Dad was there, he’d
smile sheepishly as they clapped him on the back. When James was four, he found that famed Snitch in a
shoe box in the bottom of the dining room hutch. His mum told him it'd been a gift to Dad from the old
school headmaster. The tiny wings no longer worked, and the golden ball had a thin coat of dust and tarnish
on it, but James was mesmerized by it. It was the first Snitch he had ever seen close up. It seemed both
smaller and larger than he’d imagined, and the weight of it in his small hand was surprising. 7his is the
Jfamous Snitch, James thought reverently, the one from the story, the one caught by my dad. He asked his dad if
he could keep it, stored in the shoebox when he wasn’t playing with it, in his room. His dad agreed easily,
happily, and James moved the shoebox from the bottom of the hutch to a spot under the head of his bed,
next to his toy broom. He pretended the dark corner under his headboard was his Quidditch locker. He
spent many an hour pretending to zoom and bank over the Quidditch green, chasing the fabled Snitch, in the
end, always catching it in a fantastic diving crash, jumping up, producing his dad’s tarnished Snitch for the

approval of roaring imaginary crowds.

But what if James couldn’t catch the Snitch, as his father had done? What if he wasn’t as good on
the broom? Uncle Ron had said that riding a broom was in the Potter blood as sure as dragons breathed fire,
but what if James proved him wrong? What if he was slow, or clumsy, or fell off? What if he didn’t even

make the team? For the rest of the first years, that would only be a mild disappointment. Even though the
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rules had been changed to admit them, very few first years ever made the House teams. For James, however,
that would mean he already hadn’t measured up to expectations. He would already have failed to be as great
as the great Harry Potter. And if he couldn’t even measure up to his dad in terms of something as elemental
as Quidditch, how could he ever hope to live up to the legend of the boy who defeated the Basilisk, won the
Triwizard Cup, united the Deathly Hallows and, oh yeah, put old Moldy Voldy, the darkest and most

dangerous wizard who ever lived, in the ground for good?

The train gave a protracted, noisy lurch. Outside, the conductor’s voice called for the doors to be
shut. James stopped in the corridor, suddenly overcome by a cold certainty that the worst had already
happened, he had already failed miserably even before he’d begun to try. He felt a deep, sudden stab of
homesickness and blinked back tears, looking quickly into the next compartment. There were two boys
inside, neither talking, both looking out the window as Platform Nine and Three Quarters began to slip
slowly past. James opened the door and blundered in quickly, hoping to see his family outside the window,
feeling an enormous need to make eye contact with them one last time before it was too late. His own
reflection in the glass, lit by the hard morning sun, blotted the view of the crowd outside. There were so
many people; he would never find them in that throng. He scanned the crowd desperately anyway. And then
there they were. They were just where he’d left them, a tiny knot of people standing still in the milling faces,
like rocks in a stream. They didn’t see him, didn’t know where he was in the train. Uncle Bill and Aunt
Fleur were waving to a point further back on the train, apparently mouthing goodbyes to Victoire. Dad and
Mum stood smiling somewhat wistfully at the train, scanning the windows. Albus stood next to Dad, and
Lily held Mum’s hand, transfixed by the gigantic crimson engine as it chuffed great bursts of steam and hissed
and rang, picking up speed. And then Mum’s eye caught James and her face lit up. She said something and
Dad turned, looked, and found him. They both waved, smiling proudly. Mum wiped her eye with one
hand, held up Lily’s hand with the other, waving it to James. James didn’t smile back, but watched them and
felt a bit better anyway. They receded backward as if they were on a conveyor belt, more faces, more waving
hands and milling bodies coming between them. James watched until they all vanished behind a wall at the

end of the platform, then he sighed, dropped his backpack onto the floor, and plopped into a seat.

Several minutes of silence went by as James watched London scroll past the windows. The city
thinned into crowded suburbs and industrial areas, all looking busy and purposeful in the bright morning
sunlight. He wondered, as he sometimes did, what life was like as a non-magical person, and for once he
envied them, going to their non-magical, less intimidating (or so he thought) schools and jobs. Finally he
turned his attention to the two other boys sharing his compartment. One was seated on the same side as him,
closer to the door. He was big, with a squarish head and short dark hair. He was flipping avidly through an
illustrated booklet called Elemental Magic: What to Know for the New Witch and Wizard. James had seen
copies of these being sold from a small stall on the platform. On the cover, a good-looking teenaged wizard
in school robes was winking as he conjured a series of objects from a trunk. He had just produced a full-sized
tree with cheeseburgers for fruit when the boy flipped the cover backwards and settled in to read one of the

articles. James turned his attention to the boy across from him, who was looking at him openly, smiling.
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“I've got a cat,” said the boy, unexpectedly. James blinked at him, and then noticed the box sitting
on the seat next to the boy. It had a hinged grate for a door and a small black and white cat could be seen

inside, lounging and licking its forepaw. “You aren’t allergic to cats, are you?” the boy asked James earnestly.

“Oh. No,” James replied, “I don’t think so. My family has a dog, but my Aunt Hermione has a big

old carpet of a cat. I've never had a problem with it.”

“That’s good,” the boy answered matter-of-factly. He had an American accent that James found a
little amusing. “My mom and dad are both allergic to cats so we could never have one, but I like them.
When I saw that I could bring a cat, I knew that was what I wanted. This is Thumbs. He has extra toes, see?

One on each paw. It’s not particularly magical, I suppose, but it makes him interesting. What'd you bring?”

“I've got an owl. He’s been in the family for a few years. A big, old barn owl with plenty of miles on
him. I wanted a frog, but my dad says a boy should start school with an owl. He says there’s no more useful

animal for a first year, but I think he just wanted me to have one because he had one.”

The boy grinned happily. “So your dad is a wizard, too? Mine isn’t. Neither is my mom. I’'m the
first in my family. We just found out about the magical world last year. I could hardly believe it! I always
thought magic was the sort of thing that happened at little kids’ birthday parties. Guys in tall black hats

pulling silver dollars out of your ear. Stuff like that. Wow! Have you known you were a wizard all your life?”

“Pretty much. It’s hard to miss when your first memories are of your grandparents arriving for
Christmas morning via the fireplace,” James answered, watching the boy’s eyes widen. “Of course, it never

seemed strange to me at all, you know. It was just life.”

The boy whistled appreciatively. “That’s wild and crazy! Lucky you! Anyway, my name’s Zane
Walker. I'm from the States, if you haven’t guessed. My dad is working in England for the year, though. He
works on movies, which isn’t as exciting as it sounds. I'll probably be going to the wizarding school in
America next year, but it looks like it’'s Hogwarts for me this year, which is fine by me, although if they try to
give me any more kidneys or fish for breakfast, I think I’ll blow a gasket. Good to meet you.” He finished in
a rush, and reached across the compartment to shake James” hand in a gesture that was so guileless and
automatic that James almost laughed. He shook Zane’s hand happily, relieved to have so quickly made an

acquaintance. “I’m happy to meet you, too, Zane. My name’s Potter. James Potter.”

Zane sat back and looked at James, tilting his head curiously. “Potter. James Potter?” he repeated.
James felt a small, familiar surge of pride and satisfaction. He was used to being recognized, even if he
pretended to not always like it. Zane made a sort of quizzical half-frown, half-grin. “Where’s Q, double-oh-

seven?”
James faltered. “Excuse me?”

“What? Oh, sorry,” Zane said, his expression changing to one of bemusement. “Thought you were

making a James Bond joke. Hard to tell with that accent.”
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“James who?” James said, feeling that the conversation was slipping away from him. “And what

accent? You're the one with the accent!”

“Your last name’s Potter?” This came from the third boy in the compartment. He'd lowered his

booklet a little.
“Yes. James Potter.”

“Potter!” Zane said in a fairly ridiculous attempt at an English accent. “James Potter!” He raised his

fist next to his face, index finger pointed toward the ceiling like a pistol.

“Are you related to this Harry Potter kid?” said the bigger boy, ignoring Zane. “Only I'm reading
about him right here in this ‘Brief History of the Magical World’ article. Seems like he was a pretty big deal.”

“He’s not a kid anymore,” James laughed. “He’s my dad. He’s less of a big deal when you see him
eating Wheatabix in his boxers each morning.” This wasn’t technically true, but it always put people at ease
to think they’d gotten a mental glimpse of the great Harry Potter in a candid moment. The large boy raised
his eyebrows, frowning slightly. “Wow! Cool. Says here he defeated the most dangerous evil wizard ever.
Some guy named, umm...” He glanced down at the booklet, scanning it. “It’s right here somewhere.

Volda-whatsit or something.”

“Yeah, it’s true,” James said. “But really, now he’s just my dad. That was a long time ago.” But the

other boy had turned his attention to Zane.
“You’re Muggle-born, too?” he asked. Zane looked baffled for a moment. “What? I’'m what-born?”

“Non-magical parents. Like me,” said the bigger boy seriously. “I’'m trying to learn the language.
My dad says it’s important to get a handle on the basics straight off. He’s a Muggle, but he’s already read
Hogwarts: A History cover to cover. He quizzed me on it the whole ride in. Ask me a question. Anything.”

He glanced back and forth between Zane and James.

James raised his eyebrows at Zane, who frowned and shook his head. “Um. What's seven times

forty-three?”

The bigger boy rolled his eyes and slumped in his seat. “I meant about Hogwarts and the wizarding

world.”

“I've got a new wand,” Zane said, abandoning the bigger boy and turning to dig in his pack. “It’s
made of birch, with a unicorn tail in it or something. Can’t get it to do squat, yet. Not for lack of effort,

though, I'll tell you that.” He turned, flourishing the wand, which was wrapped in yellow cloth.

“I'm Ralph, by the way,” said the bigger boy, putting aside his booklet. “Ralph Deedle. I just got

my wand yesterday. It’s made of willow, with a Himalayan yeti whisker core.”

James glanced at him. “A whae?”
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“A Himalayan yeti whisker. Very rare, according to the man we bought it from. Cost my dad
twenty Galleons. Which translates to a good bit, I think.” He studied Zane’s and James’ faces in turn. “Er,

why?”
James raised his eyebrows. “It’s just that I've never heard of a Himalayan yeti.”

Ralph sat up and leaned forward earnestly. “Sure! You know what those are. Some people call them
abominable snowmen. I always thought they were imaginary, you know. But then on my birthday, my dad
and me found out I was a wizard, and I'd always thought wizards were imaginary, too! Well, now 'm
learning about all kinds of crazy things that I thought were imaginary that are turning out to be true.” He

picked up his booklet again and fanned the pages with one hand, gesturing vaguely with the other.
“Just out of curiosity,” James said carefully, “where did you buy your wand?”

Ralph grinned. “Oh, well we thought that was going to be the hard part, didn’t we? I mean, there
don’t seem to be wand merchants on every corner where we come from, which is Surrey. So we got down
here to the city early and followed the directions to that Diagon Alley place. No problem! There was a man

right there on the street corner with a little booth.”
Zane was watching Ralph with interest.
“A little booth,” James prodded.

“Yeah! Of course, he didn’t have the wands right there in the open. He was selling maps. Dad
bought one and asked directions to the best wandmaker in town. My dad develops security software. For
computers. Did I mention that? Anyway, he asked for the best, most state of the art wandmaker. Turned
out the man was an expert wandmaker himself. Only makes a few a year, but keeps them special for people

who really know what they are looking for. So Dad bought the best one he had.”
James was trying to keep his face straight. “The best one he had,” he repeated.

“Yeah,” Ralph confirmed. He dug in his own backpack and pulled out something about the size of a

rolling pin, wrapped in brown paper.
“The one with the yeti core,” James confirmed.

Ralph suddenly glanced at him, halfway through unwrapping the package he’d removed from his
backpack. “You know, it starts sounding a little silly when you say it, doesn’t it?” he asked a bit morosely.

“Ah, bugger.”

He pulled the brown paper off. It was about eighteen inches long and as thick as a broomstick. The
end had been whittled to a dull point and painted lime green. They all stared at it. After a moment, Ralph

looked a bit desperately at James. “It’s not really good for anything magical, is it?”

James tilted his head. “Well, it’d be a treat for killing vampires with, I'd think.”
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“Yeah?” Ralph brightened.

Zane straightened and pointed to the door of the compartment. “Woo! Food! Hey, James, you got

any of that wacky wizard money? I'm starved.”

The old witch that operated the food cart peered into the open door of their compartment.

“Anything you’d fancy, dears?”

Zane had jumped up and was looking eagerly over her wares, examining them with a serious, critical
eye. He glanced back at James expectantly. “Come on, Potter, now’s your chance to welcome us Muggle-
borns to the table with a little wizard generosity. All I have is an American ten dollar bill.” He turned back to

the witch. “You don’t take American greenbacks, do you?”
She blinked and looked slightly aghast. “American green... excuse me?”
“Drat. I thought not,” Zane said, wiggling his upturned palm towards James.

James dug in the pocket of his jeans, bemused and amazed at the boy’s temerity. “Wizard money

isn’t like play money, you know,” he said reproachfully, but there was a smile in his voice.
Ralph looked up from his booklet again, blinking. “Did he just say ‘drat’?”

“Oooh! Look at this!” Zane cried happily. “Cauldron Cakes! And Licorice Wands! You wizards

really know how to carry a metaphor. Us wizards, I mean. Heh!”

James paid the witch and Zane flopped back into his seat, opening a box of Licorice Wands.
Assorted colors of wands were laid out in neat compartments. Zane produced a red one, brandished it, and
then flicked it toward Ralph. There was a pop and a shower of tiny, purple flowers peppered the front of
Ralph’s tee shirt. Ralph glanced down at them.

“Better than I've gotten out of my own wand, yet,” Zane said, biting off the end of the wand with

gusto.

James was surprised and pleased to find that he wasn’t nervous anymore, or at least not much. He
opened the box containing his own Chocolate Frog, caught the frog in the air as it leaped out, and bit its head
off. He looked down into the bottom of the box and saw the face of his dad peering up at him. ‘Harry
Potter, the Boy Who Lived’, ran the caption at the bottom of the card. He took the card out of the box and
handed it to Ralph.

“Here. A little something for my new Muggle-born friend,” he said as Ralph took it. Ralph hardly
noticed. He was chewing, holding up one of the tiny, purple flowers. “I don’t know for sure,” he said,

looking at it, “but I think these are made out of meringue.”
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After the initial rush of excitement and worry, then the whirlwind of making new acquaintances, the
rest of the train ride seemed remarkably mundane. James found himself in turns either acting as a tour guide
for his two new friends or having their conversation explained to him wherever they centered on Muggle life
and concepts. He found it incredible that they had apparently spent a great chunk of their lives watching
television. Whenever they weren’t watching it, it seemed that they and their friends were playing games on i,
pretending to drive racing cars or go on adventures or play sports. James had, of course, heard of television
and video games, but having had mostly wizard friends, he’d assumed Muggle children only engaged in those
activities when there was absolutely nothing better to do. When he asked Ralph why he’d spent so much
time playing sports on the television instead of playing them in real life, Ralph merely rolled his eyes, made an
exasperated noise, and then looked helplessly at Zane. Zane had clapped James on the back and said, “James,
buddy, it's a Muggle thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

James, in turn, had explained as best he could about Hogwarts and the magical world. He told them
about the unplottable nature of the castle, which meant it couldn’t be found on any map by anyone who
didn’t already know its location. He described the school houses and explained the House points system Dad
and Mum had told him about. He tried, as best he could, to explain Quidditch, which seemed to leave both
of them confused and frustratingly unenthusiastic. Zane had had the ridiculous idea that only witches rode
brooms, apparently based on a movie called 7he Wizard of Oz. James tried very patiently to explain that both
wizards and witches rode brooms and that it wasn’t at all ‘a girly thing’. Zane, apparently sensing the
consternation this was causing, went on to insist that all witches were supposed to have green skin and warts

on their noses, and the conversation quickly deteriorated.

Just as evening was beginning to turn the sky a pale purple and silhouette the trees outside the train’s
windows, a tall, older boy with neatly cropped blonde hair knocked sharply on their compartment door.
“Hogsmeade Station straight ahead,” he said, leaning in with an air of brisk purpose. “You fellows will want

to be getting your school robes on.”

Zane frowned and raised his eyebrows at the boy. “We will, will we?” he asked. “It’s almost seven
o’clock. Are you guite sure?” He pronounced the word ‘quite’ with his ridiculous English accent. The older

boy’s brow darkened very slightly.

“My name is Steven Metzker. Fifth year. Prefect. And you are?”
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Zane jumped up, offering the boy his hand in a parody of the gesture he’d shown James at the
beginning of the trip. “Walker. Zane Walker. Happy to meet you Mr. Prefect.”

Steven glanced down at the proffered hand, and then decided, with an apparently great effort, to go
ahead and shake it. He spoke to the compartment at large as he did so. “There will be a dinner in the Great
Hall promptly upon your arrival on the school grounds. School robes are required. I will assume by your
accent, Mr. Walker,” he said, retracting his hand and looking bracingly at Zane, “that dressing for dinner is a
relatively new concept. No doubt you’ll catch on fast.” He caught James’ eye, dropped a quick wink, and

then disappeared down the corridor.
“No doubt I shall,” Zane said cheerfully.

James helped Ralph and Zane make sense of their robes. Ralph had put his on backwards, making
him look to James like the youngest cleric he’d ever seen. Zane, liking the look, had turned his around on
purpose, proclaiming that if it wasn’t the style yet, it soon would be. Only when James had insisted that it

would be disrespectful to the school and teachers did Zane reluctantly agree to turn it back around.

James had been told repeatedly and in great detail what would happen when they arrived. He knew
about Hogsmeade Station, had even been there a few times when he was very young, although he had no
memories of it. He knew about the boats which would ferry them across the lake and had seen dozens of
pictures of the castle. Still, he discovered that none of that had quite prepared him for the grandness and
solemnity of it. As the tiny boats glided across the lake, drawing V-shaped wakes on the glassy water, James
stared with a kind of wonder that was perhaps even greater than that felt by those with him who hadn’t come
believing they knew what to expect. The sheer bulk of the castle amazed him as it rambled and clumped on
the great rocky hilltop. It soared upwards in turrets and ramparts, each structural detail lit on one side by the
blue of the approaching night, on the other by the golden rose of the setting sun. A galaxy of windows dotted
the castle, glowing a warm yellow on the shaded sides, glittering like sunfire on the lit. The massiveness and
weight of the sight seemed to press down on James with a pleasant awe, going straight through him and

down, down, into its own reflection deep in the mirror of the lake.

There was one detail he hadn’t expected, however. Halfway across the lake, just as conversation had
begun to spring up again among the new students and they began to hoot excitedly and call to each other
across the water, James noticed another boat on the lake. Unlike the ones he and his fellow first years rode in,
it wasn’t lit by a lantern. Nor was it approaching the castle. It was pointed away from the lights of Hogwarts,
a larger boat than his own, but still small enough to be nearly lost in the dim shadows at the edge of the lake.
There was one person in it, lanky and thin, almost spiderlike. James thought it looked like a woman. Just as
he was about to turn away and forget the decidedly unremarkable sight, the figure looked up at him suddenly,
as if aware of his curiosity. In the darkening light, he was almost sure their eyes met, and a totally unexpected
coldness came over him. It was indeed a woman. Her skin was dark, her face bony, hard, with high cheeks
and a sharp chin. A scarf was tied down neatly over her head, hiding most of her hair. The look on her face
as she watched him watch her wasn’t frightened or angry. Her face didn’t seem to have any expression at all,

in fact. And then she vanished. James blinked in surprise, before realizing, a moment later, that she hadn’t
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actually vanished, she had simply been obscured behind a hedge of reeds and cattails as their boats grew
further apart. He shook his head, smiled at himself for being a typically jumpy first year, and then returned

his gaze to the journey ahead.

The gaggle of first years entered the courtyard with a chorus of appreciative chatter. James found
himself straggling, threading almost unconsciously to the rear of the group as they climbed the steps into the
brightly lit corridor. There was Mr. Filch, whom James recognized by his hair, scowl, and the cat, Mrs.
Norris, which he held cradled in the crook of his arm. Here were the enchanted staircases, even now creaking
and grinding into new positions to the mingled delight and trepidation of the new students. And here,
finally, were the doors into the Great Hall, their panels gleaming mellowly in the light of the chandeliers. As
the students congregated there, conversation faltered to silence. Zane, standing shoulder to shoulder with
Ralph, who was nearly a head taller, turned and looked over his shoulder at James, waggling his eyebrows and

grinning,

The doors creaked and swung inwards, light and sound pouring out through them as they revealed
the Great Hall in all its splendor. The four long House tables were full of students, hundreds of faces
grinning, laughing, chattering, and capering. James looked for Ted, but couldn’t find him in the throng.

The tall, slightly gawky teacher who’d led them to the doors turned and faced them, smiling
disarmingly. “Welcome to Hogwarts, first years!” he called over the noise of the Hall. “My name is Professor
Longbottom. You’ll be sorted into your houses straight off. Once that’s done, you'll find your table and

dinner will be served. Please follow me.”

He turned with a flap of his robes and proceeded briskly down the center of the Great Hall.
Nervously, the first years began to follow, first in a shuffle, then in a brisk trot, trying to keep up. James saw
the heads of Ralph and Zane crane back, their chins pointing higher and higher. He’d almost forgotten about
the enchanted ceiling. He looked up himself, but only a little, not wanting to look like he was 700 impressed.
The higher he looked, the more the ceiling beams and alcoves retreated into transparency, revealing a
stunning representation of the outside sky. Cold, brittle-looking stars glittered like silver dust on jeweler’s
velvet and off to the right, just over the Gryffindor table, the half-moon could be seen, its giant face looking
both mad and jolly.

“Did he say his name was Longbortom?” Zane said to James out of the corner of his mouth.
“Yeah. Neville Longbottom.”

“Wow,” Zane breathed. “You Brits really have a thing to learn about subtlety. I don’t even know
where to start with a name like that.” Ralph shushed him as the crowd began to quiet, noticing the first years

lining up along the front of the hall.

James looked along the table on the dais, trying to pick out all the teachers he knew about. There
was Professor Slughorn, looking just as fat and ridiculously baroque as his parents had described. Slughorn,

James recalled, had come on as a temporary teacher during his parents’ time, apparently reluctantly, and then
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simply never left. Next to him was the ghostly Professor Binns, then Professor Trelawney, blinking owlishly
behind her gigantic spectacles. Further down the table, recognizable by his size (James could see he sat on a
stack of three enormous books) was Professor Flitwick. Several other faces James didn’t recognize were
scattered about: teachers who’d come since his parents’ time and were therefore relatively unfamiliar. No sign
of Hagrid, but James had learned that he was off among the giants again with Grawp, and wouldn’t return
until the following day. Finally, at the center of the table, just then standing and raising her arms, was

Minerva McGonagall, the Headmistress.

“Welcome returning students, and welcome new students,” she said in her piercing, rather tremulous
voice, “to this first banquet of this new year at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.” A cheer of
happy acknowledgement went up from the seated students behind James. He glanced back over his shoulder,
scanning the crowd. He saw Ted seated, hooting through his cupped hands, surrounded by group of
somehow impossibly handsome and beautiful older boys and girls at the Gryffindor table. James tried to

smile at him, but Ted didn’t notice.

As the cheers diminished, Professor McGonagall continued. “I’'m glad to see you are all as excited to
be here as are your teachers and school staff. Let us hope that this spirit of mutual understanding and unity of
purpose accompanies us throughout the school year.” She eyed the crowd, picking out certain individuals.

James heard scattered scuffling and the marked silences of conspicuous guilty grins.

“And now,” the Headmistress went on, turning to watch as a chair was carried onto the stage by two
older students. James noticed that one of them was Steven Metzker, the prefect they’d encountered on the
train. “As is our proud tradition on the occasion of our first gathering, let us witness the Sorting of our
newest students into their respective houses. First years, will you please approach the platform? I will be

calling your names individually. You will approach the platform and have a seat...”

James tuned out the rest. He knew this ceremony well, having quizzed his parents endlessly about it.
He had been, in the previous days, more excited about the Sorting ceremony than he had been about
anything else. In truth, he recognized now that his excitement had actually masked a numbing, terrible fear.
The Sorting Hat was the first test he’d have to pass in order to prove he was the man his parents expected him
to be, the man the wizarding world had already begun to assume he was. It hadn’t quite hit him until he’d
seen the article in the Daily Prophet several weeks earlier. It had been a fluffy, happy, little article of the
‘whatever happened to so-and-so’ variety, and yet it had filled James with a sort of cold, creeping dread. The
article summarized the ongoing biography of Harry Potter, now married to his school sweetheart, Ginny
Weasley, and announced that James, the first-born son of Harry and Ginny Potter, was to be attending his
first year at Hogwarts. James had been particularly haunted by the line that ended the article. He could recall
it word for word: We at the Daily Prophet, along with the rest of the magical world, wish young My. Potter all the
best as he moves on to fulfill, and perhaps even surpass, the expectations any of us could hope to have of the son of
such a beloved and legendary figure.
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What would the Daily Prophet, or the rest of the wizarding world, think of the son of the beloved and

legendary figure if he sat on that chair and the Sorting Hat proclaimed him something other than a
Gryftindor? Back on Platform Nine and Three Quarters, James had confided this very fear to his dad.

“There isn’t any more magic in being a Gryffindor than there is in being a Hufflepuff or a Ravenclaw
or a Slytherin, James,” Harry Potter had said, squatting down and putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
James had pressed his lips together, knowing his dad would say something like that.

“Would that have comforted you back when you were getting ready to sit on the chair and put that

hat on your head?” he’d asked in a low, serious voice.

His dad didn’t answer, only pressed his lips together, smiled ruefully and shook his head. “But I was
a worried, superficial, little git back then, James, my boy. Try not to be like me in that regard, OK? We
know great witches and wizards from all the houses. I'll be proud and honored to have my son in any of

them.”

James had nodded, but it hadn’t worked. He knew what his dad really wanted--and expected--
despite the talk. James was to be a Gryffindor, just like Mum and Dad, just like his uncles and aunt, just like
all the heroes and legends he’d been told about since he was a baby, all the way back to Godric Gryffindor
himself, greatest of all the founders of Hogwarts.

And yet now, as he stood, watching the Sorting Hat being produced and held aloft by the skinny
arms of Headmistress McGonagall, he found that all his fears and worries had somehow drained away. He’d
had a sort of idea during the last few hours. Now it came fully to the front of his mind. He had assumed all
along that he had no choice but to compete with his father and try to fill his enormous shoes. His subsequent
terrible fear had been that he would be unequal to the task, that he would fail. But what if there was another

option? What if he simply didn’t try?

James stared ahead, unseeing, as the first students were called to the chair, as the hat was lowered
onto their heads, almost hiding their intensely curious, upturned eyes. He looked like a statue--a statue of a
small boy with his father’s unruly black hair and his mother’s nose and expressive lips. What if he simply
didn’t try to live up to the giant shadow cast by his dad? Not that he wouldn’t be great in his own way. It
would just be a very different way. A decidedly, intentionally different way. And what if that started here?
Right here, on the platform, on his first day, being proclaimed... well, something other than a Gryffindor.
That would be all that mattered. Unless...

“James Potter,” the voice of the Headmistress rang out with her distinctive rolled ‘r’ on his last name.
He startled, looking up at her as if he’d forgotten she was there. She looked a hundred feet tall standing there
on the platform, her arm held out ramrod straight and holding the Sorting Hat over the chair, casting a
triangular shadow onto it. He was about to move forward and climb the short flight of steps to the platform
when a noise broke out behind him. It shocked and worried him for a moment. He was irrationally afraid
that somehow his thoughts had gotten out and betrayed him, that it was the noise of the Gryffindor table

standing, booing him. But it wasn’t the sound of booing. It was the sound of applause, polite and sustained,
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in response to the calling of his name. James turned to the Gryffindor table, a smile of gratitude and
happiness already lighting his face. But they weren’t the ones applauding. They sat there rather blankly.
Most of their heads were turned toward the source of the sound. James turned, following their eyes. It was

the Slytherin table.

James felt rooted to the spot. The entire table was looking at him with pleasant smiles, every one
open, happy, applauding. One of the students, a tall, very attractive girl with wavy black hair and large,
sparkling eyes, was standing. She clapped lightly but confidently, smiling directly at James. Finally, the other

tables began to join in, first in dribs and drabs, and then in a sustained, rather puzzled ovation.

“Yes. Yes, thank you,” Headmistress McGonagall called over the applause. “That will be enough.
We are all quite, er, happy that we have young Mr. Potter here with us this year. Now, if you'll please resume
your seats...” James began his ascent of the dais while the applause died down. As he turned and sat down
on the chair, he heard the Headmistress mutter, “So we can finish this and have dinner before the next
equinox.” James turned to look up at her, but saw only the dark maw of the Sorting Hat coming down on
top of him. He closed his eyes tightly and felt the cool softness of the hat cover his head, slipping down over

his brow.

Instantly, all other sound stopped. James was in the mind of the hat, or perhaps it was the other way

around. It spoke, but not to him.

“Potter, James, yes, I've been expecting this one. The third Potter that’s come under my brim.
Always difficult, these...,” it mused to itself, as if it enjoyed the challenge. “Courage, yes, as always, but

courage is cheap in the young. Still, good Gryffindor stock, just like the ones before.”

James’ heart leaped. Then he remembered the thought he’d had standing before the dais and he
faltered. I don’t have to play the game, he thought to himself. 7 don’t have to be a Gryffindor. He thought of
the applause, thought of the face of the pretty girl with the long, wavy black hair, standing beneath the green

and silver banner.

“Slytherin, he thinks!” the hat spoke in his head, considering. “Yes, always that possibility as well.
Like his father. He’d have made a great Slytherin, but hadn’t the will. Hmm, very unsure of himself is this
one, and that is a first for a Potter. Lack of sureness is neither a Gryffindor nor a Slytherin trait. Perhaps

Hufflepuff would do him some good...”

Not Hufflepujf; thought James. Faces swam up before him in his mind: Mum and Dad, Uncle Ron,
Aunt Hermione, Gryffindors all. Then they faded and he saw the girl at the Slytherin table, smiling,
applauding. He heard himself thinking, as he had thought minutes earlier, 7 could be great in a different way,

an intentionally different way. ..

“Not Hufflepuff, hmm? Perhaps you’re right. Yes, I see it now. Confused you may be, but
uncertain you are not. My initial instincts are correct, as always.” And then aloud, the Sorting Hat called out

the name of his house.
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The hat was whipped off his head, and James had actually thought he’d heard the word ‘Slytherin’
still echoing from the walls, actually looked with sudden horror toward the green and silver table to see them
applauding, when he realized it was the table beneath the crimson lion that had jumped up and applauded.
The Gryffindor table cheered loudly and raucously, and James realized how much more he liked that than the
polite, practiced applause he’d gotten earlier. He leaped from the chair, ran down the steps, and was
enveloped amongst the cheers. Hands patted his back and reached out to shake his and high-five him. A seat

near the front opened for him and a voice spoke in his ear as the cheers finally subsided.

“Never doubted it a minute, mate,” the voice whispered happily. James turned to see Ted give him a
confident nod and a slap on the back before settling back to his seat. Turning back to watch the rest of the
Sorting ceremony, James felt, so suddenly, perfectly happy that he thought he might split right down the
middle. He didn’t Aave to follow exactly in his dad’s footsteps, but maybe he could start doing things
deliberately differently tomorrow. For now, he gloried in the knowledge that Mum and Dad would be
thrilled to know that he, like them, was a Gryffindor.

When Zane’s name was called, he trotted up the steps and plopped on the chair as if he thought it
was going to take him on a roller coaster ride. He grinned as the shadow of the hat fell over his head, and it
had no sooner done so than the hat cried out “Ravenclaw!” Zane raised his eyebrows and rocked his head
back and forth in a cheerfully mystified way that brought a peal of laughter from the crowd even as the

Ravenclaws cheered and beckoned him to their table.

The rest of the first years made their way to the dais and the house tables filled out appreciably.
Ralph Deedle was one of the last to climb up and sit on the chair. He seemed to shrink a bit under the hat as

it thought for a surprisingly long time. Then, with a flourish of its peak, the hat announced, “Slytherin!”

James was stunned. He had been sure that at least one, if not both, of his new friends would end up
seated next to him at the Gryffindor table. Neither of them had joined him, however, and one of them, the
one he least expected, had become a Slytherin. Of course, he conveniently forgot that he himself had almost
succeeded in getting sent there. But Ralph? A Muggle-born if ever there was one? He turned and saw Ralph
seating himself at the table on the far side of the room, being patted on the back by his new housemates. The
girl with the sparkling eyes and the wavy black hair was smiling again, pleasantly, welcomingly. Maybe
Slytherin House had changed, he thought. Dad and Mum would hardly believe it.

Finally, Headmistress McGonagall put the Sorting Hat away. “First years,” she called, “your new
house is your home, but we are all your family. Let us enjoy competitions wherever we may find them, but
never forget where our ultimate loyalties lie. And now,” she pushed her spectacles onto her nose and
addressed the crowd over them. “Announcements. As always, the Forbidden Forest is off limits to students at
all times. Please be sure that this is not a merely academic preference. First years may ask any older students--
except for Mr. Ted Lupin and Mr. Noah Metzker, whose counsel you might wish to avoid on the matter--

what they can expect if they determine to ignore this rule.”
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James let the rest of the announcements roll over him as he scanned the faces of the crowd. Zane, at
the Ravenclaw table, had pulled a bowl of nuts in front of him and was determinedly working his way
through it. Across the room, Ralph caught James’ eye and gestured wonderingly at himself and his new

housemates, seeming to ask James if it was all right. James shrugged and nodded noncommittally.

“Leaving us with one last order of business,” the Headmistress finally said, to the accompaniment of a
few brave cheers. “Some of you may have noticed that there is one empty chair amidst your teachers here on
the dais. Rest assured that you shall have a Defense Against the Dark Arts professor and that he is indeed a
uniquely qualified and gifted expert on the subject. He will be arriving tomorrow afternoon, along with a full
complement of fellow teachers, students, and associates, as part of a year-long international magical summit
between his school and ours. I will expect you all to turn out tomorrow afternoon in the main courtyard for
the arrival of the representatives from Alma Aleron and the United States Department of Magical

Administration.”

Sounds of mingled excitement and derision erupted in the hall as the students instantly turned to
discuss this rather remarkable turn of events with their fellows. James heard Ted say, “What is some old Yank
gonna be able to tell us about the Dark Arts? What channel to watch them on?” There was a chorus of
laughter. James turned around, looking for Zane. He found him, caught his eye, and pointed at him,
shrugging. Your people are coming here, he mouthed. Zane clapped his hand over his heart and saluted with
the other.

In the midst of the debate, dinner appeared on the long tables, and James, along with the rest of

Hogwarts, dug in with fervor.

It was nearly midnight by the time James made his way to the portrait of the Fat Lady marking the

entrance to the Gryffindor common room.

“Password,” she sang out. James stopped short, letting his green backpack slip off his shoulder and
thump to the floor. No one had told him any passwords.

“I don’t know the password yet. I'm a first year. I'm a Gryffindor,” he added lamely.
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“Gryffindor you may be,” said the Fat Lady, looking him up and down with an air of polite patience,

“but no password, no entry.”
“Maybe you could give me a little hint this time?” James said, trying to smile winningly.

The Fat Lady stared at him levelly. “You seem to have some unfortunate misunderstanding of the

nature of the term ‘password’, my dear.”

There was a commotion on the moving staircase nearby. It swung into view and settled, lurching
slightly, at the end of the landing. A group of older students clambered up, laughing and shushing each other

conspicuously. Ted was among them.
“Ted,” James called in relief, “I need the password. A little help?”

Ted saw James as he and the others approached. “Genisolaris,” he said, and then added to one of the
girls in the group, “Hurry it up, Petra, and don’t let Noah’s brother see you.”

She nodded, brushing past James as the portrait of the Fat Lady swung open to reveal the fire-lit glow
of the common room. James began to follow her in when Ted threw an arm around his shoulder, turning
him around and bringing him back out onto the landing. “My dear James, you can’t imagine we’re going to
let you toddle off to bed at such an early hour, do you? There are Gryffindor traditions to think about, for

Merlin’s sake.”
“What?” James stammered. “It’s midnight. You know that, do you?”

“Commonly known in the Muggle world as “The Witching Hour’,” Ted said instructively. “A
misnomer, of course, but “The Witching and Wizarding Pulling Tricks on Unsuspecting Muggle Country

Folk Hour’ is just a bit too long for anyone to remember. We like to call it, simply, ‘Raising the Wocket’.”

Ted was leading James back toward the stairs, along with three other Gryffindors. “The what?”
James asked, trying to keep up.

“Boy doesn’t know what the Wocket is,” Ted said mournfully to the rest of the group. “And his
dad’s the owner of the famous Marauder’s Map. Just think how much easier this would be if we could get
our hands on #hat bit of skullduggery. James, let me introduce you to the rest of the Gremlins, a group you
may indeed hope to join, depending on how things go tonight, of course.” Ted stopped, turned and threw
his arm wide, indicating the three others skulking along with them. “My number one, Noah Metzker, whose
only flaw is his unwitting relationship to his fifth-year prefect brother.” Noah bowed curtly at the waist,
grinning. “Our treasurer,” Ted continued, “if we ever manage to come across any coin, Sabrina Hildegard.”
A pleasant faced girl with a spray of freckles and a quill stuck in her thick reddish hair nodded to James. “Our
scapegoat, should such services ever be required, young Damien Damascus,” Ted gripped the shoulder of a
stout boy with heavy glasses and a pumpkin-like face who grimaced at him and growled. “And finally, my
alibi, my perfect foil, everyone’s favorite teacher’s favorite, Ms. Petra Morganstern.” Ted gestured

affectionately to the girl who was just returning from the portrait hole, stuffing something small into her jeans
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pocket. James noticed that everyone but him had changed out of their robes and into jeans and dark

sweatshirts. “Is everything clear for takeoff?” Ted asked Petra as she met them.

“Affirmative. All systems go, Captain,” she replied, and there was a titter from Damien. They all

turned and began to descend the staircase, Ted steering James along with them.
“Should I go change or something?” he asked, his voice shaking as he pounded down the stairs.

Ted gave him an appraising look. “No, I don’t think that’ll be necessary in your case. Relax, mate.
You’re going to have a blast. So to speak. Jump just here, then. You don’t want to step on #hat step, mind
you.” James jumped, his backpack swinging from his shoulder, feeling himself pulled along partly by the
group’s enthusiasm, but mostly by Ted’s grip on his elbow. He landed on the floor of a long, torch lit
corridor and stumbled to keep up. At the end of the hall, the group met three more students, all standing in

the shadow thrown by a statue of a gigantic, hunchbacked wizard wearing a very tall hat.

“Good evening, fellow Gremlins,” Ted whispered as they all clustered together in the shadow of the
statue. “Meet James, son of my godfather, some guy named Harry Potter.” James grinned sheepishly at the
new faces, and then did a double take at the third face in the group. “James, meet our Ravenclaw chapter,
Horace, Gennifer, and young whatsisname.” He turned to Gennifer. “What’s his name?" he asked, gesturing

at the boy on the end.

“Zane,” Gennifer said, throwing an arm around the smaller boy, who grinned and let himself be
playfully shaken. “Just met him tonight, but he’s got a little something that says Gremlin to me. I'm

thinking there might be some imp in his lineage somewhere.”

“We're gonna play Hunt the Wocket!” Zane said to James in a stage whisper that carried along the
entire corridor. “Sounds iffy to me, but if this’ll make us cool, well, I figured we might as well get it out of

the way straight off!” James couldn’t tell if Zane was joking, and then he realized it didn’t really matter.
“Raise the Wocket,” Noah corrected.

James decided it was time to impress himself upon the conversation. “So where is this Wocket? And

why are we all crammed into a corner behind a statue?”

“This isn’t just any old statue,” Petra said as Ted shimmied as far between the statue and the wall as
he could, apparently looking for something. “This is St. Lokimagus the Perpetually Productive. We only

learned his story last year and it led us to a rather amazing discovery.”
“Led you, you mean,” Ted said, his voice muffled.
Petra considered this and nodded. “True enough,” she agreed matter-of-factly.

“Back in your father’s day,” Noah said as Ted scratched around behind the statue, “there were six

secret passages in and out of Hogwarts. But that was before the Battle. After that, a lot of the castle was

28



rebuilt, and all the old secret passages were permanently sealed off. Funny thing about a magical castle,
though. It just seems to grow new secret passages. We've only found two, and those only because of Petra
and our Ravenclaw friends here. St. Lokimagus the Perpetually Productive is one of them. It’s all right there

in his slogan.”
Noah pointed to the words engraved into the statue’s base: Igizur Qui Moveo, Qui et Movea.

Ted made a grunt of triumph and there was a loud click. “You’ll never guess where it was this time,”
he said, puffing from beneath the statue. With a grind of moving stone, the statue of St. Lokimagus
straightened up as much as his humped back would allow, stepped carefully off his plinth, and then walked
across the corridor with a slightly bowlegged gait. He disappeared into the door opposite, which James saw

was a boys’ bathroom.

“What's his slogan mean?” James asked as the Gremlins began to duck hurriedly into the low

doorway on the back of St. Lokimagus’ plinth. Noah grinned and shrugged. “When you gotta go, you gotta

go"’
The passage led to a short stairway with rounded stone steps. The Gremlins pounded noisily up the
steps, and then shushed each other as they reached a doorway. Ted creaked the door open a fraction, peering

through the crack. A moment later he pushed the door wide and motioned for the rest to follow him outside.

The door opened inexplicably out of a small shed near what James recognized as the Quidditch pitch.

The tall grandstands rose into the moonlight, looking bleak and imposing in the silence.

“The passage only works one way,” Sabrina explained to James and Zane as the group ran lightly
across the Quidditch pitch toward the hills beyond. “If you go into it without having come through St.
Lokimagus’ tunnel first you just find yourself in the equipment shed. Pretty convenient, since it means that

even if we get caught, nobody else can chase us back through the tunnel.”
“Have you gotten caught yet?” James asked, puffing along next to her.

“No, but this is the first time we’ve tried to use it. We only discovered it at the end of last year.” She

shrugged as if to say well see how this turns out, won’t we?

Zane’s voice came out of the darkness behind James, conversationally. “What if St. Magic Buns gets
done with the loo before we all come back through his hole?” James shuddered at Zane’s turn of phrase, but

admired his logic. It seemed like a question worth asking.

“That’s definitely a question for a Ravenclaw,” Noah called back as quietly as he could, but nobody

answered.

After ten minutes of skirting the border of a scraggly, moonlit wood, the group clambered over a wire

fence into a field. Ted pulled his wand from his back pocket as he approached a patch of rambling bushes
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and weeds. James followed and saw that there was a low barn hidden among the growth. It was ramshackle,

bowed and buried in vines.

“Alohomora,” Ted said, pointing his wand at the large rusted padlock hanging on the door. There
was a flash of yellow light. It bloomed out of the lock, and then resolved into the shape of a glowing, ghostly
arm that snaked from the padlock’s keyhole. The arm ended in a fist with the index finger pointed in the air.
It waggled the finger back and forth reprovingly for a few seconds, and then vanished.

“Protective charm’s still in place, then,” Ted announced happily. He turned to Petra, who came

forward, pulling something out of her jeans pocket. James saw it was a rusted skeleton key.

“That was Gennifer’s idea,” Horace, the second Ravenclaw, said proudly. “Although I had wanted it

to be a different gesture.”
“Would’ve been a nice touch,” Zane agreed.

“We figured any magical types that tried to break in here wouldn’t think to try anything as boring as
a key,” Noah explained. “We put up Disillusionment Charms to keep the Muggles away, but they don’t

come out here anyway. It’s abandoned.”

Petra turned the key and pulled away the padlock. The doors of the old barn swung open with

surprising silence. “Creaky doors are for novices,” Damien said smugly, tapping the side of his pug nose.

James peered inside. There was something large in the shadows, its bulk blotting out the rear of the
barn. He could just barely make out the shape of it. More than anything, it looked like somebody’s very

antiquated idea of a flying saucer.

“Cool!” Zane cried happily, understanding dawning on him. “Raise the Wocke#! You’re right, James.
There was nothing like this in The Wizard of Oz.”

“The Wizard of what?” Ted said to James out of the corner of his mouth.

“I’s a Muggle thing,” James replied. “We wouldn’t understand.”
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Frank Tottington awoke suddenly, sure he’d heard something out in the garden. He was instantly
alert and angry, throwing off his covers and swinging his legs out of bed as if he’d fully expected such an

annoyance.
“Hmwah?” his wife mumbled, raising her head sleepily.

“It’s those dratted Grindle kids out in our garden,” Frank announced gruffly, jamming his feet into
his tartan slippers. “Didn’t I tell you they were sneaking in at night, trampling my begonias and stealing my
tomatoes? Kids!” he spat. He shrugged into a threadbare robe. It flapped about his shins as he clumped
down the stairs and grabbed his shotgun off the hook by the back door.

The screen door squeaked open and clapped against the outside wall as Frank barreled out. “All
right, you hooligans! Drop those tomatoes and step out here into the light where I can see you!” He raised

the shotgun in one hand, pointing it warningly at the star-strewn sky.

A light popped on over his head, illuminating him in a blinding white beam that seemed to hum
faintly. Frank froze, his shotgun still held barrel up, pointing up into the beam of light. Slowly, Frank raised
his head, squinting, his stubbly chin casting a long shadow down the front of his robe. There was something
hovering over him. It was hard to tell the size of it. It was simply a round black shape, with dim lights

dotting the edge. It was turning slowly and appeared to be lowering.

Frank gasped, stumbled and nearly dropped his gun. He recovered and backed quickly away, not
taking his eyes from the gently humming object. It lowered slowly, as if cushioned by the beam of light, and

as it came to rest, its hum deepened, throbbing.

Frank boggled at it, his knobby knees bent in a sort of alert crouch. He chewed on his dentures

fretfully.

Then, with a burst of steam and a hiss, the shape of a door appeared in the side of the object. It was
outlined in light, and the light brightened as the door unfolded, forming a short ramp. A figure was standing
framed in the light. Frank gasped and raised his shotgun, socking it to his shoulder. There was a blast of red
light and Frank jumped. He made to pull the trigger, but nothing happened. The trigger had changed,
become a small button instead of the comforting loop of metal. He glanced down at the shotgun, and then
held it out in front of him in shock. It wasn’t his shotgun at all. It was a small, ratty umbrella with a fake
wooden handle. He’d never seen it before. Recognizing he was in the presence of something truly

otherworldly, Frank dropped the umbrella and sank to his knees.

The figure in the doorway was small and thin. Its skin was a purplish green, its large head was nearly
featureless, with the suggestion of large, almond-shaped eyes barely visible in the glare of light from the open
hatchway. It began to walk down the ramp toward Frank, and its footsteps seemed unusually careful, almost
awkward. It ducked slightly to clear the doorway, then, suddenly the figure tripped on the lip of the hatch. It

stumbled forward, pinwheeling its arms, and seemed about to throw itself upon Frank. He scrambled
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backwards desperately, terrified. The small figure toppled forward, its disproportionately large head zooming

towards Frank, filling his vision.

In the moment before Frank blacked out, he was distracted only by the rather strange fact that the
figure seemed to be wearing, if nothing else, a fairly ordinary dark green backpack slung over its shoulders.

Frank fainted with a look of rather worried confusion on his face.

James awoke blearily the next morning. He pried his eyes open, taking in the unfamiliar shapes of
his surroundings. He was in a four-poster bed in a large, round room with a low ceiling. Sunlight beamed
cheerily in, lighting more beds, most of which were disheveled and empty. Slowly, like owls coming in to
roost, he remembered the previous night: the Sorting Hat, standing before the portrait of the Fat Lady and

not knowing the Gryftindor password, meeting Ted, and then the rest of the Gremlins.

He sat up in bed quickly, reaching for his face. He patted his cheeks, his brow, the shape of his eyes,
and then sighed with relief. Everything appeared to be back to normal. Something flopped onto his bed next
to him, a newspaper James didn’t recognize. It was turned to an article with the headline: ‘Local Man Insists
Martian Rockets Steal His Tomatoes’. James glanced up. Noah Metzker was standing at the foot of his bed,

a wry look on his face.

“They misspelled “Wocket’ again,” he said.
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Z. ARRIVAL OF THE ALMA ALERONS

By the time James had dressed and made his way down to the Great Hall for breakfast, it was nearly
ten o’clock. Less than a dozen students could be seen moving disconsolately among the detritus of the
morning’s earlier rush. At the far corner of the Slytherin table, Zane sat hunched and squinting under a beam

of sunlight. Across from him was Ralph, who saw James enter and waved him over.

As James made his way across the Hall, four or five house-elves, each wearing large linen napkins
with the Hogwarts crest embroidered on them, circled the tables, meandering in what at first appeared to be
random paths. Occasionally, one of them would duck beneath the surface of a table and then reappear a
moment later, tossing a stray fork or half a biscuit casually onto the mess of the table. As James passed one of
the elves, it straightened, raised its spindly arms, and then brought them swiftly down. The contents on the
table in front of him swirled together as if caught in a miniature cyclone. With a great clattering of dishes and
silverware, the corners of the tablecloth shot upwards and twisted around the pile of breakfast debris, creating
a huge clanking bag floating improbably over the polished wood table. The house-elf leaped from floor to
bench to tabletop, and then jumped, turning in midair and landing lightly on top of the bag. It grasped the
twisted top of the bag, using the knot as if it were a set of reins, and turned the bag, driving it bobbingly

toward the gigantic service doors in the side of the Hall. James ducked as the bag swooped over his head.

“Phew,” Zane muttered as James plopped down next to him and reached for the last piece of toast.
“These little waiters of yours may be weird-lookin’ buggers, but they know how to make a good cup of

coffee.”
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“They’re not waiters, they’re house-elves. I read about them yesterday,” Ralph said, happily
munching half a sausage. The other half was speared on the end of his fork, which he used like a pointer,
indicating the elves. “They work downstairs. They’re like the elves in that kids” story. The ones that came at
night and did all the work for the cobbler.”

“The what?” Zane asked over his coffee mug.

“The guy that makes shoes. He had all these shoes half finished and just lying around, and he was
about to fall over from all the work. You know that story, don’t you? So he falls asleep, and in the middle of
the night, all these little elves show up and whip out their hammers and go to town, fixing up all the shoes for
him. He wakes up and bammo, everything’s cool.” Ralph bit the rest of the sausage off his fork and

munched it, looking around. “I never pictured them wearing napkins, though.”
“Hey, alien-boy, I see your face is back to normal,” Zane said, examining James critically.
“What passes for it, I suppose,” James replied.
“Did it hurt at all when Sabrina zapped you?”

“No,” James said. “It felt weird. Really weird. But it didn’t hurt. It just went back to normal

overnight.”
“She must be an artist. You looked great. Webbed feet and all.”

“What are you two talking about?” Ralph asked, looking back and forth between them. They told
him all about the previous night, about raising the Wocket, and the farmer who’d fainted when James, the

little alien, had stumbled and fallen on top of him.

“I was hiding in the corner of the yard, near the shed, and I about gave myself a hernia trying not to
laugh when you tackled him. Attack of the Martian Klutzes!” He dissolved into laughter and after a

moment, James joined him.
“Where’d they get the spaceship?” Ralph asked, bypassing the humor.

“It’s just a bunch of chicken wire and papier-méché,” Zane said, downing the last of his coffee and
clapping the mug onto the table. He raised his arm and snapped his fingers twice. “Sabrina and Horace
made it last year as part of a float for a Christmas parade down in Hogsmeade. It used to be a giant cauldron.
Now, with the help of some paint and something Gennifer called a ‘Visum-ineptio charm’, it’s the R M.S.
Wocket.”

A very small house-elf approached Zane, frowning. “You, er, snapped, young master?” The elf’s voice

was gratingly deep despite his size.

“Here you go, buddy,” Zane said, handing the elf the empty coffee mug. “Nice work. Keep it up.
This is for you.”
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The elf looked down at the piece of paper Zane had just handed him. He raised his eyes again.
“Thank you, young master. Will there, er, be anything else?”

Zane flapped his hand dismissively. “No, thanks. Go get some sleep or something. You look tired.”

The elf looked at Ralph, then James, who shrugged and tried to smile. With a barely perceptible roll
of the eyes, the elf tucked the five dollar bill into his napkin and disappeared under the table.

Zane looked thoughtful. “I could get used to this.”
“I don’t think you’re supposed to tip the house-elves,” Ralph said uncertainly.

“I don’t see why not,” Zane said airily, stretching. “My dad tips everybody when he’s travelling. He

says it’s part of the local economy. And it fosters good service.”

“And you can’t just tell a house-elf to go get some sleep,” James said, suddenly realizing what had just

happened.
“Why the heck not?”

“Because that’s exactly what he’ll have to go and do!” James said in exasperation. He was thinking of
the Potter family house-elf, a sad little pug of an elf whose moroseness was only offset by his sheer bloody-
minded determination to do exactly what was asked of him. It wasn’t that James didn’t like Kreacher. It was
just that you had to learn precisely how to ask things of Kreacher. “House-elves have to do what is asked of
them by their masters. It’s just the kind of beings they are. He’s probably heading back to his cupboard, or
shelf, or wherever it is he sleeps even now and trying to work out how he’s going to sleep in the middle of the
morning.” James shook his head, and then realized it struck him funny. He tried not to smile, which only

made it worse. Zane saw it and pointed at him.
“Ha ha! You think it’s funny, too!” he chortled.

“I can’t imagine that they have to do everything we ask of them,” Ralph said, his brow furrowed.

“We're just students. We don’t own the place or anything. And we're just first years.”

“You remembered the name of the spell Sabrina used to make the Wocket look like a rocket?” James

asked, turning to Zane, impressed.

“Visum-ineptio,” Zane said, relishing the sound of it. “It means something like ‘eye-fooling’. If you
work through the Latin, you can sort of figure it out. Horace says it just helps people see what they think

they are going to see.”

James frowned. “So when that beam of light came out of the sky onto that farmer, he, sort of,

expected to see an alien spaceship?”
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“Sure. Everybody knows that a beam of light, at night, in the middle of nowhere means the little

green guys are coming.”
“You’re a strange guy, Zane,” Ralph said, not unappreciatively.

Just then, James sensed someone standing behind him. All three of them turned, looking up. It was
the Slytherin girl from the previous night, the one who’d led the applause for James before his Sorting. She
was looking down at him with a pleasant, vaguely indulgent expression. She was flanked by two other
Slytherins, a boy with handsome, rather sharp features whose smile showed an awful load of teeth, and
another girl, who wasn’t smiling. Heat rushed to James’ cheeks as he remembered he was sitting at the
Slytherin table. Before he could think, he scrambled to get up, a chunk of toast still sticking out of his

mouth.

“No, no!” the pretty Slytherin girl said, raising her hand toward him, palm out, stopping him in his
tracks almost as if she’d used magic. “Don’t stand. I'm happy to see you feel comfortable enough to sit at the
Slytherin table with us. These are quite different times than those of your father. But I assume too much.

Mr. Deedle, would you be so kind as to introduce me to your friend?”

Ralph coughed, clearing his throat in embarrassment. “Uh, this is my friend, James Potter. And this
is Zane. I forget his last name. Sorry.” He said the last to Zane, who shrugged, grinned at Ralph, then
jumped to his feet and reached across the table to shake the Slytherin girl’s hand.

“Walker. Zane Walker. Itis a distinct and heartfelt pleasure to make your acquaintance, Ms...”
The girl’s smile broadened a tiny bit and she tilted her head, still looking at Ralph.

“Oh!” Ralph said, jumping a bit. “Yes. This is, um, Tabitha Corsica. She’s a prefect in Slytherin
House, a sixth year, I think. Captain of the Slytherin Quidditch Team. And the debate team. And, um...
she has a really cool broom.” Having exhausted himself of everything he could think of to say about her,
Ralph slumped as if exhausted.

Tabitha finally accepted Zane’s hand, holding it lightly, then releasing it. “I'm glad to have officially
made your acquaintances. Mr. Potter, or may I call you James?” she said, turning to him. Her voice was like
silver bells and velvet, lower than James’ own, but rather beautiful. He realized she’d asked him a question,

shook himself, and answered.
“Yeah. Sure. James.”

“And I’d be delighted if you’d call me Tabitha,” she said, smiling as if this gesture of familiarity
pleased her immensely. “I'd just like to say, on behalf of Slytherin House, that we are glad you are among us,
and we hope sincerely that any remaining,” she glanced upwards with her eyes, considering, “prejudices will be
left in the past, where they forever belong.” She turned left and right, encompassing the two Slytherins with
her. “We all have nothing but the highest respect and, yes, regard for you and your father. Can we, I hope,

expect to all be friends?”
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The boy on Tabitha’s right continued to smile down at James. The girl on her left studied a spot on

the table somewhere between them, her face expressionless.

“S-sure. Friends. Of course,” James stammered. The silence of the rest of the hall seemed a huge

thing. It swallowed his voice, made it tiny.

Tabitha’s smile warmed even further. Her green eyes twinkled. “I'm pleased that you agree. And

now we will leave you to finish your, er, breakfasts. Tom? Philia?”
The three turned on the spot and swept away down the aisle.

“What did you just agree to?” Ralph asked as they stood and followed the Slytherins at a careful

distance.

“I think James here has either just made a gorgeous friend or a sultry enemy,” Zane said, watching
the swoop and drape of Tabitha’s robes as she turned the corner. “I can’t say for sure which I am rooting

»

for.

James was thinking hard. Things certainly had changed a lot since Dad’s and Mum’s day. He just

couldn’t quite tell if they were, in fact, better.

The three of them spent the rest of the morning exploring the school grounds. They visited the
Quidditch pitch, which looked to Zane and James remarkably different in the bright, hazy sunlight than it
had in the dark. Zane’s mouth fell open when he saw a group of older students playing a scratch three-on-
three Quidditch match. The players swooped in and out of formations, barely missing each other, calling out

plays and occasional swear words.

“Brutal!” Zane proclaimed happily as one of the players walloped a Bludger at an opposing player’s

head, knocking him into a barrel roll around his broomstick. “And /e been to a rugby match.”

They passed Hagrid’s cottage, which looked empty and dark, with no smoke in the chimney and the
door shut tight. Shortly after, they ran into Ted Lupin and Noah Metzker, who led them to the edge of the
Forbidden Forest. A gigantic, ancient-looking willow tree dominated the edge of the clearing. Ted held out

his arm, stopping Ralph as he moved toward it.
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“Close enough, mate,” he said. “Watch this.”

Ted loosened the mouth of a large laundry bag he’d been dragging behind him. Out of it, he
produced an object shaped roughly like a four-legged animal with wings and a beak. It was covered in

multicolored scraps of paper whose colors shifted and swam in the light breeze.
“No! It’s a pinata!” Zane exclaimed. “In the shape of a... a... don’t tell me! A... sphinxoraptor!”
“It’s a hippogriff,” James said, laughing.
“I like his name better,” Ralph said.
“Me too!” Noah added.

“Silence!” said Ted, raising his hand. He lifted the pinata in his other hand, hefted it, and then threw
it as hard as he could into the curtain of branches hanging from the willow. It vanished into the dense
foliage, and for a moment, nothing else happened. Then there was a rustle among the whiplike branches.
They writhed, as if something large was moving beneath them. Suddenly, the tree exploded into a violent
flurry of motion. Its branches flailed wildly, slapping, groaning, and creaking. The noise it made was like a
very localized windstorm. After a few seconds, the pifiata was caught up visibly in the branches. The tree
embraced it in dozens of coiling, angry whips, and then all of the branches pulled at once. It was as if the
pifata had been dropped into a blender. Shreds of multicolored paper and wizard candy exploded as the
ballistics charm core of the pifata triggered. Confetti and candies peppered the tree and the surrounding
clearing. The tree thrashed in apparent annoyance at the sudden colorful mess in its branches, then seemed to

give up. It settled into its original shape.

Ted and Noah laughed uproariously. “Behold the death of the Sphinxoraptor!” Noah proclaimed.
James had heard about the Whomping Willow, but was still impressed by both its violence and the other
Gryffindors’ casualness about it. Zane and Ralph simply stared, mouths agape. Without looking, Ralph
plucked an Every Flavor Bean out of his hair and stuck it in his mouth. He chewed meditatively for a

moment, and then glanced at James. “Tastes like taco! Cool!”

James separated himself from the group a little later and made his way up the stairs to the landing

outside the Gryffindor common room.
“Password,” the Fat Lady sang out as he approached.
“Genisolaris,” he replied, hoping it hadn’t changed already.
“Proceed,” the painting answered, swinging open.

The common room was empty, the fireplace cold. James ascended to the sleeping chamber and
headed for his bed. He was already feeling a warm sense of belonging in this room, even in its dozing,

midday emptiness. The beds had been neatly made. Nobby, James’ huge, brown barn owl, was sleeping in
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his cage with his head tucked under his wing. James flopped onto the bed, took a sheaf of parchment and a

quill, and began to write, being careful not to spill ink onto the blankets.

Dear Mum and Dad,

Arrived last night with no problems. Met some cool new friends so far. Ralph
turned out to be a Slytherin, which I'd have never guessed. Zane is a Ravenclaw, and he’s
about as crazy as Uncle George. They're both Muggle-born, so I'm learning a lot even
though classes haven't started yet. With their help, Muggle Studies should be a breeze. Ted
showed us the Whomping Willow, but we didn’t get too close, Mum. Some new teachers
here. Saw Neville yesterday, but didn’t have a chance to give him your greeting. Ob, and
a delegation of American wizards and such is arriving later today. Should be interesting
since Zane is from the States himself. Long story. More later.

Your son,

James

P.S. I'm a Gryffindor!

James smiled proudly as he folded and sealed the letter. He’d debated about the best way to
announce his house to Mum and Dad (and everybody else, since they’d all be waiting to hear about it from
his parents), and had decided that just saying it straight up would be best. Anything else would have seemed

either too casual or unnecessarily grand.

“Hey, Nobby,” James whispered. The bird raised its head halfway, revealing one great orange eye.

“Got a message for you to deliver. How about a nice fly home, hmm?”

Nobby stretched, ruffled his feathers so that he seemed to double in size for a moment, and then
stuck out his leg. James opened Nobby’s cage and attached the letter. The owl sidled carefully to the
window, unfolded his wings, hunched, and then launched himself easily into the bright daylight beyond the
window. James, feeling almost absurdly happy, watched until Nobby was a speck between the distant blue

mountain peaks. Whistling, he turned and ran noisily down the stairs.

He had lunch at the Gryffindor table in the Great Hall and then met up afterwards with Zane and
Ralph as the rest of the school began to assemble in the main courtyard. A small student orchestra had
assembled to play the American national anthem upon the arrival of the United States delegation. The
cacophony as they tuned their instruments was deafening. Zane commented with conviction that it was the
first time he’d ever heard The Star-Spangled Banner played on bagpipes and accordion. Students milled and

congregated, filling the courtyard. Finally, Professor Longbottom and another professor who James didn’t

39



know yet began to move among the crowd, pressing the students into orderly arrangements along the walls.
James, Zane, and Ralph found themselves near the great front gates, watching for the arrival of the Americans
with growing anticipation. James remembered the stories his parents had told of the arrival of the
Beauxbatons and Durmstrang delegations back when the Triwizard Tournament had been held at Hogwarts:
the gigantic horses and flying carriage of the one and the mysterious submarine galleon of the other. He

couldn’t help wondering how the Americans might choose to arrive.

The gathered throng watched and waited, voices hushed. The student orchestra stood on a small
tiered grandstand, instruments held at the ready, blinking in the hazy afternoon sunlight. Headmistress
McGonagall and the rest of the teaching staff stood, watching the sky, arranged along the portico which led

into the main hall.

Finally, someone pointed and voices called out. All eyes turned, straining. James squinted into the
golden haze over the distant mountain peaks. A dot resolved, growing larger as it approached. As he
watched, two more became visible, closely following the first. Sounds drifted into the courtyard, apparently
coming from the approaching objects. James glanced at Zane, who shrugged, obviously mystified. The
sound was a low, droning roar, growing quickly louder. The objects must have been moving at a great speed
because they were already swooping down, taking on shape as they approached the courtyard. The sound of
them became lower, vibrating, a beating thrum as of giant insect wings. James watched as the objects slowed

appreciably, lowering to meet their shadows on the courtyard lawn.
“Cool!” Zane called out over the sound of them. “They’re cars!”

James had heard about his grandfather Weasley’s enchanted Ford Anglia, flown once by his dad and
Uncle Ron to Hogwarts, where it took refuge in the Forbidden Forest and was never seen again. These
weren’t like that at all. One difference was that, unlike the photos James had seen of the Anglia, these cars
were shiny and immaculate, with chrome accents throwing darts of sunlight all around the courtyard. The
other difference, which produced a sustained sigh of appreciation from the gathered Hogwartians, was the
wings which folded out of the rear half of each vehicle. They were exactly like giant insect wings, thrumming

loudly, catching the sunlight in blurring rainbow-colored fans.

“That’s a Dodge Hornet!” Zane called, pointing at the first one as it landed. Its front wheels touched
down first and rolled slightly forward as the rest of the car settled behind them. It had two doors, and was a
fierce yellow color, with long wasplike wings. The second, according to Zane, who seemed to be an expert on
the subject, was a Stutz Dragonfly. It was bottle-green, low and long, with swooping fenders and chrome
pipes curling from its tapered hood. Its wings were also long and tapered, making a deep, beating drone
James could feel in his chest. Finally, the last one landed, and James didn’t need Zane to identify it. Even he
knew what a Volkswagen Beetle was. Its bulbous body rocked back and forth as the flaming red car
descended, its stubby wings thrumming underneath two hard outer wings which were unfolded from the back
of the car just like a real beetle. It settled onto its wheels as if they were landing gear, and the wings stopped

thrumming, folded delicately, and disappeared beneath the hard outer wings, which closed over them.
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The Hogwartians erupted into a great, exhilarated cheer at the same moment that the orchestra began

to play the anthem. Behind James, a gitl’s voice scoffed over the noise, “Americans and their machines.”

Zane turned to her. “That last one’s German. I'd have thought you’d known that.” He grinned at

her, then turned away, enjoying the applause.

As the Hogwarts band plodded its way through the anthem, the doors of the cars opened and the
American delegation began to emerge. Three identically dressed adult wizards appeared first, one from each
car. They wore dark, thigh-length grey-green cloaks, black vests over high white collars, and loose grey pants
that gathered just above their white socks and shiny black shoes. They stood for half a minute, blinking and
frowning about them as if surveying the crowd. Apparently satisfied with the security level of the courtyard,
the men stepped away from the open doors of each vehicle and assumed guard positions nearby. James could
see a bit into the open door of the nearest car, the Beetle, and wasn’t surprised at the disproportionately large
and sumptuous interior. Figures moved inside, and then the view was blocked as they began to climb out of

the car.

The number of figures that emerged from the cars surprised even James, who’d camped inside wizard
tents on many occasions and knew how flexible wizard spaces could be. Porters in burgundy cloaks moved to
the boots of each vehicle, producing small flat carts and unloading innumerable trunks and cases onto them,
forming dizzying, swaying piles. Young wizards and witches in surprisingly casual robes, some even wearing
jeans and sunglasses, began to fill the center of the courtyard. Official-looking adult witches and wizards
followed, their light grey cloaks and charcoal tunics identifying them as the members of the American
Department of Magical Administration. They gravitated, smiling, hands outstretched, toward the portico,

where Headmistress McGonagall and the staff were descending to meet them.

The last to emerge from the cars were also adults, although their variety of dress and ages implied
they were neither department officials nor students. James guessed these were the teachers of Alma Aleron,
the American wizarding school. There appeared to be one per car. The one nearest, climbing from the
Beetle, was as stout as a barrel, with long grey hair parted to frame a pleasant, blocky face. He wore tiny,
square glasses and smiled with an air of vaguely arrogant benevolence at the Hogwartians. Something about
him rang a faint bell in James’ memory, but he couldn’t quite place it. James turned, looking for the second
professor, and found him emerging from the Stutz Dragonfly. He was very tall, white-haired, with a long,
grey face, unsmiling and severe. He surveyed the crowd, his bushy black eyebrows working on the slab of his
forehead like a pair of caterpillars. A porter appeared next to him and held out a black leather case. Without
looking, the professor grasped the handles of the case in a great knobby-knuckled hand and moved forward,
approaching the portico like a ship under full sail.

“I'm making it my New Year’s resolution to avoid any classes with that guy,” Zane said gravely.

Ralph and James nodded.

James found the third professor from Alma Aleron just as she was climbing slowly, imperiously out of

the Dodge Hornet. She raised herself to her full height and turned her head slowly, as if examining each face
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in the crowd. James gasped, and without thinking, ducked down behind Ralph’s bulky form as her gaze
moved over the crowd. Carefully, he peeked over Ralph’s shoulder.

“What're you doing?” Ralph asked, straining to see James out of the corner of his eye.

James squinted through the crowd over Ralph’s shoulder. The woman wasn’t looking at him at all.
She didn’t appear to be looking at anything, precisely, despite the scrutinizing expression on her face. “That

tall lady over there. The one with the scarf tied down over her head. I saw her the other night on the lake!”
Zane stood on tiptoe. “The one over there that looks like a gypsy mummy?”

“Yeah,” James said, suddenly feeling foolish. The scarfed lady looked a lot older than he
remembered. Her eyes were a dull grey, her dark face bony and lined. A porter handed her a large wooden
cane and she accepted it with a nod. She began to make her way across the crowded courtyard slowly,

tapping the cane ahead of her as if feeling her way.

“Looks to me like she’s blind as the proverbial bat,” Zane said doubtfully. “Maybe it was an alligator

you saw in the lake instead of her. It'd be an easy mistake.”

“You guys know who that other teacher is?” Ralph suddenly interjected in a low, awed voice,

indicating the stout man in the square spectacles. “That’s...! That’s...! He’s the five... no! Wait, the

fifty...!”” he babbled.

Zane looked at the portico, frowning. “The little dude with the John Lennon glasses and the weird
liccle ruffled collar?”

“Yes!” Ralph rasped excitedly, beckoning to Zane as if trying to pull the man’s name out of his head.

“That’s... oh, whossname! He’s money!”
“How surprisingly hip of you to say so, Ralph,” Zane said, slapping Ralph on the back.

Just then, Professor McGonagall touched her wand to her throat and spoke, magnifying her voice so
that it echoed throughout the courtyard. “Students, faculty and staff of Hogwarts, please join me in

welcoming the representatives of Alma Aleron and the United States Department of Magical Administration.”

Another burst of perfunctory applause filled the courtyard. Someone in the student orchestra,
mistaking the announcement as a cue, began to play the American anthem