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01 - Waiting

A small island in the northern hemisphere, called England. A small town near the capital,
called Ottery St. Watchpole. A small house of ridiculous dimensions, called The Burrow. A
small garden at the backside, in dire need of water and a caring hand - here we find Harry
Potter, sitting in the grass, a brilliant-green snake close to him but in full sunlight, while Harry
prefers the shadow, watching some gnome holes in fair distance.

Every now and then, a quick movement at some hole, a head like a chestnut, on a body like a
potato, comes up for a moment, glancing around.

And bang, comes a cannonball of water - from a gnome perspective, that is, while the thing
isn't bigger than a hazelnut, splashes the head or misses, although very close.

The head disappears quickly, of course. After a hit, it is nicely coloured, because the water is
saturated with a colouring ink - initially red, then Harry has changed to yellow, to blue, now
he's trying a mix to produce the Gryffindor colours, scarlet and gold. Until tomorrow, the
colours will be gone, since Harry doesn't really share Ma Weasley's feelings toward the
gnomes. It's just a game.

A pretty stupid one. But if you're bored as much as Harry ...

At the beginning of vacation, the world looked great. The first major event was a family
conference in which Harry, supported by Ron and Ginny, told Arthur and Molly Weasley that
he had come across the better half of a slim million. Better than the other simply because it
could be found in Harry's vault - only days ago, the money had arrived through a channel in
which Mr. Chang, Harry's most likely future father-in-law, had played a nice game with a
dark wizard.

A slightly censored version of this background was part of Harry's explanation toward the
Weasleys. Then he expressed his strong determination to share with them as much as
possible, and that - for starters - Mr. Weasley might go looking for a comfortable family car.

Ma Weasley took the shock quite well, showed an open mind when her children suggested a
shopping day to celebrate the warm rain. In sharp contrast, however, stood her ironclad
refusal to accept anything close to a direct money transfer. A shopping day - gladly so,
presents - okay, but only so much. And she warned her husband not to have funny ideas, after
all, who needed a Muggle car if there was chimney travel and Apparition and portkey links.

Arthur Weasley nodded, nodded again later when Ron and Harry informed him that they
might look around by themselves, would then come to the Ministry to get his opinion about
one model or the other. There wasn't a rule in the Weasley household which prevented Harry
from buying a Muggle car, was it?

The next day, the Weasley-Potter gang, including Ma Weasley, spent most of the daylight
hours in the city, and some money in some shops.

One of these shops was called Swashbuckle Sweets. The owners, Fred and George Weasley,

were happy to hear the news, remarkably stubborn otherwise. Yes, they would accept a
shopping tour sponsored by Harry - if they ever found the time, that was, while otherwise the
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only effect Harry could achieve was a loan contract with him rather than with Gringotts, five
grand, interest zero, to be paid back within the next five years.

At Gringotts, Harry made some transactions - five grand for the twins, the same for Ron,
based on the agreement they had closed in the Three Broomsticks, the same for Ginny. Then
they spent some time waiting until the newest invention for financial transactions in the
wizarding world was prepared. One each for Harry, Ron, and Ginny - a GALA, a Gringotts
Account Liquidity Affirmation.

To the unknowing eye, a GALA looked like a double-sided picture which could listen and
answer. The picture on the front side showed the account owner, smiling friendly and saying
his or her name. The picture on the back side showed a Goblin. When asked whether
Gringotts would honour a bill of a certain sum, this Goblin answered "Yes" or "No",
depending on the sum and on the current account balance.

A Muggle would have called this a credit card, missing the point entirely for several reasons.
The card didn't offer a credit line. It couldn't be faked. And maybe the most significant
difference - when losing or omitting the card in a shop, the Goblin started shouting with a
high-pitched voice.

A GALA suited worlds better than walking around with a heavy bag of galleons. For
Gringotts customers with an account above hundred grand, the thing came for free. For
Gringotts customers in the company of Harry Potter, it also came free, no matter which
account balance. For other people, receiving a GALA came shockingly expensive.

Then Harry visited the Ministry, to deliver the first pile of glossy brochures in Arthur
Weasley's office, and to talk with his godfather about an Apparition license. Sirius looked
sour. "Why can't you run the normal procedure like any good citizen?"

"Because it takes forever," explained Harry truthfully. "This ministry is a bunch of time
thieves, some notable exceptions granted.”

"And why do you come to me, who has sworn to fight corruption and nepotism ..."

"C'mon, Sirius ... do you know any license coach who's ready to do an Apparition contest
with me?"

Harry's godfather had never before asked the question himself, felt nevertheless sure he
wouldn't find any, and agreed grudgingly. Two days later, Harry's Apparition jumps showed
an invisible though important improvement in quality - they were legal.

But a merciless God was sanctioning small sins immediately, and only this could be the
reason why, suddenly, things started going awry.

With Cho nowhere in reach, running wild somewhere in the United States, Harry took
measures to get the Haiti trip going - planned to look for werewolves, as test candidates for
Hermione's Wolfsbane project. However, as it turned out - from Harry's perspective, the trip
marked the first flop of these weeks, supposedly the best in the year.

Mrs. Benedict was a remarkable woman, much darker than Almyra. She welcomed Harry but
made clear that he could forget about searching for Haitian werewolves by himself. Yes, once
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the contact was closed, he would be introduced as a trusted person to run errands for
Hermione. But to find them, Mrs. Benedict would contact a witch friend there - the only
chance, as these loup garous had developed a deep mistrust against any foreigner, simply in
favour of survival.

Remus and Almyra, on the other hand, were quite friendly in their way - making clear they
could do perfectly well without Harry, in these best weeks of the year.

Then Ron said goodbye to fetch Janine for a three-weeks' trip to the Camargue, with some
day tours to small, unremarkable towns - Cannes, Monte Carlo, Nice, San Remo, St. Tropez.
The Camargue had been planned long before, while the day tours were a nice add-on, based
on an increased level of liquidity.

Then Arthur and Molly Weasley went to a vacation trip also in France - a day or two with the
Delacours, but mostly in and around Paris, with a magnificent house in the Goblin quarter as
their operation base.

For several days, Harry and Ginny spent larger parts of the daytime hours around the public
swimming pool, only to realize that, especially after returning home, they were the wrong
company to each other. Not that they couldn't talk - they were talking a lot, only that was all
they could do with each other. And from one day to the next, it struck both of them more and
more unsatisfying.

Then Ginny took her GALA card, her linkport network ticket, Harry's knapsack filled with the
most necessary things, and went for an adventure tour. First, however, she made him promise
to tell nobody, particularly not Ma Weasley. Harry wasn't worried to know her travelling
alone - a witch at the age of sixteen, knowing enough aikido to discourage anyone who wasn't
her choice, and with enough built-in attributes to encourage the others, only Ma Weasley
would have gone frantic.

And that left him alone in The Burrow.

Aside from his snake, of course. Only Nagini wasn't particularly talkative, as long as nobody
was spreading lies or magic. Not knowing any better, Harry went to the swimming pool alone.

It was worse than before - suddenly, the place seemed full of girls with long legs, tight
swimsuits, and inviting smiles. Some of them had even nice faces.

Still - Harry saw no reason for starting an adventure trip of his own.

It was so unfair - the first real vacation of his life, no Dursleys, no duty, free time en masse,
and what was the effect? All revved up and nowhere to go ... He wanted company, fun, sex,
with changing priorities along the hours of the day. Failing that, he wanted a task to kill the
time, a hobby to enjoy, good enough to spend hour after hour until feeling tired enough to
sleep.

Hobbies ... His hobby had been the hunt for Voldemort, now Harry felt a desperate need for
some replacement. Which were the hobbies of other people his age? Sports - he had finished a
Quidditch cup only recently. Cars - what a nonsense, if you could apparate, fly a broomstick,
jump through linkport gates. Girls - in a way, this camed closer to the point, but only so much.
First, the plural seemed definitely overkill. Next, girls were nice, while women ... Damn, why
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didn't Cho send a message, more precisely, an address and a time? Fool that he was, falling in
love with a girl - woman, whatever - who was this one critical year older than he himself.

Marie-Christine crossed his mind. Several times, Harry was seriously tempted to go finding
her. Only - he knew exactly what would happen, and so far away from her, his mind won the
competition against his young, suntanned, unemployed body.

And this was why Harry could be found sitting in the garden, at a loss to come up with
anything more intelligent than shooting water balls in gnome holes.

* X *

Another movement. Harry felt so bored, he missed by several inches. Time to think seriously.
Hadn't he received a thorough education how to see humour in desperation?

Ways and goals ... If your path is misted, move the steps you can see. Except he couldn't see
any step, maybe because there was no mist but brilliant sunlight. If this wasn't a Zen riddle,
then he didn't know ... Moving to some place he knew, and to think again - well, maybe it was
a help. Which place did he know? ... Big question, really.

Harry grabbed Nagini, put her around his chest. At the last instant, he remembered to fetch his
swimsuit, then he stood at the Hogwarts Express platform. Maybe a hard exercise in the
training hall, and then a diving tour through the lake, to clear his mind.

The school looked deserted. Nobody outside, nobody in the Entrance Hall. The Great Hall
was empty too.

Harry passed the staircase to Dumbledore's office. A visit? - No, the Headmaster didn't cross
him as the best mentor to overcome boredom. Most likely, this wizard didn't even know what
it meant.

A voice behind him. "Freeze, buddy!"

He hadn't heard this voice before - not this broad accent. Funny as it sounded, there was some
determination which made him stop, not moving - only checking with his getsumai no michi.

A figure behind him, unfamiliar ... A woman, for all he could sense, with a wand pointing at
him. Now she moved closer, and now she was looking around ...

His chance. He was down, rolling around, way off the white flash that bounced into the walls,
his arms pointing. "Expelliarmus!”

The wand whooshed through the hall, into his hands. Harry came up, stored the wand to have
his arms free, stepped quickly toward the woman - not exactly the attack stance, however in
perfect balance, arms ready to defend, to strike, to send a spell.

Big, broadshouldered, sun-tanned, light-blond, open face, not really thick, although with ten
pounds less, nobody would have called her thin ... Watchful eyes, not looking scared, no
fright either in what he sensed. Carefulness, of course ...

"You don't bother with a wand, do you?"



"Sometimes yes, sometimes no ... Who are you?"

"Funny question ... You're the intruder - who are you? What are you doing here, sneaking
around this staircase? What about this snake?"

According to the rules, he had the wand, and she was supposed to answer. Maybe nobody had
told her the rules. When in doubt ... "Last question first or in the sequence of asking?"

After a second, the face split in a broad grin. "Hey - that's good, sonny, hehe - really ..."

For such a large body, she was awfully fast, and there had been almost no fore-warning in his
haragei. Her leg came up in a step-kick, aiming exactly toward his groin.

A bit too close for side-stepping the kick, too late for jumping back. In a light side-twist,
Harry's own leg came up, hitting the woman's ankle hard, deflecting the kick away from him.

This would have been the moment for his counter-blow. Instead, he retreated a step. "Stop
that nonsense! ... Who are you?"

The woman bent down, to rub her ankles - a perfect position for a jump. In a reflex, Harry
retreated another step.

She glanced up. "You a kung fu champion, or what?"

He kept silent, for reasons of combat psychology as much as because he didn't know what she
meant.

The woman came up again, the ankle was forgotten. So it had really been a preparation for a
jump. Maybe she was a kung fu champion. And now she said, "Allright, mister ... The game's
over - gimme that wand back!"

Some people could see no reason, not without a wand pointing at them. Harry drew his own,
pointed. "For the last time - who are you?"

A mocking bow. "Samantha Sheridan ... Nice to meet you, sunnyboy."
"And what are you doing here in Hogwarts?"

"Guarding the school from intruders with snakes ... Sometimes with success, sometimes
without - otherwise, I'm a teacher here, and I'm still waiting to get my own answers."

A teacher?? Uh-oh. "Which course?"

"Animals ... What's that crazy term - er, Care of Magical Animals, | guess that's it. And this
was my last answer, now it's your turn."

"Care of Magical Creatures?"
"Yeah - | knew there was something wrong. You seemto ..."

"Can you prove it?"



She stared at him in disbelief, then her arms came akimbo. "Listen, sweetheart, | don't have to
prove anything. Now either you turn me into a rabbit, or I'll come over you like an eagle out
of the sun ... You've got one more chance to tell me who you are.”

"Who hired you?"

The woman looked at Harry's unmoving wand. "A flagpole called Albie - and a lady with
funny glasses ..."

Harry's giggle rose, unstoppable. He just had time to pull out her wand and to offer it back,
this way avoiding a heavier attack, before he was twisting in a helpless laughter.

When he had sobered up sufficiently, the witch was standing there, her wand again pointing at
him - but somehow, it seemed more a precaution than a serious threat. "There's nothing like a
good joke, hon ... And now, you'll answer me in a hurry, before I turn you into a rabbit, just
the right size for that snake ... It's beautiful, by the way."

"It's a she - her name's Nagini. I'm a student here, and | was on the way to the training hall ...
My name's Harry Potter."

Samantha Sheridan grinned. "See, it works - very good, in perfect reverse order ... Can you
prove it?"

Harry looked perplexed. His name hadn't raised any reaction, and his prominent scar didn't
take her attention at all.

"Now?"

"You may ask someone ... Or | can describe the building from ground to top, or list the
teachers. Maybe ..."

"Harry Potter, huh? ... | guess | heard that name before, except | don't remember in which
context ..."

Only now, Harry remembered his GALA card. He took it out, with slow movements under the
witches' watchful glance. "Here - that should be good enough."

She studied the picture. "Rich parent's kid? ... Great, just what I like ..."

He stared again, while the corners of her mouth dropped. "... either way, son, you better leave
now. It's vacation, and | don't tolerate snakes in the building."”

"You don't what??"

"Is there something with your ears, young man? ... Get lost!"

Ignoring her, Harry turned to Nagini's head on his shoulder. "Say - is she serious?"

"Yes, master. A bit upset, not very much. She doesn't like snakes, but in contrast to other

people, she knows them - rattlesnakes, that is. Maybe she had some bad experience with
them."



"Rattlesnakes - how do they look?"
"Brown, or sand-coloured ..."

The woman interrupted this conversation. "What's this, boy? Are you talking with that
snake?"

Feeling his anger rise, Harry replied, "Yes - what else?"
"Now that's interesting ... Never heard of that before - what were you talking about?"

Didn't this woman know anything? "1 asked her about you. Nagini says you know snakes, but
only rattlesnakes, and that's why you don't like ..."

The woman looked delighted. "A mind reader - isn't that cute? ... Well, under these
circumstances, | guess we can make an exception."

Calming down at once, and remembering some manners, Harry said, "I really hope so -
Nagini's living with me for the last year. Although - she can read only emotions, maybe with
snakes, her accuracy is higher than usual.”

"That's okay, hon ... Where did you find her?"

"She was Voldemort's snake. He left her when escaping.”

"Voldemort? ... Yeah, I heard that name before - actually, | guess together with yours. Some
desperado wizard, huh?"

Harry wondered whether he could trust his ears. "Yes, in a way ... You're not from here, are
you?"

Samantha Sheridan grinned. "Do | look like that? Hopefully not ... No, Texas's my home -
you know, Don't mess with Texas."

Harry didn't know. "But | did already, didn't 1? ... By the way - " he bowed, "I'm sorry, Prof."
The woman laughed. "Prof - that's good ..." She stopped, looking surprised. "I guess you're
right, and I should get used to it ... Anyway, it's still vacation - call me Samantha, short
version Sam."

"Sam??"

Samantha looked wondering. "Yes, sure ... Only if you call me Sammy, you're in trouble,
son."

"Allright, er - Sam ... Please call me Harry."
The witch nodded. "Listen, Harry - you seem to know a lot more about this crazy school. |

can offer a deal - | provide a few T-bone steaks, grilled of course, and some beer, and you'll
give me a tour of the background here."



* k% *

Samantha came from a small town near Abilene. Both parents Muggles, and farmers, had she
lived on that farm until she felt the wide space narrowing around her, especially around her
underemployed brain. Samantha's next station had been another farm, until she realized the
horizon wasn't widening this way. Then she had taken the job of a deputy sheriff.

Around that time of their conversation, the first two steaks were ready. Harry took his own,
admiring the size, the thickness, and the taste. Then he watched in astonishment as Samantha
was putting two more steaks on the grid. He asked, "Do you expect more people?”

"No - why?"

"Then who's going to eat those?"

The question sounded pretty stupid to Samantha, only Texans seemed used to answer them.
"Us, you dummy ... Don't tell me you'll stop after one small steak."”

"Maybe not, but definitely after this wagon wheel."”
Samantha didn't believe him; at any rate, she wasn't going to stop after hers.

All this took place in front of Hagrid's old hut. Samantha had adopted the place immediately,
feeling more at home than ever since she had left Texas to widen her horizon.

Harry watched her rapidly diminishing the large chunk of meat. "Did you learn to fight there -
as a deputy sheriff?"

"Some more tricks, yeah, but I didn't start at scratch ... On a farm in Texas, and probably other
states too, a virgin is someone who can run faster and fight meaner than the boys."

"Oh ..." Harry was ready to take it for a bad joke, only Nagini kept silent. But maybe this had
to do with Nagin's own piece of raw meat, still visible from the bulge in her body.

Sensing Harry's uneasiness, Samantha grinned. "It's another world ... Where did you learn
your own kung fu?"

"Kung fu? Is this another technique?"

"Dunno - in Texas, you fight with guns, or with fists - you may use your head too, or a jack
handle - anything else is called kung fu ... Far-east stuff."

"Mine is called aikido ... I learned it in Japan, but that's just where it started - for the last year,
| trained here in Hogwarts. Mr. Kenzo is the teacher, a Japanese.”

"No kidding? ... | figure I'd give it a try." Samantha glanced at him approvingly. "To be
honest - it's quite a while since someone has blocked my kicking at such a short distance."

Harry nodded. "Yes, | was too close, and you can hide your intention quite well."
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For some minutes, they discussed combat without weapons, and Harry explained the meaning
of haragei as the sense to detect intentions, and jaho as the hiding art, in which Samantha
seemed to be an untrained natural talent. Then Harry asked, "How was it, being a deputy
sheriff?"

"Not bad, for a while. Then I dropped it."

"Why?"

Samantha grimaced. "Maybe | had seen all that could be seen there ... Like a sheriff who was
on the payroll of the local fat cat - or some people who thought a woman deputy was for
dessert and for free. Anyway - | moved into the city."”

The city, that was Forth Worth, and from there to Houston, jobbing here and there, learning
still more kung fu tricks, for interest as much as for sheer need.

"And how did you find your way here?"

Samantha smiled. "Pure luck, as the whore said ..."

At that time, Harry had some experience how to stare for just a split second, swearing to
himself that he would find the courage to ask Samantha for this joke everybody seemed to
know - obviously the one Charlie had mentioned some time ago at a Beauxbatons ball.

"... when | realized that I couldn't find my place there, | put an ad in some overseas
newspapers, here and some other places where you get along with English ..." she interpreted
his expression correctly, "or something close ... And then I got a mail, if | was interested in a
job as a teacher, and | answered yes."

"What did you write in the ad?"

"Twas something like tough lady, gets along with animals, not afraid of work - that style ...
And then I saw that man, Santa Claus after a long diet, and | had a feeling - well, here I am."

Harry chuckled. "Oh yes, he can do that with people - giving them a feeling.”
"Tell me about him, Harry."

He beamed. "Dumbledore's the greatest wizard - that's what all students think. But he's more,
especially for me ... If I give you the long version, | won't be finished until midnight."”

"Go ahead ... I can listen, and tomorrow's another day to feed you with steak and beer while
listening."”

"Really? ... It's a deal.”
And so Harry started to talk, about Dumbledore, about other teachers, about Hagrid who had

built the hut and now was lying in a grave nearby, about the Battle of Hogwarts, about Giants,
Goblins, keeping to an overall picture and avoiding too many details about his own role.
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It was indeed near midnight when Samantha said, "Let's give it a break for today, Harry ... If
you'll come tomorrow, you'll find me here as promised - except then | might squeeze you a bit
harder - there were a few empty spots in your story, and I'll be damned if they don't fit exactly
your shape ... By the way, how are you travelling?"

"Apparition - and a short walk because it works only outside the Hogwarts sphere. The train
platform is the closest point for jumping."”

"Apparition, huh? ... Quite a habit for sixth-years, and | better don't ask for your license ..."

Harry interrupted her with a beaming. "You may - it's two weeks old, signed by the Law
Enforcement Squad chief personally."

"Then he must be a relative of yours."

Naturally, from a corrupt sheriff's deputy. "No," protested Harry, "but he's my godfather.
Well, at least I'd stand any test or exam."

Samantha nodded. "No doubt ... See ya' tomorrow."

The next day Harry came back, early enough for a real training session in the hall. Samantha
was interested to join, until she realized what it meant to go through the basics - walking,
falling, balance. Then she said, "Come to think of it, Harry - if you find a shortcut to some
nice kicks, gimme a call. Otherwise, you'll find me outside."”

Harry had brought a large salad bow! - green food seemed a bit scarce on Samantha's table.
He said, "Please don't tell Dobby - he'll be deeply insulted to hear | came to Hogwarts with
food from outside.”

"Dobby?"

And this was the opening for today's contribution of stories. For Harry, it felt strange how
easily he could talk about his own roles in the encounters with VVoldemort, with Lucius
Malfoy, even his time in Privet Drive. There was something in Samantha which understood,
and weighed, offering sympathy without pity, acknowledgment without admiration.

When he talked about the Dursleys, Samantha's eyes looked at him as if to say, Tough, hon -
at least, you weren't beaten up, or just a bit by Dudley and his scums. When he talked about
the fight deep down in the Hogwarts dungeons to rescue Ginny, the same eyes said, Good job,
buddy, they were relying on you, and you didn't let them hang - | hadn't expected less.
Samantha looked far too young for appearing motherly, Harry didn't feel like confiding in her
- just presenting the facts, trading a story or two for a T-bone steak, and if he didn't get two of
them in return, then only because he was stuffed to the limit after the first.

These eyes ... They had seen the bad, and they had seen the worse, were able to recognize
quality, could laugh while that big mouth didn't move.

When he told about the exam patrol and the scene with Firenze in the Forbidden Forest,

Samantha's calmness was gone. "Centaurs - and one of them is your pal? ... Harry, you just
got yourself a job."
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"Did 1?"

"Yep - tomorrow evening, we'll go into that forest, and you'll get me around, and introduce
me to that Firenze."

Harry looked at her, tasting the words as much as the intention. Had this been a plea? ... A
command?

Samantha's mouth grinned. "If you do that, I'll pay back - no matter how the bill's looking."

A joke - except that Samantha took her jokes as seriously as her threats. Harry laughed.
"Allright - and there isn't a bill ... Or if so, then it's paid already."

Now Samantha's mouth turned wry, although her eyes were laughing. "You didn't warm up
much for the offer, sweetie, did you? ... Who's the girl that beats a Texan thoroughbred?"

"Her name's Cho, and she's the one who's responsible for the job offer, because she took two
teachers with her to found a company ... But that's only part of the reason."

"Don't tell me you shy off from a teacher while school hasn't started yet."

Harry smiled. "Neither that, nor the opposite ... No - if there's a deal behind, I'm pretty sure
Firenze would sense it, and we'd never see him ... Even so, | cannot guarantee anything."”

"That's understood, but we'll meet him - trust me."

Somehow, Harry did, was nonetheless curious. "What makes you so sure?"

"Oh - | have a way with horses, and | have a way with men."

"I bet."

"And there's something else ... I'm around here for some days, was sitting outside into the
night. And one evening, somebody was watching me from within the forest - for quite a
while."

"What did you do?"

"Waiting, what else? ... Didn't show up." Samantha grinned. "A horse would have come
looking - but men are shy animals."

"You think so - after all you've told me about your jobs?"

"Oh yes, Harry ... Only shithouse flies come swarming."

* * *

Sleeping late. Breakfast, though only after jumping to the next newsstand for buying a Daily
Prophet - these people were too stupid to get a vacation address settled, and Harry's press
contacts didn't help the least. Hanging around for a while in The Burrow, some reading, some
cleaning up, and whoosh, was he back at the Hogwarts Express platform.

13



A thorough training session - alone, which limited the possibilities, but there was no end to
honing your balance, in particular before and after kick jumps aiming as high as a standing
man. Then a short flight to the place at the lake, who would walk in this heat, especially when
sweaty from bends and kicks and jumps and blows? Swimming, diving - Harry decided to get
himself some Gillyweed, diving for almost an hour would be fascinating, in particular since
no hostages were waiting to be rescued.

And out of the water, drying, dressing, back to the school where Samantha was about to start
the grill. He could settle to this rhythm. After all, his first real vacation was no total loss.

Except today the rhythm was changed. At dusk, they walked along the Forbidden Forest. The
former dragons' camp was their first target. Harry pointed to the deserted hut. "Here - that's
where Charlie and this O'Shea were living ... And over there, that was the first dragon nest -
the others are a bit farther this way."

"Ain't herding well, dragons, huh?"

"Oh, they did, in a way ... It was like a firing battery, in the battle - they were side by side,
blocked the dark wizards entirely, until ..." Harry's voice trailed off.

Samantha went into the hut, came out shortly afterwards, then walked toward the remnants of
what had been the sleeping place of a Swedish Short-Snout. Harry watched her inspecting the
place closely, checking the last traces - burn marks at the trees around, smaller growth of
underbrush, maybe a horny scale in the grass.

Samantha came back. "Does the school have pictures of them?"

"Pictures? ... None that | knew of." After a moment, Harry clapped his forehead. "Baah -
stupid me. Of course | have pictures, lots of them."

Samantha watched him. "Don't worry - even so, most people would take it for a head, and
what's inside for a brain ... Where are the pictures, Harry?"

His finger touched his temple. "Here - ever seen a spector story?"

She hadn't, spectors and the parts of Texas Samantha had seen were two different worlds.
Harry explained the principle of spectors in general and of the story translation in particular.

"Sounds good," agreed Samantha, "to show something that's difficult to explain, or that's just
too beautiful to put in words ... Otherwise, my choice would be a normal tale ten times out of
ten."

"Why?"

"To watch the storyteller. According to what you said, you can't do that with this movie
globe.”

"You could, only then of course you'd miss the story ..." Thinking her words over, Harry said,

"But the last days, you were looking into the fire most of the time, when | was talking.
Somehow that doesn't fit."
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Samantha grinned. "I can look like a horse - my viewing angle stretches almost to my back ...
But don't tell anyone."

About to laugh, Harry stopped, wishing he'd come with Nagini. It could only be a joke, except
maybe it wasn't ... Either way, Samantha had made her point clear.

They wandered through the forest, roughly the direction Harry and Cho had taken with their
broomsticks high above the trees. It was a bit eerie - sensing around, Harry felt presences,
somewhere, in some distance. None of them felt like Firenze, he was sure of that - since they
had met in a misty night, during his training for the getsumai no michi, Harry knew exactly
how this centaur would appear in his haragei.

Walking ahead, he checked his companion - without turning of course, only through his inner
senses. Samantha seemed fully occupied to inhale the forest with eyes and ears and nose and
skin and whatever she could muster in addition - and there was more, he felt sure of that.
Maybe it wasn't haragei, but then, this was just a name for a sensoric system not well
represented in common language.

They reached a small opening. Maybe it had been here where Harry and Cho had paused,
maybe not - either way, it looked like a good place to sit down and wait for a creature that
would appear like a visitor, to behave like a host.

Harry sat down, took the lotus position. Samantha watched him doing so, then sat down in the
campfire position - knees up, arms on them, head resting on the arms.

She kept as silent as he himself, very much what he had expected.

According to his feeling, half an hour had passed when he sensed a presence, familiar, not too
far away. Focusing on it, Harry almost gasped - if he wasn't completely mistaken, his haragei
had received something like an answer, and the meaning had been clear. Back off - the first
remark he ever received this way.

He obeyed. His hand touched Samantha, made a circling movement to indicate that,
somewhere around them, someone was waiting as silently as the two of them.

She nodded, otherwise motionless.

Firenze let them wait. With his haragei back in wide-angle mode, Harry could confirm that
the centaur was neither moving away nor coming closer.

After ten minutes, Harry felt sure - this was a teasing game.
Fire had to be fought with fire. Harry's wand came out, pointing in the general direction where
he suspected Firenze. He concentrated, recollected the picture at the graveyard. Then, just a

whisper. "Expecto Patronum!"

A golden cloud erupted, formed to a centaur which immediately pushed forward, ignoring
bushes entirely, trees mostly.

Samantha hadn't gasped, for sheer self-control. He could feel how her mind jumped at the
sight of this appearance.
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Seconds later, the Patronus came back. "There's no harm, master - quite the opposite."

Harry bowed. "Thank you."

With a last graceful movement, the Patronus centaur disappeared. At the same moment, Harry
could feel another centaur approaching - a real one. Then Firenze appeared between the trees,

stepping closer.

Harry stood up. "Good evening, Firenze ... I'd like to introduce you to Samantha Sheridan.
Samantha is the new Hogwarts teacher for Care of Magical Creatures.”

Samantha was standing, too. "Howdy, Firenze. How are you doing?"
"Mostly without care, but this may change.”

Samantha chuckled. "I'm from Texas - the horses there are less funny ... Come to think of it,
the men too."

For an instant, Harry expected the centaur to disappear - he himself would never have talked
that way with him. But then he remembered Cho's words. Here again, Firenze seemed to
accept remarks of this style, provided they came from a woman.

Firenze turned to him. "Harry Potter, can't you find anything better in your vacation time than
strolling around Hogwarts?"

"Yes, somehow ... The rest of my family's somewhere else - suddenly, | had spare time in
excess. And then | met Samantha.”

"You should enjoy the break - it'll be over soon."

Harry felt startled. "Are you talking about school, Firenze?"

The centaur looked up, toward the sky. "Mercury's nowhere seen, Venus lost in clouds ..."
Harry was waiting to hear that Mars was bright tonight.

"... while Saturn's ruling the sky. This is what the closer planets tell us - so much for a lesson,
Harry Potter."

Provided you knew what it meant. At least, Harry knew better than to ask directly. He said, "It
tells you more than me, Firenze."

"If my reading's right, you'll know soon by yourself - and many others too. You have faced an
enemy, a single one, powerful, unique, and you have made predictions fail ... Can you do it
again, when there are so many?"

"Enemies? ... | know only one, and this one's lying low, since the last time we've met."”

"But alive ..." The centaur looked at Samantha. "Be careful in this forest, Samantha Sheridan.
Not everybody living here may respond well to your caring ... Good night." Seconds later,
Firenze was gone, from their view as well as from Harry's senses.
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Walking back to the school buildings, Samantha asked, "So what did he tell us, Harry? I've
heard statements before that were more to the point."”

"Well - for a centaur, he's pretty direct. He's the only one | ever heard giving something like
an explanation ... About the forest - the other centaurs avoid human contact, but they're not
really hostile, while the giant spiders - | didn't tell you about them, did 1?"

"Are you kidding?"

"No, I'm not ... Anyway, at daylight, they won't come out - it must be really dark, and they
live farther inside the forest.”

"And what was this about the planets?" For the first time since Harry had met her, Samantha
seemed a bit self-conscious. "Planet-reading's never been my strongest, so if you could
translate it for me, Harry ..."

"Well - don't ask me for details, but Mercury stands for the quick mind, Venus for love, and
Saturn - that's supposed to represent bad luck in big style."

"Aha ... In other words - there are only blockheads around, you may start singing Bye, bye,
love, and because misery needs company, a similar fate expects the blockheads too ... Is this
about what he was trying to say?"

"Dunno ..." Harry didn't go for the joke, Firenze's words kept running through his mind.
"Something else is more interesting,” he said. ""So far, Firenze was more the action type, didn't
bother much with looking into the sky and complaining about fate ... And now he's doing just
that.”

"Yeah, but it started only after you asked him for more information."

"I didn't ask him - I only said it was telling him more than me."

"No, sweetheart. Remember? He spoke about a break that'll be over soon, and then you asked
what he was talking about. I mean - everybody knows when school's going to start again, so |
figure it was quite obvious he meant something else."

"So | asked a stupid question. Well, that happens.”

Samantha laughed. "Maybe that's what he meant when talking about Mercury - what do you
think, Harry? ... Harry? ... Do you think?"

* * *

"I'm sorry, Mr. Potter - six pieces is all we can offer ... We'll get a refill, of course, but don't
expect it before the end of August. This is summertime, and since these linkports are around,
lots of people go for vacation in places like Hawaii or the Maldives, and suddenly they all
need it ... The supply has never been that big ..."

The witch from Dervish and Banges, the wizarding items store in Hogsmeade, looked
inconsolable, not being able to provide the ten pieces of Gillyweed Harry had asked for. It
was a bit strange - this behaviour would have fit a house elf, not a small-town saleswoman.
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A moment later though, Harry knew why. When the witch said, "Hundred and thirty-two
galleons, Mr. Potter."”

He gasped. That expensive? So with ten, he'd scored as the customer of the month, probably
did even so. He offered his GALA card.

"Oh, that's nice ... | heard of them, but you're the first customer who comes with such a thing."
The witch spoke with the Goblin, who promised to honour the bill, while Harry was musing
about old habits and new fortunes. Even with two diving tours a day, all year long, he would
spend less than the return of investement per year.

At Hogwarts, he asked Samantha whether she was interested to join him in a diving tour. He
showed the Gillyweed; then had to explain how it worked and that gill-breathing would last
for about three quarters of an hour. But Samantha waved him off. "Naw, thanks ... Water's
dangerous, Harry - look what it does to a good bourbon, then you know."

The water felt wonderful - less at the sun-heated surface, where Harry found it difficult to
breathe sufficiently through his gills, more so at deeper levels where his eyesight quickly
narrowed down to twenty feet, fifteen, ten. Nevertheless, his getsumai no michi provided him
with a clear sight of this underwater landscape.

He was floating over a forest, stretching ahead, gently sloping downhill, a soft wave of dark
green with no discernible end. It was only weed, but from his position six feet above, Harry
could imagine a fantastic jungle of bizarre trees, hiding all kinds of creatures, up to the size of
full-grown dragons.

For the small-form life underwater, it was probably a jungle. From Harry's own perspective,
Grindylows were the only creatures in the weed he had to be careful about. He was swimming
without his wand; however, it should be simple enough to keep them at bay with spells from
his webbed hands, used only to balance out or to change direction - with his elongated feet
alone, he was making sufficient speed for this idle journey beyond any particular task.

The green wave sloped deeper. Harry kept his level, letting it disappear below, out of
eyesight. This was his first exploration, a waterspace patrol - he had no intention to meet
merpeople today, was only interested in an effortless, weightless space travel.

The giant squid came to his mind. Would he sense it with his haragei? From its intellectual
level, the answer was probably no, but then, haragei was an early-warning system for minds
as much as for dangers. Anyway, the only presences he felt were deep below - greyish-green
figures with shark-like teeth in their faces and spears in their hands. One of the following
days, he would visit them, knew already what to talk about, if there was an opportunity. He
would ask them whether there was any trace left of four dragon cadavers, and if so, he would
inspect their skeletons, to save the image and to record it onto a spector cassette.

The air seemed thinner ... This was of course nonsense - just the first sign of the fading effect.
Harry sped up, climbing rapidly toward daylight. When his head broke through the surface, he
was already back to lung-breathing, had spent the last half minute without breathing - simple
enough for him, who could keep his breath for almost two minutes.

The only nuisance - he found himself in the middle of the lake.
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Twenty minutes later, he reached the lakeshore, not exactly powered out but feeling the strain
in his arms and legs. In his next dives, he would be more careful about the time spent.

Samantha wanted to see the dragon pictures before the usual evening meal of grilled steaks,
grilled potatoes, and salad - Harry's contribution. Once sitting outside, she didn't feel like
walking through the school building again.

Reaching the spector room, they found it locked. Harry asked, "Do you have the key for that
door?"

"No - but that won't stop us ... Wait a minute, | have to fetch my little collection of ..."
"Don't bother." He didn't even sit down - training was the key.
Click

Samantha's eyes had widened a bit. "That's neat, buddy ... I'm glad | met you after my time as
a deputy - you'd give me headaches."

After some trial and error, Harry had the spector running in story translation mode. Samantha
sat downstairs, close to the sphere, while he sat before the camera, collecting this thoughts,
and telling his encounters with the dragons - the first task in the tournament, visits to Charlie,
and finally the battle scenes. Thanks to a mental training not so long ago, in preparation for a
wedding present, he knew how to fill the story quite literally with contours, colours, and
depth.

On their way back to Hagrid's hut, Samantha looked thoughtful. When the steaks were
broiling on the grid, she said, "I'm used to horses. These dragons ... Riding a dragon, that
would be something, won't it? ... By the way - it was great. What an awful luck, that you
didn't know what to do at home."

Staring at the grill, his mouth already watering after the long journey through the lake, Harry's
only comment was, "That's how I see it too."

Coming home, he found a small sheet of paper glued to the door. It told him that there was a
letter waiting in the box - both sheet and letter delivered by the Magical Tours postal service.

When opening the letter, Harry felt grateful for the reminder at the door. Without that, he
would have found the letter only the next day, around noon, returning from the newsstand.
And then, the time schedule would have been more than tight, according to what he was
reading.

The letter came from Cho. She expected him for Saturday in the Palace Hotel of Santa
Monica, California, USA - in spitting distance from Hollywood, the centre of Muggle movie
business. As the letter revealed, it had to do with an invitation to a party, apparently very
important for her own business. And she expected him early enough so they could go and buy
a decent Californian Muggle dress for him - or maybe two or three, this might not be the last

party.

And Saturday was tomorrow.
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02 - Movieing

Apparition could certainly be called a nice method of travelling, pretty quick and easy. It
showed just one slight drawback - you had to know your destination. Harry didn't know Santa
Monica, which was not surprising since he didn't know California, and this because he simply
didn't know the United States at all - well, with the exception of Miami Linkport.

Studying maps, the first thing Harry learned - even Saturday at noon would have been early
enough to find Cho's letter. The time difference from London to Santa Monica spanned eight
hours, in the positive direction - he would win this time, only the maps showed it with
negative numbers, just to confuse the unexperienced traveller.

Leisurely breakfast in The Burrow, followed by a jump to Hogwarts. Harry had no real
appointment with Samantha, on the other hand, she would expect him, so it felt too impolite
not to tell her.

Samantha wasn't in her hut, once known as Hagrid's hut, until a living person had started to
paint old memories over. Harry looked for a piece of parchment, paper, grocery bag -
anything to leave a note. There wasn't any, and the hut too clean for writing in the dust.

About to walk into the school building, Harry's eyes fell onto an old plank in the corner, and
he knew at once how to write the message - just what a Texas woman, raised on a ranch,
would expect.

He grinned, remembering Flitwick's lessons about the practical spells for the household and
otherwise. The tiny wizard, lying in a grave nearby, would have been proud of him:

"Flagracies."

The glowing tip of Harry's wand burned the writing into the dry wood as quickly as a pen
would go over parchment.

I'm on tour in the USA. See you. Harry

He draped the plank over the grill - the only place he knew Samantha would meet for sure.
Walking back to the train platform, in the full heat of the July sun, he was asking himself why
he didn't deposit his Steel Wing there. It would reduce the travel between The Burrow and
Hogwarts to an apparition jump and a very short broomstick flight.

Back in The Burrow, Harry said goodbye to Nagini, leaving her in the garden, with access to
sunny places, water, mice to catch, and gnomes to tease. Then he clutched his bag and jumped
to London Linkport.

The first connection from London to Los Angeles was four o'clock local time, and arriving
half an hour earlier with a global network ticket should be sufficient.

It wasn't. "I'm sorry, Mr. Potter - the four o'clock portal is booked out. You may sign on the
waiting list ..."

"Wait a second - what do you mean, booked out? Just let me walk through last in row, that's
all I'm asking for."
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The service witch tried to smile, what came out was more of a sneering. "There's a time
window for each jump - about ten minutes, so the number of passengers is limited. And the
waiting list is already twenty people long ... It's vacation time, Mr. Potter.”

That was indeed how it looked. The linkport crowded with people, pushing each other,
glancing irritated, angry, fighting to start the best weeks of the year, or maybe to finish them
as quickly as possible because they hadn't turned out as good as expected.

The service agent offered two choices. One was wild-jumping, which meant another target in
the USA, hoping a connection from there to Los Angeles would offer a slot, while she warned
Harry that this was probably the worst choice - it didn't look better anywhere, and American
linkports were notorious for their bad treatment of passengers. The other was the six o'clock
jump.

Harry accepted grudgingly. Arriving at ten o'clock US west coast time was probably early
enough, except that he had to wait two more hours.

Jumping back to The Burrow and returning an hour later didn't make much sense to him.
Looking around, he found all seats occupied, giving reason for a constant stream of little
rows. He found a corner which offered the chance not to be tripped over every five minutes,
sat down in the lotus position, to watch a fascinating spectacle - humanity at its meanest.

Couples, snarling at each other. Parents pulling their children forward, children trying their
best to get lost. Passengers shouting at service clerks, uniformed figures moving through the
crowd with faces having lost the barest trace of a smile. And guards - massive figures, always
in pairs, one hand gripping their wands, their eyes scanning the crowd relentlessly. Without
them, the next row would quickly escalate to a wizarding duel, in spite of the hefty fine - two
hundred galleons for cursing another passenger in public, no matter why.

Some yards across, Harry saw a couple arriving. They dropped their luggage, tied their dog to
a piece of metal at the wall. The man walked to a counter, came back after some minutes.
Then the man and the woman took their luggage and walked forward, disappeared in the
stream of passengers.

Harry looked at the dog, tried to see the couple, tried to reconsider what he had sensed,
watching idly. For all he knew, the dog owners were gone, had used the linkport hall as a
waste-basket for the dog.

He studied the dog. Middle-sized, golden-brown, muscular body, massive head, was it sitting
there, hope and patience in its eyes which stared ahead, scanning, waiting.

Fifteen minutes later, Harry was sure. The dog had been dropped.

What now? Should he notify the guards? They would come to fetch the dog. For what Harry
could see, the dog wouldn't respond well to any approach. So they would stun him, take him,
stuff him into some shelter, or worse, into some room of the lost-and-found. The thought was
unbearable.

Harry couldn't afford a dog, could he? No he couldn't, especially not now. But someone else
could.
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He moved closer to the dog. Almost within reach, he stopped. The dog's ears went flat, two
unmoving, unblinking eyes watched him, waiting for the next movement.

"Hey, doggie-boy, I'm here to help you. Your people got rid of you - didn't you realize
already? ... Stop waiting for them, they won't come back. I'm here to offer you a better place -
so stop looking mean, and let me ..."

The dog was baring its teeth, the ears flat to the head. Two inches closer, and Harry would
nead a healing charm or two - after he had managed to come free.

Then what now?

Harry dropped his bag, exactly at the borderline of the dog's reach. "Take care of that - I'm
back in a minute."”

When he returned from the cafeteria, two meat balls were in his hands. He moved his bag
aside, sat down just outside the dog's reach, started to eat - slowly, smacking as much as he
could. The meat ball's taste was questionable - no, not at all, actually, but for a good purpose
He had the dog's full attention. And the ears were up again.

The first meat ball was gone - thank God.

Harry broke a piece from the second. Looking directly at the dog, he shoved it into his mouth,
chewed, swallowed.

The dog swallowed too.

Harry broke another piece, moved it toward his mouth, stopped. His hand reached into the
dog's range. "Wanna bite?"

Ears at half height, the dog moved closer, sniffing - at Harry's hand, at the meat. The large
mouth opened, and the piece was gone. The dog hadn't even touched Harry's hand.

This was basically comforting, but right now a nuisance. Harry needed direct body contact to
send his message. He ate another piece himself, a very small one.

The next piece was for the dog. It disappeared like the first.

Another one for Harry, not more than a greasy spot. The dog had caught the rhythm, was
already waiting for its own.

For the dog's next piece, Harry curled his hand up. When the snout came to fetch it, his
fingers trailed the flews.

Two pieces left.
Offering the next, Harry sent a first message through the contact. A slight twist in the dog's
body, though no baring of teeth. Holding the last piece, Harry looked into the dog's eyes. "Sit

down."
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The dog obeyed.

Inching closer, Harry's left hand touched the nose, the flews, stroked over the dog's head, his
mind all the while sending a message of comfort and trust. Then he offered the piece which
was swallowed immediately.

He untied the leash, held it. "Come here, doggie."”

His both hands were at the dog's head. "Now - | can offer you a good place, and someone
who's not going to drop you for a vacation trip. So - ready to come with me?"

A fleeting moment of uncertainty, then the dog had accepted.

Jumping with a dog - it should work okay, provided the dog was as close to his body as
Nagini at other occasions. Checking the time, Harry decided to leave his bag where it was. It
contained only some clothes, and according to the letter, he would need others anyway.

He walked to a quiet passage, knelt down. "Now come close - we have to jump together."

A small reluctance, while Harry's mind was again sending a wave of calmness, then the dog
relaxed. Harry put both arms around the dog. "Ready? Then let's go ..."

They were at the Hogwarts Express platform.

A twist in the dog's body, and a short yelp of surprise, fading quickly under Harry's stroking
hands. He released the leash. "Now come hurrying - my jump is due soon."

The dog followed eagerly, as if knowing exactly that soon they would meet its new boss. But
then, maybe it was that clever, after all, Harry had explained the situation more than once
while establishing the relationship.

They reached the hut. Harry knocked, waited, opened the door. No sign of Samantha.

What now? He just couldn't tie the dog and leave, not after he'd promised to find a place
where this would not happen again. He drew his wand. Just in time, he remembered that the
dog might be a bit jJumpy, and panic at the signals he was about to send. "Sit down ... Good
dog - now just sit, and don't get afraid.”

A ball shot into the sky, exploded with a bang loud enough to be heard from the other side of
the lake.

Harry looked at the dog. It was sitting calmly, all attention at him. "That's the spirit ... The
next one's not that noisy."

A second ball shot upward, exploded in a sparkling tree of red stars, faded. Harry repeated the
sequence of sound and light once more. "Okay, doggie, that's it ... Now let's hope for my time
schedule.” He sat down, feeling like on burning coal while the time was ticking away. The
dog moved around, sniffing, inspecting the new environment.
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An eon later, more exactly after ten minutes, Samantha came around the corner. She stared at
Harry, at the dog, at him again. "Back from your trip? And even with some company - didn't
you like it over there?"

"I didn't even start yet. This dog - it was dropped by its people in the London Linkport. I just
couldn't leave it like that - you know, er - | mean, this hut needs a dog, it's just incomplete
without any ... With Hagrid, it was Fang, and now ..."

"Incomplete, huh? ... And | have to care, although there's nothing magical about this creature.
Does it have a name?"

"Certainly, except | didn't hear it called ... Samantha, I'm really in a hurry, if it's not already
too late. So, what's your comment - can | leave the dog with you?"

Samantha knelt down, grabbed the dog which responded open-heartedly - after all, this had to
be its new boss, who else if not this woman?

The witch sighed, looked up at Harry. "Oh Lordy ... Allright, get lost - no, before | forget,
Harry - I like horses, as you know, but still, if you see any, just leave them where they are,
okay?"

Grinning, Harry gave her the thumbs-up, then sprinted toward the train platform.

Reaching the linkport again, he hurried to the corner where he had left his bag. It was gone.
Well, small price for a dog. He ran to the gate.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Potter - when you didn't arrive in time, your slot was passed further to the next
one at the waiting list."”

Harry slumped back to his corner, to await the eight o'clock portal, swearing to himself -
people might abandon dogs, or little girls, directly in front of him, he would just close his
eyes.

* k% %

The eight o'clock portal had no waiting list. Coming out in Los Angeles, noon local time,
Harry became aware why - compared to this, England had been cool. He went to search for
the linkport toward Santa Monica.

No linkport to that city which, apparently, was considered a suburb of Los Angeles, or maybe
the better part of Hollywood. To be precise, this linkport was under construction.

No Knight Bus either, or the Californian equivalent. Wizards here had cars, used cars - oh,
how many cars, as Harry realized quickly after taking a cab, to be stuck in the worst traffic
jam of his life. It made clear why a linkport across a few miles would be profitable.

Until they reached the hotel, it was close to four o'clock local time, and around midnight

according to Harry's sweat-soaked body. No problem yet - he had slept long. Now he felt like
starving.
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The Palace Hotel presented a large facade in shrill colours, the Californian equivalent of
decent. The building behind the facade was considerably smaller. And it was cool inside, if
not to say frosty. In contrast to the one in the cab, the air condition here wasn't broken.

Yes, rooms were booked for a Mr. Potter, and an envelope was waiting for him too. The clerk
wanted to see money in advance, stared in disbelief when Harry presented green bills rather
than a credit card, his behaviour changing to a perfect match of the air - cool, if not to say
frosty. The absence of any luggage at Harry's side helped nothing to improve the atmosphere.

The suite - bedroom and salon - looked nice, still not decent in Harry's opinion. At least it
didn't hurt the eyes. He opened the envelope to find a note from Cho.

e Dear Harry,
I have arranged an appointment at "Gerry's Fashion" for you.
Gerry is expecting you any time. Please follow his advice, he
knows how Californians dress.
We will meet either there or afterwards in the hotel.

Love, Cho

Harry stared at the letter, trying not to feel angry. So far, there was nothing in the movie
business he found appealing - it had taken Cho away from him, it had earned him an
invitation to a party, and he had travelled around the world only to find another letter.

The Californians were definitely crazy, but shopping in late Saturday afternoon was
something at the bonus side - provided you were longing for a Californian suit, or maybe
three of them.

Harry wasn't. He was hungry.

The cab driver knew where to find Gerry's Fashion, still better, he knew where to fetch
something to eat. It was called King Burger, offered a taste slightly better than the meat ball in
London Linkport, but it was large enough to fill a stomach.

And it leaked. When finished with the royal chunk, just in front of a building which made the
Palace Hotel facade look pale, Harry detected spots of grease and dressing on his clothes.

So what - here was the place to get something better.

"Harry, my dear - how ab-so-lute-ly thrilling to meet you!!"

Harry stared at that man, who looked young and splendid, though only at a distance of four
feet and more. Coming closer, you could see wrinkles, even under the make-up, and a pair of
shimmery eyes, looking with admiration and longing at Harry.

"Er - hello, Gerry."

The eyes stopped inspecting Harry's body, were inspecting Harry's clothes instead. With a
masterpiece of self-control, Gerry suppressed a grimace of ab-so-lute horror. "Dearest Harry!

I hope nobody saw you arriving like that! Tell me where you've found these clothes, so I'll be
able to stay off from such a nasty place!"
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Gerry with the shimmering eyes started to fetch jackets, and trousers, stopped. "Darling, do
me a favour and take a proper shirt first - | would just start crying if | had to look at this
combination any longer!"

"Okay ... To ease the pain."

The first two samples were flatly refused. Frills and whatnot - no thanks. Not-so-young Gerry
looked slightly hurt but offered some alternatives.

Checking them, Harry felt better. Finest quality, soft and thin as before, but at least they
looked like shirts rather than night gowns. "Yes," he said, "that's more like it." With respect to
Gerry's admiring looks, he preferred to change in the cabin.

Newly inspirited, Garry rushed through the rows, found a splendid piece here, a knocking
item there, came back, his arms full with ab-so-lute showstoppers.

Harry studied the collection. Light green, rosy, cream-coloured with some glittery stuff to
reflect the light in myriads of sparkles. He looked up. "Gerry, don't take it personal, but -
please, just dress me like a heterosexual, because that's what | am."

The tailor giggled. "It's not your fault, mon chér, probably just the lack of opportunity. Alors
The pieces of French didn't sound as if the communication would improve when changing to

that language, were probably just the nice touch on top of Gerry's personal style.

The next collection offered no more pastel colours. None at all, really. Shouting blue was still
a moderate member in this palette. Harry shook his head. "I'm not going to wear that, Gerry."

"But my dear Harry, you bad boy, you said I should dress you like the vintage macho, didn't
you? ... That's how such people dress here around."

"Really? ... Do you like it?"
An expression of deep distaste crossed the man's suntanned face. "It's awful - these terrible
colours, these ab-so-lute-ly deafening combinations ... But what can you do? That's the

fashion, darling."

"Good, so we agree on that ... Now, let's try it again. Make it simple, Gerry - just perfect, no
less. Like what you'd wear, if you weren't - er ..."

Another giggle. "Got it, Harry-dear ... The true challenge, the ab-so-lute dream customer.
Give me a moment to re-adjust, it's quite a while since ..."

The next attempt struck the first success. Black trousers, a raw-linen, cream-coloured jacket,
together with two alternatives - a dark-red shirt, slightly shimmering, to wear it openly, and a
sand-coloured one with a dark-red tie, suiting formal occasions.

Gerry beamed. "You look gorgeous, Harry-baby ... People will eat you alive, with that outfit."”

Harry grinned. "Which ones?"
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"Oh - all of them, it's your choice, you naughty boy." Then Gerry stopped. "Your shoes -
Harry, you need shoes, Heaven forbid you'll be seen in them while telling everybody where
you got your dress!"

"You might be right - but at that time?"

"No sweat, honey - just a second ... What's your size?" The tailor started to dial numbers into
a cell phone, was talking with someone, asking for a collection of shoes, slippers, loafers.

Harry interrupted him. "Do they have suitcases? | need something until we're finished here."
They hadn't, but this was no sweat either, someone would come with a few nice samples.

Harry's and Gerry's next agreement was about a light grey suit, just what you'd wear to
discuss the next million, somewhere outside, maybe at a swimming-pool.

Looking for more, they were interrupted by a young woman with a pile of shoes, followed
shortly afterwards by an older woman with suitcases. They were all smiling, found it perfectly
normal to come along after five o'clock on a Saturday - an astonishing experience for
someone used to English service, in particular since it couldn't be explained solely by Harry's
habit of never asking for a price.

He selected a large, expensive-looking suitcase, four pairs of shoes, just to be prepared, and
was discussing a third and last combination with Gerry when Cho entered the room.

Gerry hurried over, welcomed her with kisses at both cheeks. "Cho-darling, how ab-so-lute-ly
splendid of you to come! You look stunning! This jacket - together with your hair! So
magnificent, really! ... And your young friend - so daring! Where did you find him - are there
still more like him? Please tell me - it's not nice to keep this secret from your devoted Gerry."
All smiling, Cho came closer.

Harry stared. She wore a deep-velvet jacket over a cream-coloured blouse, and a black skirt.
Sparkling earrings, more sparkling at her neck, nails lacquered in a perfect match with the
jacket, her lipstick a lighter shade of that. His Cho - a Californian businesswoman, department
movies, sub-section spectors.

"Hi, Harry ... How are you?"

He kissed her. "You look - great."

She had noticed the short pause, showed a quick grin, inspected him. "Did you come to terms
with Gerry?"

"About the clothes - yes."

Another grin. "That's enough ... Let's see, what's your choice for this evening? We're late, so
please dress here, then we can go."

Moviemaker parties seemed to start early. Harry presented the first combination, earned an
approving nod, went into the cabin to change while Cho walked to the cashier desk to settle
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the financial aspect of this shopping tour. When Harry came out, his suitcase was ready, and
Cho stood waiting.

Gerry smiled, maybe a bit enviously. "Ah, what a perfect couple! You'll be the event of the
evening, you two ... Young love - it always makes me so sentimental! Cho, Harry - don't
forget to tell where you've found these admirable dresses ... Bye."

Cho walked to a flat, silver-grey sports car. A Porsche - offering barely enough space for
Harry's suitcase. He moved in, sat down in a comfortable leather seat while Cho entered the
driver's seat and started the engine. He said, "I didn't know you can drive a car."”

"I couldn't, but now I can ... Getting a driver's license takes less than a week here."”

"Is it yours? Looks as if you're selling movies like crazy."

"It's all make-believe. The car's rented."”

"Do you want your own? No problem - just tell me."

Cho's head was shaking, her eyes not leaving the street ahead.

"By the way," asked Harry, "how much was it together? The clothes, the shoes, and the ..."
"Don't ask - you don't want to know, and I'm not going to tell you."”

It was only half true - he wanted to know, however thought better than asking again. There
was some stress in Cho's voice, in her movements, still more in her mind. Harry asked,
"How's your business going? ... No - tell me first about the party we're invited to. Which

people are there?"

A short laugh. "The answer's the same in both cases. It's a tricky business, the meanest
collection of bastards you can imagine ... And that's exactly where we're heading to."

"Charming ... And which bastard in particular has invited us?"

"It doesn't matter - Harry, these parties are different from anything you know. Anyway - the
host is Samy Loewenstein, a producer ... He's screwing the female starlets, which is just fine
with his wife who's doing the same with the male ones ... But don't get me wrong - money's
still more important to him, so he's not sperm-blind at all when negotiating a deal."

What Harry heard sounded definitely English. Still, it was a new language, and he didn't like
it. Less for the words Cho used ... Then he knew why - it came out without the slightest trace
of humour. Somewhat more careful than before, he said, "Hmm ... Well, maybe the food is
good."

Cho grimaced. "You're trained in close-range combat, so you may have a chance to get some
of that. Expect more calories from the bottles - and you don't have to fight for a refill."

"What about your co-entrepreneurs? Will we meet them there?"
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"Sylvie and Jesamine?" For the first time, Harry felt something of the Cho he'd known at
Hogwarts. "No - they're working round the clock, and grateful to leave the entertainment to
me.ll

Harry was looking forward to a really magnificent evening. At three o'clock in the morning,
according to his inner clock. He suppressed a yawn. "What exactly's my role there? Anything
to be careful about?"

A quick glance at him, then Cho's eyes were back at the street. Harry wondered about her
hesitation - after all, his question was perfectly understandable, wasn't it?

She said, "It's a Muggles world, Harry ... You may meet a wizard or a witch, but then it's
incognito. So don't start sending charms around, neither with nor without a wand."

"Okay."

"People will invite you to all kinds of events - lunches, dinners, parties, whatever. Just say yes
- they don't mean it, it's only small talk. And don't be surprised if the average conversation is
one and a half sentence.”

It sounded exactly like the meeting Harry had dreamed of - after so many weeks without Cho.
He was asking himself whether she would be interested to hear about news, for example about
a new teacher from deep-down Texas, when they reached a bungalow that was clinging to the
hill, and the car slowed down.

He climbed out, studied the flat building. "Looks pretty small for such a guy - if that's ..."

Cho laughed. "Wait till we're inside ... These residences are show-off pieces, the more
expensive, the better. Either you build a sequence of single units halfways on top of each
other, then it's called environmental style because it follows the slope of the hill, or the
complete thing has to hang over a cliff, then it's called panorama style ... This one has three or
four storeys downhill."

The door was open. Nobody stood inside to welcome arriving guests. It took Harry only a few
minutes to realize that this was the most sensible thing the hosts could do. Whatever they did -
with or without starlets of either sex, it was better than pretending any of the people he saw
were welcome.

The crowd as a whole showed no reaction to newcomers. The first rule for the partygoer was
to address someone, interrupt him or her in the current activity, and shout a trumpeting hello.
Only for the very famous, the roles were switched.

Cho seemed somewhere in the middle. But only due to her new toy in town bonus, as she told
him. Each novelty had a two weeks' grace period, and hers was running out.

Somehow, these people reminded Harry of that dog he'd saved hours ago. The same baring of
teeth, the same strong reaction if anything edible came within view, only their ears weren't
moving.

No - he'd been wrong, there were more differences. The dog had looked steady - ready to
attack before, confident and trusting afterwards. People here looked anywhere except into
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your eyes, attacks seemed possible only with words and from some distance, confidence was
sparse, and trust an alienity. And the dog hadn't been so noisy.

The exchange of welcoming shouts suggested an encounter after several decades of separation
between best friends. Listening to pieces of conversation here and there, Harry learned that
most people had seen each other last time at yesterday's party. But still, it made sense -
yesterday's party was the deadest thing, surpassed maybe only by yesterday's stars, except that
some of them were walking around, trying their best not to look like zombies.

And friends - Harry had to learn a new terminology. A best friend was someone you'd met at
such a party, to be addressed my dearest friend. A good friend was someone who might be
ready to answer a phone call - unless he had something better to do. A close friend was
someone to exchange gossip with, of course spiced with a generous dash of misinformation.
A young friend was a rookie in the party scene, like he himself.

After a while, he knew that even this bunch of hyenas and chackals had friends, and the good
sense to protect such rare animals. When referring to them, they never used names, didn't
even specify the sex. | know someone meant there was somebody they had been able to trust
once in the past, and it would be a thrilling experience to find out if it still worked that way.

The partygoer's rule number two dealt with shaking hands. Quite a complicated protocol, used
to exchange the messages nobody dared to say aloud. Extending an arm and looking away
meant, "Get lost." The same, combined with keeping the grabbing hand grabbed, meant, "Get
lost, but not before | say so.” Then there was the handshake trap. It started with extending an
arm. When the hand was taken, the other arm snapped forward, closing the trap. This was
followed by an endless pumping up and down while sending one smiling insult after the other.
A milder version, using the same arm technique but a louder voice, came into play to
announce news nobody wanted to hear. In this case, the trapped person had almost no
meaning in the context.

And some people tried to be impressive through handshakes - toward men, that was. A soft
grip, until the other hand was firmly caught, then the high pressure vice, while studying how
the opponent could cope with that.

The first time someone did this to him, Harry simply waited. Being used to handle a bokken
through a three hour's lesson, he had no trouble waiting the man out without feeling any pain.
Hardening some muscles was enough to balance out.

When the next man tried the same, Harry was already fed up sufficiently to play along. In this
league of glass-holders, he should have been kept out of competition. But he wasn't, and so
his first response was a counter grip, until he felt the force balanced. Then he changed to a
serious pressure.

And no doubt, the people surrounding them knew what was going on, had probably suffered
from that trick before.

The man's grip broke, the moment where the real pain started - and only now, for what had to

be agonizing five seconds, Harry put his full concentration into his handshake. Seeing the
man's face pale, he let go.
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The spectators turned back to their own conversation. Remarks would start only after both
competitors were out of earshot.

Cho had watched, too. "Playing games, Harry?"

"I didn't start it ... I hope this guy's not important for your business.”
"No - the important people come later."”

"Then why did we arrive so early?"

"It's a question of pecking order," explained Cho. "If you came two hours earlier, they might
talk with you. If you came five minutes earlier, they'll let you wait till the next party ... If you
come after them, you may as well forget your business, since they'll never forgive you."

Until then, Harry had also figured out the rules about clothes. Stars, starlets, and other women
of the employee class wore dresses, offering as much bare skin as they thought affordable,
raising disapproval only from more fat than tolerable but never because one genital or the
other was confronted with open air. In contrast, employers, columnists, and freelance
contractors wore costumes like Cho. This left some totally unimportant women who presented
themselves as if this was a party. They could be recognized easily because these were the only
ones who having fun. Or looking annoyed, because they could afford it.

Walking around with Cho, Harry saw a lot of bare flesh, sometimes even attractive. Gerry's
question - where Cho had found him - was repeated in all variations, with different add-ons.
The women wanted to know where to look for themselves, or to be notified by Cho as soon as
Harry was free, or they tried to negotiate with him directly and immediately.

Walking further, Harry could hear speculations of his whereabouts. Most women assumed he
was a dancer, probably a result of his balanced gait, which grew more prominent with every
minute in this terrain - for him more a combat field than a party scene. When asked, he
declared himself a student, leaving open the details.

There were exceptions, however few. One woman simply said, "You two look like made for
each other," and Harry's haragei confirmed that she wasn't referring to their dresses. As Cho
told him, this woman ran a clinic for drug deprivation, the only reliable one which didn't leak
to the press - a monopoly, so she could afford being genuinely nice.

And then the men. Again with a few exceptions, and ranging from questionable humour to
open provocation, the basic message was that Cho should get rid of Harry, and follow them
right now into some office, bathroom, or car to learn how a real f*** felt. Afterwards, she
would have a different view of the world and never be the same as before.

It was getting to Harry's nerves, especially at that time of day which, for him, was four hours
past midnight.

Another man. He kissed Cho's hand, looked deep into her eyes, and said, "You look
wonderful. I'll dream of you." Harry was completely ignored.

He could live with that, although not here.
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Another man, short-sleeved shirt open to the waist, showing sun-tanned muscles, at least
shapes like that. "Cho-puppy, when will you stop wasting your time with these boys, to meet
a real man?"

Cho was about to look around for a real man, but Harry had enough. "Is he important for your
business, or can | teach him manners?"

"Claude? ... He isn't important for anyone - save your breath."

Harry didn't want to save his breath, just the opposite. And his hands were free, not holding a
glass.

Claude hadn't taken well to Cho's remark, saw Harry as a welcome occassion to blast off
some steam. He walked a step back, taking something vaguely similar to an attack-defense
position. It looked beautiful, and slow, altogether very funny.

Staring at this performance, it dawned on Harry - this had to be an actor for the kung fu
category, used to movements slow enough the camera as well as the spectators could follow.

Well - the audience here wouldn't be able to follow his own movements, would only have
time to watch the result.

Cho's hand at his sleeve. "Leave it, Harry - it's not worth the hassle."”

"No - and it won't take long."” He looked at this Claude, saw him making senseless movements
with his arms.

A voice behind him. "l won't do it ... Since Claude has dropped doing movies, he sues people
- he's just waiting to be touched, then you'll face a lawsuit of two millions.”

Harry turned. A calm face, possibly Chinese, a warning glance in the eyes, and an aura in
Harry's haragei which told him this man meant well.

"Suing? ... Well, then ..."

Remembering what he had trained hour after hour in the recent days, Harry fell into the kokyu
suru, just long enough to make Claude the clown duck a bit lower. With his next movement,
almost from the stand, Harry was up, his legs ahead - missing Claude completely, passing
over the man's shoulders, turning in the air, coming to a stand in perfect balance.

Claude wheeled around, eyes popping.

Harry smiled. "You blocked my way to the bar, you - man."

Turning, he took a fresh glass from the table, all his senses on alert - although, this litigation
expert knew better than to appear at the wrong side of a filed complaint.

Sneering laughter around, and admiring glances from the women. Gerry's dress looked
impeccable, showing perfect cut now as during that moment through the air.

Claude mustered some grin, and something like a bow, and went for his own glass somewhere
else.

32



The man who had warned Harry came closer, his movements quiet, unspectacular, balanced.
"That was nice to watch, mister - and to listen."”

Mister was something new. Harry said, "Thank you for the warning, er ..."

"Call me Tony ... Tony Chee - | was born as Chee Leung, but | had reason to accomodate a
bit."

"I'm Harry - Harry Potter. Nice to meet you, Tony."

Two slight bows, rather than handshakes. Then Tony asked, "Where did you learn, Harry? |
have to admit - | couldn't figure out the school, and I thought | knew all of them."

It was the first thing that sounded like a normal conversation, and Harry felt grateful for that,
more so as this Tony apparently knew what he was talking about. He answered, "That's
probably because it's no real school ... My first sensei was Matsuo Shigura."”

"Never heard of ... In Japan?"

"Yes. He lives on a small island in the south."

Tony nodded. "Yeah, one of the true masters who give a damn for publicity ... But this must
not be true for his pupil. Harry, are you looking for a role?"

"A role??"

"Yes, a role - like in a movie, like as if there was movie people around ... Ever heard that
word - movie?"

Harry laughed, much more than this joke deserved, recovering from a world of pretense and
gritting teeth that went for smiles.

"What I'm trying to say, Harry - I'm doing movies with that kind of action - the real stuff, not
Claude's pirouettes ... And we have a problem there, because you can only find slitfaces with
the necessary skill ..."

For an instant, Harry's eyes narrowed. Then he relaxed - if Tony himself wasn't supposed to
call a Chinese a slitface, then who else?

Tony had registered Harry's expression. "That's Hollywood terminology, includes us Chinese,
Japanese, and Koreans ... Anyway, people got a bit bored of this stuff - the good ones are
always the eastern devils, while you'd be a real hit - the All-American dream boy who fights
the slitfaces with their own weapons ... Since David, there wasn't anyone else who could play
that, and he was never as good as what | saw a minute ago."

"David?"
"Yes, David - David Carradine ... Harry, where do you live?"

Suddenly, Cho stood at Harry's side. "Hello, Tony. Are you trying to get your feet in Harry's
door?"
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The man smiled. "Checking the ground, Cho ... He's the one | was looking for years - young,
caucasian, and a true adept."”

"He'd be burned - once kung fu, always kung fu."

Tony shook his head. "David Carradine wasn't ... Okay, we'll never win an Oscar, but it's
movies, and it makes a living - I've seen worse burn marks," he looked at Cho, "and I'll see
more of them."”

Cho smiled. "It's a thought ... But for starters, Harry's under exclusive rights."

Tony nodded. "That's understood ... You know where to find me, if you change your mind."
He walked off.

Harry stared at Cho. "Are you my agent?"

"Nonsense ... You cannot play in movies, Harry - you have to finish school first.”
"Allright, then let me get back to school. Are we done here?"

Cho bit her lips. "A few more minutes. | had no chance yet to talk with Samy."

"Too busy with starlets, huh? ... Pity it's not his wife, then | might be able to help."

Cho glared at him. "That wasn't funny!"

"Maybe it wasn't thought as a joke ... How long?"

The answer came as a hissing. "Why don't you leave? Nobody's holding you back."

"I came with you, and I'll go with you - that's why."

A sneering. "That's not the standard here."

"But it's my standard ... You'll find me at the bar."

For the next hour, Harry was sitting in a corner - the company at the bar hadn't been to his
taste, and there were a few things to think over. Even so, he was offered all kinds of sex -
female, male, front or tail, a threesome, and an orgy. Looking mean didn't help, quite the
contrary.

He saw Cho talking with a man who seemed to be the host. The man was laughing, shaking
his head, saying something which looked very much like an offer to forget business and f***
instead.

Cho came over. "That's it ... Let's go."

"No luck?"

"He wasn't interested in a deal - not the one | had in mind."
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"Yes, | saw the alternative offer ... Anyway, | can outnumber this kind of offer by far - had the
full choice, really.”

"I don't think so," replied Cho dryly, "because you don't know what's the full choice here."
In this case, Harry could live without this knowledge. He followed Cho to the car, sat in the
passenger's seat silently, until they reached the hotel. The car came to a halt. Cho glanced at
him. "What now?"

"We have to talk."

"Where?"

So she seemed to know the topic he had in mind. Still, her question sounded strange. "In that
suite,” he said, "where else? Were you planning to drive away?"

"I don't know what I was planning.” Cho climbed out, took her bag, opened the trunk for
Harry to get his suitcase.

In the suite, Harry went to the small fridge that was called mini bar, took his first hard drink
of the evening - vodka with orange juice, sat down and waited until Cho was back from the
bathroom, had her own drink, and her own seat. He looked at her, saw someone almost
familiar, without that jacket, without the jewelry. "What's going on here?"

"I'm trying to sell spector technology, as a revolutionary concept of movie recording ... That's
the bottom line.”

"And - what do they say?"

"So far, they're not interested. Movies are made of stars and stories and fiction and
imagination, but most of all they're made of marketing ... Nobody cares about technology -
sensurround isn't selling a single ticket more, that's what they say."

Harry didn't know what sense-around was, didn't care either. A tired-looking Cho was
something to care about, only he was at least as tired as herself, and he had some more
questions. He asked, "And otherwise?"

"What do you mean?"

"Why am | here? To escort you to that party? ... | felt like your earring, only you had some
already, and I'm not sparkling that much."

"That's not the only reason." Cho didn't look up.
"You've learned to know a lot of people ... Gerry, for instance."
Now she looked at him, sighed. "Yes."

He waited, watching her.
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She swallowed. "I called you to ... to be seen with you in public, to make clear that ..." She
didn't finish the sentence. Even so, it had been clear enough.

"The one who's dreaming of you?"

Cho's eyes widened. "How - yes of course, | almost forgot ... Yes, that's the one.”

llWhy?ll

She held his stare. "Because ... | wanted to know how it is - with another man. As simple as
that ... You had other women - four, if my counting's right, while for me, you've been the only
one so far. And before ... | just wanted to have another bearing, that was the main reason. So |
took my choice - and | got my bearing, oh yes, | did ... If you want to know - you scored well

in that comparison.”

"Strange, but | don't feel flattered at all ... By the way, me alone isn't quite correct, as you may
remember."

A fleeting shade of a smile. "No, but | wasn't trying to come even - that wasn't the point. |
wasn't looking for a teacher either ... What for, with you and ..." Cho's shoulders straightened.
"I wanted to make an experience, and | did. It lasted two weeks, then | was cured ... Only he
wasn't cured - didn't stop bothering me ..."

"Will he stop now? ... Will he manage to dream alone?"

"I guess so." A short laugh. "Your artistry will probably help a lot - his courage's a bit limited,
as | had the opportunity to find out."

"I'm sorry to hear that ... | would've wished you more luck with your choice ..."

"Stop it!"

Harry shook his head. "I'm serious ... I'm still trying to get a handle on that thought, but -
whatever I'm feeling now, or tomorrow, | won't feel better to know that it was a mistake ...
Just the opposite - | for my part can say that none of the women | had was a ..."

"Please - no ... Don't start drawing parallels ..."

"Why not?" Anger was rising in Harry. "You call me to get rid of your lover, you tell me it's
just to widen your horizon, and not anything else ..."

Cho's face showed a pained expression.

"... and then I'm not supposed to comment on that?? Am | more than just a tool to lock a door
that went open by some accident?"

Cho looked extremely miserable. "Yes, you are ... | ..." She started to cry, stopped, angry at
herself, looked up. "I love you, Harry."

He let it hang in the air.
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"Do you still love me?"

Almost a shout. "Of course | do - what do you think why I'm ..." He stopped himself.

A small girl's voice. "Please - hold me, Harry."

He stepped over, sat down at the arm's rest, held her. "Gimme a minute, then it'll work better."
Her head was resting at his arm. "What do you think of me?"

"Right now, I'm just angry, and tired as death ... And I'm trying not to be jealous ..."
Something like hope in her voice. "Are you?"

"I don't know - probably ... Next moment, I'm trying to tell myself - you have no right,
because ... Only these people make me feel sick, this Tony was the only one who felt like a
normal human being ... If it had been him, I could separate one feeling from the other ..."

Cho tried to grin. "But it hadn't - I'm Chinese myself."

Harry couldn't respond the grin. "This discussion is crazy ... Let's go to bed - sleeping ... All |
know for sure - this was the last movie business party I've seen.”

Lying in the bed, Harry had a short moment of comfort, feeling Cho's body curled toward his
own, holding her, too tired, and still too angry, for any other emotion. For a few seconds, it
felt as if she was crying, then sleep caught him.

When he woke, he was alone.
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03 - Coming to Terms

Harry was suffering from a bad case of jet lag, reinforced by a bad case of the blues. After
waking up as late as alone in the hotel room, first he'd scanned the entire suite for a message
left by Cho. Not finding any, he pestered the reception for a note, an address, any trace. By
the time he gave up on that, it was past noon.

He ate something, with a tast he couldn't remember. Around two o'clock local time, he
jumped home into The Burrow, arriving at ten o'clock. Of course, he couldn't sleep.

Sitting in his comfortable chair, the Christmas present from the Weasley parents, Harry
reconsidered the desastrous evening again and again, after an initial phase of shock, numb and
mindless for a long time. Then, slowly, he started a kind of single-member brainstorming - it
just couldn't be called meditation, because he wasn't calm enough, not neutral enough, and
because it was an afterthought rather than a preparation.

What had gone wrong? - Everything ... What had he done wrong? - Nothing he could put a
finger on, only that, basically, he'd been mad as hell all the evening - a wonderful preparation
to be told about another man, if only for two weeks in the past, really ... Then who had done
wrong?

Harry's mind refused to answer, "Cho". She was trying to get her feet into some business, an
awful business actually, so she was howling with the wolves, and he shouldn't be so touchy
about a few people with bad manners and the social instincts of a piranha ... What had they
done to him - nothing! If you don't like the offer, drop it. If you don't want a blowjob, just say
no thanks. Was it that difficult?

Cho in bed with another man ... What did the thought do to him? Harry tried to be as honest as
he could, always with the nagging feeling he couldn't much, but whatever he did, the result
was the same. Cho with another man felt like something he could live with, could even think
of as a challenge - in general, that was. While this man in particular, this dreamer with his
arrogance toward Harry, raised a deep anger, mostly toward the man himself, less toward Cho
for her misguided taste. That it hadn't worked out as a happy affair, short and nice, made
Harry mad. And that the man seemed unable to accept a No more, according to Cho, made
him furious.

For a while, Harry pondered the idea of contacting Tony Chee and signing a contract. This
would make him a Hogwarts drop-out, but so what?

With some more sense, he checked the thought to the end, saw the problem. The worst that
could happen was a big success, forcing Cho to face Harry Potter Superstar of Hollywood
while she was still struggling with her little Groucho company, forever frustrated.

So she was trying to profile herself, to throw a shadow even at his side. Having rich parents
wasn't enough. Having driven the sharp end of a broomstick through Lucius Malfoy's throat
wasn't enough, was a mere footnote to the story how Harry had disempowered Voldemort and
won his snake. And her best friend's great success in science and research, while fighting
murderers like Warrington in her spare time, while changing her Animagus shape like other
people their underwear, wasn't a help either. So, just for starters, Cho had profiled herself with
a sex partner of her choice, quite a natural step in this business.
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Damn ... If only Cho could apparate, then Harry would have known - she didn't come because
she didn't want to.

They should have made love the previous night. Maybe it hadn't been the greatest success in
their career, but it would have been sex. It would have smoothened some rough edges, and
calmed a desire. Only they hadn't, lacking the mood as much as the mandatory state.

When the first crack of dawn appeared over the horizon, Harry jumped to Hogwarts, went to
the lake. He swam into deeper water, dived several rounds, feeling weightless in a dark space
- no longer endless as his getsumai no michi showed him the borders. Still, he could ignore
that.

Back in The Burrow, after some sandwiches, Harry felt a light trace of the heaviness required
for sleep. And after a while, the bird songs from outside faded to the silence of sleep.

* k% %

Harry couldn't remember what had awakened him. In retrospective, he decided it was his
haragei rather than a noise. Awake, he heard no unexpected sound, had only the memory of
something urgent.

Stumbling downstairs, into the kitchen, he found Ginny. About to yawn and smile
simultaneously, he finally registered the wave he'd sensed, and it brought him to full alert.
"Ginny - what's wrong?"

"Hello, Harry." Almost tonelessly.

"I didn't expect you back that soon. What happened?"

"Nothing." Ginny had fixed a sandwich, started eating mechanically.

Harry sat down at the table. "C'mon - spit it out.”

"Why? ... The taste's okay."

The joke fell to the floor and died, due to lack of smile from either side. Harry examined
Ginny's face. "How was your trip?"

"Nice." As if referring to yesterday's newspaper.

"Why did you come back?"

"Because it was over."

"Met some people?"

Bingo! While Ginny could hold her face almost neutral, doing the same with her emotions

was beyond her scope, not with Harry sensing at high-power level. He asked, "What did they
do to you?"
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He didn't receive an answer - not in words, that was. Even so, he could feel that something
had been wrong in his question because he sensed some relief in Ginny, about him being off
the track. So then ... Of course. "What's his name?"

Ginny bolted up. "Stop it! ... You and your damn haragei ..." A second later, all energy had
lost her. In a moment, she would start crying.

Harry moved closer, put his arm around her shoulder. "It's okay ... You're back home, alive
and unwell ... I'll sit here and wait until you can find the words."

"There's nothing to tell."
Harry shook his head. "I don't need Nagini to know it's not true."”
"Maybe not, but ... Harry, please don't ask me, because | won't answer."

Examing Ginny's face again, Harry could see that at least this was true, and awfully wrong.
He stood up. "I'm going to shower, and to dress."

When he entered the kitchen again, Ginny was still sitting at the table, looking ahead, the rest
of a sandwich forgotten on the table. Harry, in contrast, had made progress, because he knew
what to do. He started to cut slices of bread, to fix more sandwiches.

Ginny came a bit awake, stared at the pile. "Are you going to eat all that for breakfast?"

"Maybe not for breakfast alone - maybe not alone ... Wait and see."

With little interest, she watched him working. Some minutes later, he was done, had stored
the sandwiches in a box. "Here we go ... Okay - move that nice ass of yours."

"What for?"

"Pity you can't apparate yet, pity | can't summon yet ... So it's the linkport."”

"Not me ... Have a nice trip."

Harry's head came closer. "You know how you feel? ... Yes, you know, so | don't need to tell
you. And we're going to change that. So, what do you prefer - coming with me on two legs or

coming with me stunned and bundled?"

Ginny glanced at him. "Yes, you'd do it ... But you'd never get me through the gate, the guards
would stop you."

Harry showed a hollow grin. "Me - with my connections to Magical Tours? ... You know they
won't - so come up."

He certainly felt determined enough to try, only he would'nt come through with that. He
knew, Ginny knew, so this couldn't be her reason. Curiosity was maybe part of it, more likely
the readiness to let someone else, someone trustworthy, take over control. At any rate, she
followed him.
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"Don't forget your swimsuit."
Ginny nodded, obeyed.

The next obstruction occurred in the linkport, when Ginny saw Harry steering toward the
Hogsmeade gate. "Hogwarts? ... I'm not going to Hogwarts - there's nobody | want to meet."”

"We're not going into the school ... Now ¢'mon."” This was some kind of borderline truth, but
the hut wasn't part of the school, was it?

Walking toward the buildings, Ginny stared at him. "Where are we going, if not to the
school?"

"It's not the school - that's all I'm telling you."
Now she was really curious.

They were close to the hut when a small, light-brown figure appeared in the open door,
standing there, motionless, watching them, leaving no doubt it would be a bad mistake to
enter this defended area whose borders were visible only to a dog.

Harry stepped a bit closer, until he saw the ears go flat. He called, "Hey, doggie - don't you
remember? Come here!"

His voice was enough - a tentative step, listening to his next words, and then there was no
stopping. Like a cannonball, the dog shot toward him, yelping, the tail stump wagging, all
excitement and happiness while Harry was kneeling, balancing himself for the welcome of
this small but powerful dog.

Ginny watched the scene. "Who's dog is this? ... What's its name? ... Since when is the hut ..."
A voice from behind. "Of course ... Didn't | know? With this dog, nobody would ever dare to
come close to my belongings, with the one great exception - Harry ... As if | hadn't been
forewarned - the rule isn't made yet that'll hold for you."

Samantha came closer, smiling. "Howdy, sweetheart ... Wasn't God's own country to your
taste? ... That's a real surprise, that is." She examined Ginny. "Except she's the reason you
came back - or did you bring her with you?"

Harry looked up. "Hello, Sam ... That's Ginny, my sister since last year ... Ginny, this is
Samantha, called Sam."

Ginny examined the woman, managed a smile. "Hello, Samantha, nice to meet you ... Did you
rent the hut?"

Samantha laughed. "You could say that, honey - or just the other way around." Then she saw
Harry's entreating look, understood well enough not to explain more.

Harry came up, while the girl and the woman were standing there, not knowing exactly what
all this meant. He said, "Sam - Ginny's back from her own tour ... Something happened, only
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she's not going to tell me. But she has to talk with someone - so | thought you were the right
person."

Ginny stared at him. "Are you out of your mind?? ... What makes you think I'm going to talk
to a complete stranger? You must be really thick to believe ..."

Harry made a calming gesture with his hand. "Wait a minute ... It had to do with a man, and
what he did to you, so much's for sure ..."

Ginny's expression changed from disbelieving to furious, with him spilling such details in this
kind of public.

"... and Samantha's an expert in bad treatment from men. | think you should give it a try."
Speechless, Ginny stared at him, at the woman.

Samantha's voice was neutral. "It's your decision, hon ... I know there are things you can tell a
bartender and nobody else. There's no bar inside, but a drink's within reach.” She turned.
"Harry, get lost - and take your time."

He nodded. "Of course."

For the next two hours, Harry kept working in the training hall, harder than ever. His high
kick-jump over the shoulder of that Claude had been the result of last week's exercises - now
he intensified the training. Using a dummy in upright position, he placed an empty can on top
of its head and trained kick-jumps that would hit this target without touching the dummy.
Then, to relax a bit, and his mind more than his legs, Harry imagined the dummy as Cho's
dreamer - just the right picture to jump less high than before, and to kick into the face with the
full force of his leg.

The exercises were draining his madness, then his boiling anger, finally his own strength. At
the end of the two hours, Harry felt calm enough to meet the dreamer again without getting
over the fence. The unknown figure in Ginny's tour was a different story.

He showered and dressed, then went out and walked toward the hut. After a few steps, he
already had company - the dog, spinning circles, racing forward, coming back, pure energy on
four legs.

Samantha was sitting outside. Ginny nowhere in sight. Harry sat down. "I wouldn't mind
something wet."

Samantha grinned. "Wet and cold, or ..."

Did he blush? "A drink - just that."”

"A beer, or something poisonous like a soda?"
"Soda's fine, thanks."

The dog came along, a small leather ball between its fangs. The appeal was obvious - Harry
should throw it.
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He had a better idea. Holding the ball on his fingertips, he pointed his wand, shooting the ball
flat upward, wider than he'd been able to throw.

The dog shot forward, seemingly faster than the ball. Its speed was incredible for these short
legs.

Watching, Samantha said, "That would be still an idea how to play baseball, Harry. | mean,
the rules say something else, but with you ..."

"What's baseball?"

"Ignorant Brit ... As a honest Texan, now I'd be supposed to stop talking with you. But I'm
not, so let's go ahead."

The dog came racing, stopped - eyes shining, mouth panting, the ball to its legs.

Harry shot again. "Did you give it a name?"

"Sure thing - Lousy's his new name, and he already responds to it."

"Lousy?? ... What a name for a dog."

"He's not picky about that." Samantha grinned. "You know - | always had this dream, me
shouting, C'mon, you lousy bastard, and it would work." She laughed. "And now it really
does - thanks to you, Harry."

The dog was back, Harry had to shoot again. "So you two got along, huh?"

"Yep - didn't take long ... Either he's been trained, or he's a natural - when this Filch type
came along, he made him stop. Then the guy found it appropriate to leave, except that Lousy
didn't like this any better than him entering the hut ... He had to stay some minutes before |
arrived.”

Harry laughed, patted the dog, which was back again. "So you've got perfect instincts, huh?
Took Filch right the first time you met ... Good dog - what, not enough yet? ... Okay, then."

He shot again.

Samantha opened a beer for herself. "Ginny's at the lake. Said she'll come back in a while ...
Nice girl, by the way."

"Did you tell her that?"

"No, I've been listening mostly, and what I said was more the pure and straight kind - I'm not
good at sugar-coating, but she wasn't in the mood for that either.”

"So she talked to you."”

"Yes - after | authentified myself with a few details from your stories, and after I qualified
myself with a few details from my stories.” Samantha grinned. "She only got shocked
afterwards - when she heard I'm the new animals teacher ... Damn clever of you, not to tell her
- she'd never opened up.”
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"Can you tell me?"

Samantha hesitated a moment. "Let's say, the outline ... She met a man, and they went on tour
- on a sailboat, somewhere in the Irish Sea, to have sun, and fun, and a lot of sex ... Well, that
man turned out to be a control freak, getting a kick from total control, and humiliation ...
Basically, that's all - in a way, she was lucky."

"Lucky??"

"Yes, my sunshine, lucky ... He didn't really beat her, he didn't really rape her, she's still in
one piece - where | come from, the victims of such cases are usually dead afterwards."

Harry stared at Samantha. "I don't get it, and I'd like to know a bit more how really is not
really ... This outline's awfully thin."”

Samantha waved impatiently. "After a promising start, that man suggested to put in some
thrill in their games, with bondage and so. Well, and when Ginny was tied and helpless,
suddenly the rules changed - then it was his decision whether to untie her or not ... And he
took his time."

Seeing his disbelieving stare, Samantha asked, "Never tried that, Harry?"

"No - and it doesn't sound like a good idea.”

Samantha's finger tipped at her temple. "It's all in the head, Harry - what you find deeper
down are just tools. Well, some people do it with imagination, and others do it with ropes and
handcuffs ... But you do that with a partner you can really trust, and that was her only
mistake."”

"And how did she come free?"

"He untied her - when he had enough, when the game started to get boring ... As | said, a
control freak - killing her would've been sort of losing control, that's the lucky part."

"And while she was tied?"

Samantha looked expressionless. "No comment."

Harry didn't let go. "You said he didn't really rape her - what does it mean?"

"My God, Harry - you're lying there, tied, and all you want is to be freed, but instead the guy's
having his fun ... Technically that's rape, except that in the beginning you agreed ... It's deeply
humiliating, but rape is when the judge says it's rape ... Got the picture now?"

"Yes, | think so ... Did she tell you his name?"

Samantha grinned wryly. "No - she was afraid I'd tell you, and then you'd go and kill him."
Harry's voice was growling. "That's a realistic concern, and if Ron's ever going to hear about

that, we'd be two - four, with the twins."
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"But he isn't, nor are the twins - whoever they are.” Samantha stared at him. "Is that
understood, Harry?"

It took him a moment to realize - this had to be rated as a compliment, while at the same time
Harry registered the familiar burden - knowing something not to be told anyone else. He
nodded. "Yeah, you're right."

"Okay then ... I'd rather you'd have a look after her - now, while I'm getting some steaks ready
... You know how long they take - don't come back too late."

Harry remembered some sandwiches, told Samantha. She said, "That's good to know, Harry,
really. In case the steaks evaporate, we won't starve - otherwise, maybe the dog's interested in
them."

Harry grinned. "It was kind of better safe than sorry ... Mind if | take Lousy with me?"

Samantha smiled. "As if | had a saying in that - look at him, he knows exactly that he's in for
a walk." She was right - the dog dancing and yelping since Harry had stood up.

He stored the ball in his pocket, knelt down, his arms outstretched. "C'mon, Lousy - time for a
jump.”

Next moment, he had the dog in his arms, and a second later, he stood in some distance from
their usual place - far enough to give Ginny some time, for recognizing him, for settling her
face, maybe her mood.

While walking the last part, he threw the ball into the lake - this time with his arms, and the
dog jumped in, paddled out, fetched the ball, paddled back, to drop the ball for another throw,
however only after a thorough shaking of its body, spreading drops all over Harry.

He reached Ginny, who had watched the tireless dog. He knelt down, hugged her. Not
knowing what to say, he kept silent, which was good as well, the message was understood
even so, as he could feel when she returned the hug.

The dog came along, ball in its fangs, to drop it, and to spread water over both of them.
Ginny squeaked, almost a normal sound.

Harry stripped down to his swimsuit and jumped into the water. Lousy found this still more
exciting and joyful than ball catching, followed eagerly, looking worried only when Harry

dived, so he stayed on the surface.

A moment later, Ginny joined them. Pack-swimming was not only Lousy's greatest delight, it
seemed just addictive.

After having splashed and paddled long enough, they climbed out. Ginny had used a
broomstick from the school stock, arrived at the hut seconds after Harry had returned with his
clothes in one arm and Lousy in the other. They were just in time, the first two steaks due.

Two steaks versus three people and a dog. "Ladies first,” said Harry.
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"Guests first," said Samantha.
"Older people first,” said Ginny.

"First suggestion first," said Harry, and the two women had the good sense to stop the
competition and grab their steaks.

Harry saw the opportunity for clearing an issue. "Sam - | was trying to figure a way how to
balance out ... | mean, you're feeding me for days already, and now it's two people ..."

Between bites of steak and gulps of beer, Samantha found the time to say, "Sorry, but the
sandwiches didn't work out."”

A giggle from Ginny.

"Of course not - " Harry was blushing, "they weren't planned ..." He was stopped by
Samantha's grinning. "I mean ... er - you know what | mean."

Samantha looked serious. "Stop that bullshit, buddy ... I was facing some dreadful weeks until
terms would start, and look what | got - a dog for company all day long, and people to join me
in the evening, and to tell me fascinating stories ... So stop bickering about a few steaks and
tell us about your trip to this wonderful land where it's your own fault if you don't come out
millionaire.”

"It was California, actually."

Samantha rolled her eyes. "Oh my ... Poor Harry."

"Yeah, that's about the short version."

"How exciting ... And now the long one, please."

"It was in Santa Monica ... Did you ever meet movie people?"

Samantha, chewing, shook her head.

"Praise yourself lucky. Liberal's one thing, but their style, if you can call it style ... It started in
a fashion shop where | got some fancy clothes for that occasion - Gerry's. He was very
interested in me, though I not in him ... Well, we got along even so. But then ... I'd say, a nice
offer for something that'd prevent them from talking was still the politest form of
conversation."

Samantha asked, "Man or woman?"

llBothlll

"Why do you complain? Doesn't sound too bad - from my perspective. So far, | found myself
mostly at the other side of the offer.” However, Samantha seemed not entirely serious, it

sounded more like a reminder toward Ginny that sexual harassment came in all shades, at all
places.
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Harry said, "I got an offer to play in a movie." He described the scene with this Claude and
Tony Lee, and how Cho had stepped in to cancel the negotiations.

Ginny asked, "How's Cho doing?"
"Well ..."

After a moment, in which he didn't continue, Samantha asked, "Has this been the short
version, Harry?"

"Er - yes, in away. She's trying to sell spector technology, except nobody's interested. |
thought - when the three of them started this company, | figured it was to make spector
movies. Now ... | guess she's trying to make the big step first. It's ..." He shook his head. "It
was a horrible evening, and ..."

The unfinished sentence hung in the air.

After a moment, Samantha said, "And this seems to be an evening of outlines.” She pointed to
the grill. "But this steak's more than an outline, so go and get it."

Harry did - grateful for something to eat, as delicious as this piece, more grateful to have a
full mouth which couldn't answer.

Samantha asked Ginny about the Weasley family, probably out of interest, however quite
obviously the change of topic came on purpose. Ginny listed her brothers, whether dead or
alive, from Bill, the oldest, to Ron, the youngest. She finished, “Well, and then came Harry -
S0 in a way, he's my youngest brother."

"And the closest." Samantha's voice was matter-of-fact, rather than asking.

Ginny blushed.

Harry said, "Closest isn't the proper term. It's more ... well, we can talk with each other like
with nobody else - about everything, no matter what ... Somehow, it developed like that."”

Samantha kept her comment short. "That's rare."

Then it was time for Lousy's share, nominally left-overs, however with quite some meat still
at the bones, and it was Ginny who wanted to feed the dog.

"Another hole in my security guard,” said Samantha. "'l wouldn't know why anyone wanted to
break in here, but if it ever happens, I'll come to you two. Nobody else would come past
Lousy alive."

The conversation went hovering for some more time, keeping to unsuspicious topics, then it
was time to catch the last portal back to The Burrow - early for Harry's usual standard, just in
time before some carefully avoided topics were growing too big.

At home, Ginny was lingering around for a while, maybe in search for a start to talk with him,
maybe waiting for his questions, or explanations, then she said good night and went upstairs.

47



Harry tried to read, found his mind drifting off to events outside the book. He dropped the
book, tried to think something positive, found his mind drifting off to images in which he had
cornered a figure without a face, without a name, and himself ready to do whatever he felt
suitable. Following this thought, he decided this figure would survive the encounter - to
remember a lesson never to forget.

This thought felt very positive. Harry went to bed, to think leisurely about methods how to
teach a control freak a lesson. Lying in the dark, he sensed through the house, more exactly
toward Ginny's room. The result wasn't satisfying. He went out of the bed, out of his room, to
Ginny's door, listening.

No sound.

He opened the door, tiptoed to her bed, found her awake, eyes open, wet from tears.

He sat down at the bedside, kept his voice low. "Hi ... It felt as though I should pass by, have
a look at you."

"I must look terrible.” In spite of her words, Ginny seemed very grateful for his visit.
Registering that, Harry knew what had to be done. "It's dark enough, and this'll have settled in
a day or so. But | figure you want to feel normal again until the others come back ... There's

no need for them to know, am | right?"

Ginny nodded, while Harry could sense how much the thought was frightening her. He said,
"So we have to put you back in shape ... Move a bit."

She looked startled. "What for?"

"You'd never guessed - to make room for me, so | can come in."

She looked no longer startled, now she was terrified. "What do you have in mind??"

"I'm going to repair the damage you're suffering from. I don't know exactly how, but for
starters, we'll talk a bit ... You're so jumpy, you'd go through the ceiling at the slightest touch,

so that's the first thing we'll settle ... Now, what about a bit of bedspace?"

Ginny seemed to agree in the need, however not in the possibility, or in the method. At any
rate, she retreated, almost to the other end.

Harry climbed in, inched a bit closer, to touch her. She didn't jump, felt stiff like a plank. "By
the way," he said, "I didn't tell everything of my trip to California ... Cho - she told me about
an affair with another man. The good news, it's over. The bad - obviously it was a mess."

He felt how Ginny was tensing more, this time from surprise. Then she relaxed a bit, although
without turning. "Really?"

"Yep ... Said she wanted to find out how it is with someone else, before ... Well, she did."

"And now?"
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"And now? Now she's wiser than before."
"No, | mean - what about you?"

"I'm still trying to figure out what it means to me ... What upsets me most is that it was such
an unhappy affair. You know - if Cho would have said, | met a man, and we had fun, and now
it's over - then | could compare it to Tamiko, and maybe I'd have a problem with it, but ..."

Ginny's voice was thoughtful. "Maybe she made the same mistake."
"Mistake?"

"I was stupid, Harry - so stupid. That's one of the things I've trouble to cope with ... How can
one be so stupid?"

"In which sense?"

Rage was burning in her voice. "It didn't come entirely out of the blue - there were signs,
small forewarnings - except clever me ignored them, clever Ginny was sure she could handle
that ... Only she was wrong."

Harry pulled her closer, held her tighter. "So you've made a mistake - and now you're paying
for it ... Okay, that happens - you're strong enough to store that lesson where it belongs."

"I thought | could get along with it ... I wanted - all I had in mind was having sex - day in, day
out, hopefully till the end of vacation. And then ..."

She was tensing again in his arms, her voice a bare whisper. "You know what was the worst?
... I was lying there, and after some time | had to pee, but of course he didn't let me go. I could
hold it for a while, but then ... And he was watching ... Then he cleaned up some, and cleaned
me, and then he ..." She started to tremble. "And he didn't stop until ... I climaxed even then,
and that's ..." Her whisper broke in a painful crying.

Harry waited until the sobbing had ebbed, all the while thinking that the lesson for this man
definitely needed a careful planning. Then he said, "Ginny - you can't avoid peeing when the
pressure's high enough, and you can't avoid an orgasm if the stimulation's strong enough."

"Yeah, sure, but - | feel dirty, of a kind that can never be cleaned away." She was crying
again.

Selecting his words carefully, Harry said, "'l know what - I mean, | didn't know in detail, but I
could feel that it's something like that ... That's why I'm here, and together we'll find a way -
to make sure you'll feel clean again ... I think I know what you're scared of most - you think
you'll never again enjoy sex - am | right?"

He was, getting the answer more in his haragei than through anything else.
"You're wounded, Ginny - not outside, but it's a wound like any other ... Did I ever tell you
how we handled Almyra’'s wounding when she was hit by that harpy on our owl patrol? ... It

was an outside wound, simpler in a way, but it was heavy, and we had no way back with her
in that state...”
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Harry described how he and Cho were holding guard over a severely injured Almyra, from
late in the evening till early in the morning, until the wound had closed sufficiently so that
they could travel back to Hogwarts, two humans on broomsticks, each of them carrying an
owl. He finished, "I'm not Madam Pomfrey, but for cases like this here, I'd say I'm better
suited.”

A little hope in Ginny's voice. "And how do you want to cure me?"

"Dunno yet ... For example, by telling you it's the intention that counts ... This man didn't
want to give you joy, he just wanted to humiliate you ... And you didn't want to climax, you
only couldn't avoid it."

"Yes, | know ... But knowing's one thing, and feeling's another."

"Of course. That's why the cure must give you back the proper feeling."

"And how?"

The sound of her voice made clear that Ginn'ys question had to be rated as rhetoric, rather
than literal. After a moment, Harry said, "I'll do whatever it takes to settle that.”

Ginny turned a bit, to look at him. "I know what you're thinking, and you know what I'm
thinking ... Harry, | wanted this for quite some time - it's nothing new to you - but now that's
the last thing I have in mind."

"Then we're complementing each other - It wasn't my intention ever before, while now - as |
said, I'll do whatever it takes."

Ginny turned again, pressed her back against him. "But not tonight ... Hold me, send me your
strength ... Harry - in Hogwarts, I'll pester you and Kenzo and whomever until my own
haragei is up to the task, and until I can open locks with my mind."

Harry smiled in the dark. "It's okay - but you know what's needed to open a lock for the first
time, don't you?"

Something like a giggle. "We'll find a way - and now let's sleep.”

* * *

It was almost noon when Ginny's voice broke through the last remnants of his sleep. "Harry -
get up, and get out - | want to dress in my own room."

Opening his eyes, Harry saw a figure in a bathrobe, looking somewhat embarrassed, while
otherwise worlds better than the evening before. He giggled. "I have a few remarks about that,
but all of them are better kept unsaid."

She came closer, bent down to plant a kiss at his nose, smelling of shower and shampoo and
young, healthy skin. "Thank you ... And of course she was right."

"Huh?"
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"Samantha ... You are my closest brother - only a bit sleepy.”
"Sleepy? Okay, | slept long, but what's wrong with that?"

"Nothing, basically.”" Ginny blushed. "Only - if you'd been awake a while ago ... But maybe
it's better that way." And up she was, and out of the room.

At the breakfast table, she looked almost her normal self, while Harry read the Daily Prophet,
which seemed to fill the most eventless time of the year with reports of funny encounters
between wizards and Muggles.

Breakfast done, Ginny looked at him. "Okay, Harry - this is day one of my training, and
you're my teacher. So what's on the schedule?"

He examined her. "Before we come to that, let me say something what's on my mind, and
what you should know ... I'm going to think long and hard about how to teach someone a
lesson - something never to forget, and maybe good enough not to play certain games ever
again. Once | know what kind of lesson this'll be, I'll ask you for a name."

Ginny's lips tightened. "I won't tell ... I don't want to see him again, hear his name again ..."

"You don't have to see him again. Ginny - | just wanted to tell you that I'm not going to Kill
him, but to teach him ... There are other girls, or women, who might benefit.”

"You cannot make the world better - isn't it enough to deal with VVoldemort?"

Harry grinned. "I've got spare time, as you see - and besides, for my sister ..." Then, serious
again, "But to answer your question, and as lesson number one for today - don't push it away.
Go through it - okay, maybe not immediately, but scan it in time, to recognize what happened,
where you made the wrong decision, and why ... That's extremely important, for mastering
this experience, but still more as a basic principle.”

Ginny swallowed. "Do I have to?"

Harry nodded vigorously. "As | said - take your time, but it's mandatory. Look - it's correct to
call it training, but fundamentally it's just uncovering buried skill ... It's all inside you, and
there's no doubt it's there ... Haragei means no more than listening to all signals, and taking
all of them seriously. In a way, it's just a mind which is totally open, and totally balanced.
How could you ever manage if you lock away some memory - in particular one that can tell
you a lot?"

There was wondering in Ginny's voice. "l wasn't aware ... | always thought it's something like
aikido - you can move and jump, but then you see how it has to be coordinated to greater
effect.”

"Sure, in away it is ... Maybe - remember how it started with aikido? First we had to learn
how to fall - knowing that, we were no longer afraid hurting ourselves in a jump - no matter
how we come down. Well, with haragei it's similar - once you can be honest toward yourself,
face your own emotions, you can do the same toward others."

"Totally honest? ... That sounds frightening."
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"Only at the beginning ... I didn't say you have to walk around trumpeting the truth to people
not wanting to hear, but stop pretending toward yourself ... By the way, it's surprising how
often people know already, except they don't want to know that they know."

"Hmm ... Gimme an example.”

Harry looked into her eyes. "Shall 1?"

Ginny's eyes widened a bit. After a moment's hesitation, she had found the courage. "Yes."
"You love me. Most likely, you'll never stop doing that. You know. I know. Cho knows ..."
A gasp. "Does she?"

"Yes. We're not discussing it during the meals, but it's a known fact. Ma Weasley knows ..."
Ginny looked almost panic-stricken.

"... and now guess what Samantha had in mind with yesterday's remark?"

"Oh my God ..."

Harry smiled, somewhat sadly. "You see - it's new only for Samantha who never saw you
before, while the others can live with that - why not, it's not their problem."

"And Ron?"

Harry shrugged. "He's not blind, not stupid, so he knows ... There's no reason for him to
worry, and he has no solution for this problem, so he buries this knowledge somewhere inside
- it's not on his to-do list - this is just an example how people know without wanting to know,
thereby taking the risk of a wrong decision because they've pushed away some facts that
might play a role ... Well, a functioning haragei is a high-speed mechanism to register facts
and to take them into account.”

Ginny exhaled deeply. "Whew ... Allright, got the message, although I'll have to chew on it
still for a while."”

Harry grinned. "Yeah - welcome to the club ... Now for today, what about a long training in
the hall, and then - oh yes, a diving tour in the lake. Ever tried Gillyweed? ... | have enough
for both of us. And then sitting with Samantha, talking - she's a good trainer in facing facts,
isn't she?"

"Oh yes, she is."

"And her steaks - and Lousy ..."

Training together was considerably more fun. Responding to the actions of another individual
- Harry became aware that Ginny was using the opportunity, and him, to work out

accumulated rage and fury, and he restricted himself mostly to defenses, even when some
inaccuracy opened chances for counter blows.
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After a while, Ginny realized it. "Hey, lazybag - is this a training, or what?"
"I wanted to wait till your boiling has faded a bit.”

A short grin. "Seems to be the day for missed opportunities - you've had your chance." And
she was attacking with more concentration than before, forcing him to use his full skill.

When they finished for the day, Ginny wanted to go straight to the lake. Harry stopped her.
"Not yet - shower, tub, and steam room."

"What?? ... On such a hot day?"
"Yes - there's a cold water tub too."
"But why?"

"For many reasons. One of them is - if we're going to dive now, it's very likely you'll get a
cramp in the middle of the lake, and that's not a good place for it."

"And the others?"

"You said you feel dirty ... It's very difficult to feel dirty after five minutes in the steam
room."

There was still another reason. As Harry had suspected, Ginny felt embarrassed from the
simple presence of two naked bodies in the same room. He stopped her. "Why are we here?"

She understood immediately, presented a shy grin. "Yes, | know ... Allright - quite open-
minded and honest - seeing you, | was thinking of something other than a dive in the lake.”
Then she quickly disappeared in the shower.

He called after her. "Now if that isn't progress, then | don't know."

The diving tour in the lake provided a thrilling experience for Ginny, in particular since she
wanted to investigate the weed-covered ground closer, promptly running into a nest of
Grindylows. After Harry's warnings before, she knew what to do, and he could watch idly as
her spells shot streams of boiling water until the last angry water demon fell behind.

Ginny also wanted to see the Merpeople. However, after passing some of them, and after
exchanging some friendly waves, this had been enough excitement for the day, leaving
sufficient time to reach the lakeside close to the school before the gill-breathing faded out.
Lousy, beyond himself of joy, greeted them first, Samantha moments later. While Harry
busied himself shooting balls for the dog, the woman inspected Ginny. "I knew a T-bone
steak’s healthy,"” she said, "but I didn't know it's that healthy ... Honey, you're almost in time
for the next dose."”

Ginny laughed. "That's what | had in mind - and maybe a beer, too."

"That's my girl - a reasonable drink, not this nose detergent Harry's always asking for."
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Grinning, Ginny glanced at Harry. "Well, he once had a bad experience with alcohol - since
then, he's very reluctant in that direction."

"What a nonsense - according to that logic, you had to live in chastity as of now ... Mistakes
are there to be made, and to learn from."”

Ginny's grin had narrowed a bit at these words, however without disappearing entirely.
"Funny," she replied, "that's exactly what he told me ... Another proof that those who can't do
teach - oops, present people always excluded, of course - erm, no, I mean present women
excluded.”

Samantha laughed joyfully, maybe a bit more than the joke was worth, maybe delighted more
from seeing a young girl recover so quickly. She looked at Harry. "So - what can you say to
your defence, defendant?"

Harry shot the next ball before responding. "Maybe I can live without alcohol.”

Smiling, Samantha raised her can. "I'll drink to what you've said - and I'll drink to what you've
left out.”

Ginny raised her own can. "Me t00."

Samantha said, "Since today | can have two opinions, I'd like to hear a bit more about the
school, and the other students ... If they're all as tough as you two, then I'm in for a hard time."
Hearing that compliment, Ginny looked pleased. "Relax - Harry's an exception, the others are
pretty normal."”

Harry disagreed. "Normal, huh? ... Like Rahewa, for instance."
Samantha asked, "Who's Rahewa?"

Harry grinned. "A perfectly normal twelve-year-old, with a perfectly normal twin-blade knife
of about four inches - the blade, not counting the handle ..."

Ginny cut in. "Yes, and you shouldn't talk bad about Harry in her presence, Sam, because
otherwise you'll find her at your neck - I mean, with that knife in front.”

Samantha looked from one to the other, decided they weren't kidding, sighed. "Okay, got the
picture ... Some other unremarkable students | should know about?"

A moment later, they realized that Samantha was not yet fully aware of Hogwarts' most
dominant organization structure - the four houses. And from then till the time of the last
linkport jump, they were talking about Gryffindors and Slytherins, Ravenclaws and
Hufflepuffs, about the House Cup, the Quidditch Cup, and how teachers always had to be
judged with respect to the houses they represented - like Snape, for example, even someone as
straight as McGonagall.

It had been a splendid evening. Harry and Ginny told Samantha they would probably see each

other only at the beginning of terms, since the rest of the Weasley family was expected
tomorrow or day after tomorrow, then they hurried to the Hogsmeade linkport.
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In The Burrow, Harry expected to finish the evening with a more private conversation. Ginny
however, here in the house more self-conscious than at Hogwarts, soon disappeared to her
own room. After checking some books, not finding anything worth the time, Harry went to
bed.

Terms would start in a few days. Time to clear his mind about what he planned to do in this
last year. What he needed was a goal - something to carry him forward, to prevent the feeling

that his year was wasted, that he'd be better off playing the All-American Dream Boy for
Tony Chee, always in the hope he might meet Cho around the next corner.

Where was a goal waiting for him? ... Not in Charms - Apparition done, summoning still
open, and portkey programming, but there was nothing exciting in that ... Not in Potions
either - fuming poison balls was a topic good to fill the year - not to forget travels to Haiti -
but not more. Not in Defence against the Dark Arts either - not for him who could have
challenged the teacher's role in this course. Maybe ...

The door of his bedroom opened. Tapping of bare feet on the rug. And there stood Ginny -
outlined by the light from the window behind, a light which fell on angles and curves of a
body as bare as her feet.

"Okay, doctor,"” she said, "... here | am - er, and already undressed."” Her voice a bit unsteady,
her nervousness palpable.

Harry inched aside, making room for her. "Come in."
Ginny hesitated. "Are you ..."

He wasn't sure, not at all. Rather than answering, he opened the bedcover, and she slid under
it.

He moved one arm under her neck. When his other hand came to rest on her stomach, he felt
her twist, felt the tension in her. He whispered, "Take it easy ... We have all the time of the
world, and what's going to happen won't happen fast."

Her voice was small. "No, we don't have all the time - only till tomorrow morning, right?"
"YeS."

"That's why | came now - although, I'm sure, even if we had ten days, I'd have come only in
the last possible instant ... I'm a bit ... no, | have to be honest - I'm scared, it's much worse than
the first time ..."

His hand didn't move. "Why?"

"Because ... Because | don't know what'll happen - | mean, how I react ... And because it's you
- could be I'm going to panic in the middle of ... and I don't want to panic - not with you."

A smile in his voice, Harry asked, "You mean, panicking with someone else isn't that bad?"

A nervous giggle. "No, it's not ... But - you know what | mean."
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"Yes, | know. Still - please tell me."”

Ginny started to speak, stopped, swallowed, started again. "I ... | had this picture in my mind -
often enough ... How | come into your room, naked, and you're awake, and you look at me,
and ... I didn't think it would ever happen, and suddenly ... But now it's coming true, except ...
| don't want to spoil it - this is the last chance, so ..."

He moved a bit closer. "We're not going to spoil it - | promise you."

"Harry - how is it for you?"

"Well, I'm a bit nervous too ... You're my first girl, so-to-speak."

"You're not doing this just for curing me, do you?" There was a deep plea in her voice.

"No ... Curing you - that's the justification that I can do it, while otherwise ... I'm not loving
you like I love Cho, or like you love me, but my feelings for you are deep enough ... And
besides - I'm trying to keep my hand quiet, until ... What I'm feeling there is very inviting -
you know, I'm not used to young girls, so that's all new to me."”

A short giggle. "Then maybe you shouldn't keep that hand so quiet."

But as soon as his hand touched her more intimately, Harry felt her freeze. His mouth was on
her ear. "1 know what's wrong - we're unbalanced."

"What??" Startled.

"I'm still dressed, and you're not ... We have to change that." After a moment in which neither
was moving, he added, "You have to change that."”

At her first movements, Ginny's hands were trembling. Until she had freed him from his night
dress, the panic was gone. She looked at him, not knowing how to proceed further.

"Put yourself onto me ... And now keep still."
He was feeling her weight. After a while, he could feel a slight change in her mood,
something like intimacy - just a closeness, far from arousal. Ginny looked up. "Doesn't work

... I'm sorry." He could hear the tears rise in her voice.

"Wait - wait ... No need to hurry ... Come to my side.” He held her close to him. "This
morning - was it true, if I'd been awake?"

"Yes, | think so ... No, I'm sure.”

"Well, then ... Let's talk for a while."”

"About what?"

"Stories ... | know a story about a wet dream. Interested?"
She hesitated. "I'm not sure.”
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"It had to do with someone who was scared too, and in some kind of shock, and when the
dream was over, this someone had recovered enough to go through the day, and to fight, until
the terrible days ended."”

Ginny looked at him, seemed to have an idea where this story had happened, was suddenly
very interested. So Harry told her about the dream which had been dreamed by Deborah, and
by himself.

For a moment, Ginny seemed stunned. Then she asked, "Does Cho know?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"Well - it didn't exactly make her day, but she wasn't furious.”

"If ... if we - if this here ever leads to something, would you tell her?"

"I'm not going to lie to her. If she would ask ..."

Ginny examined his face. "You ain't scared of anything, are you?"

"Sure | am - but not of the truth ... I've stopped that some time ago - especially if I can stand
to what I did, and would do the same again."

She exhaled. "Okay ... Let's give it another try."

"Oh my ..." He chuckled. "This sounds as though we have to do an O.W.L. in sex - how shall
| ever get ready, if you know what ..."

She was angry. "Stop it! ... It's not funny."

His hand, ever so lightly, was caressing her breasts. "Maybe not, but laughing's better than
crying ... Allright, let's get serious - what can | offer, madam? Missionairy position - a tergo
Giggling. "Harry, you're impossible! ... You sound like a used car salesman, not like someone

who's supposed to seduce me."

"In this case, let's try a brand-new model ... Tell me - what do you want me to do? Something
new, not charged with a bad memory?"

After a moment of silence, even her whisper sounded self-conscious. "Yes, there's something

Harry felt first responses to his stroking. "Then tell me."
"It's ... no, I cannot."

He had an idea, was actually pretty sure. He pushed off the bedcover, exposing her full body.
His mouth was caressing, sucking, licking - her nipples, moving along her chest, stomach,
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downward, reaching her thighs. Changing position, he started a new journey from her thighs
upward. He felt no protest, only a growing expectation, a rising thrill.

When his lips touched her core for the first time, he heard a deep sigh, felt how the last
tension was fading from her, replaced by devotion, opening to a new pleasure.

His lips trailed around, across, resting for a moment, to inhale the faint scent of musk, to feel
a slight tremble in her, his own body responding with growing arousal. Then his tongue
ploughed through the furrow, opening her lips, raising a moan, went further upward, circling a
tiny spot - and again, and again.

Her arms were lying to her side, powerless, hands fluttering in tiny movements.

His hands inside her thighs, he parted her wider. His mouth inches away from her wet, open
center, he sent his breath, as though blowing out a candle light, only this flame was burning
stronger and stronger, Ginny's own breath in ragged gasps when his tongue resumed its tender
work.

Close to the peak, he stopped again, for a torturing moment, let his finger circle around,
gently tabbing a tiny piece of rapid pulsing, coming down again, trailing to the other end.

She was racing through the last steps, her hoarse groans growing deeper, longer. His arms
around her thighs, his mouth covering her open core, alternately licking and sucking, he felt
her reach the summit, explode in a long moment of an almost motionless crescendo,
interrupted by sharp twists racking through her body, then she went slack.

Next moment, her arms were waiting for him. "Come ... Come inside me."

He pushed through coolness into heat, a heat which was burning him in a firestorm, while her
arms were pulling him as tight as they could, her mouth close to his ear issuing sighs of
satisfaction, as a response to his moaning, his thrusting which quickly culminated in his own
moment of eternity, his last sharp twists before tensing in the final shot.

Then he was lying at her side again, held her in his arms, her head at his chest, some tears in
her eyes, this time no reason to worry, quite the opposite.

He stroked her hair, not used to its lightness, shortness. "Was it what you had in mind?"
"Yes ... It was so wonderful - I ..." She stopped.

"Say it."

"I love you."

He pressed her against him. "If I'd say the same to you, it would be the truth, only these words
are reserved for ..."

"I know - it's okay."

It wasn't - not quite, but this was the best they could achieve.
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Her fingers were playing over his skin. "This wasn't a dream. I'm fully awake - but it's what |
have dreamed of ... Is this shameful, Harry?"

"You ask the wrong person for that ... But even so, think twice before asking someone else."
He felt her chuckle. "I won't - although, I'd know someone I could ask that."”

"And I'd know two."

"Two? ... | was thinking of Samantha - who's the second?"

"Remember your sister-in-law?"

"Oh ... Yes, you're right, only I never talked with her about such things. But you did, didn't
you?"

"Yes - | don't dare to think what | would've done without her advice."

She hugged him again. "And | don't know what | would've done without your - er, cure ...
Thank you, Harry."

He smiled. "It was a pleasure - oh yes, it was."

She looked at him. "Was it?"

"Yes - didn't you feel it? | cannot fake ..."

She smiled. "No - that's not what | mean. This is our first and our last night together, right?"
"Yes."

"But the night isn't over yet." Suddenly, she was up, and then she was on top of him. "Doctor,

| feel there a terrible pain - and what's more, right now | feel something else that might hurt -
we should do another treatment, just to be on the safe side ..."
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04 - First Signs

Dumbledore was speaking for a while now, only what he said reached Harry's ear through a
filter. This filter - could it be offered for sale - would have made Harry rich, considerably
richer than he already was. Because it let the information pass, stored it somewhere in Harry's
mind, while the words just bounced off. Although the filter seemed temporarily, had been
implemented a while ago, around the time when Dumbledore addressed one of the changes in
Hogwarts.

The news were certainly interesting enough. They had to do with new teachers for old
courses, and old teachers for new courses - probably the reason why the filter let them
through.

An old teacher, going to cover a new course, was Remus Lupin - Remus in private
conversations, Lupin in public, Prof in classes to come, and these classes would be Charms.
Lupin had given up Transfiguration.

Considering how he had mastered the challenge in the previous year, how he had managed to
become an Animagus under his own control, this abandoning seemed strange. Something new
just when he had settled? - Yes, because even these admirable efforts were insufficient to
cope with the well-known skill of the new Transfiguration teacher.

Almyra Benedict.

Almyra replaced Lupin, and Lupin replaced Madam Hooch, now known as Sylvie and,
according to Cho, working around the clock for an uncertain future of Groucho Spectors Ltd.
When the Headmaster announced Almyra, Harry applauded enthusiastically, still listening to
Dumbledore's every word, watching the Headmaster's smile toward a beaming couple, some
seats farther down the teachers' table.

Harry still was listening, and applauding as frenetically as before, when Dumbledore
announced Samantha Sheridan, the new teacher for Care of Magical Creatures, replacing
Jesamine Grubbly-Plank. With two exceptions - Ron and Ginny, the other students had looked
surprised, seeing Harry welcome Samantha that way.

Samantha took the opportunity for a few words of her own. "Howdy, ladies and gents, boys
and girls ... As this big guy just told you, | come from Texas, and you can blame him for
getting me across the big water. He said to me, there's a bunch of little wizards and witches,
called students, all of them incredibly well educated, and just waiting to hear what you've to
say ... You know, that's how they sell insurances in Texas, so for myself I translated it to
something more realistic, like - er, well, you know what I'm trying not to say. And then |
come here this evening, to see you all for the first time, and guess what - he's right."”

Laughter, protest, applause.
"Yes, | agree with you - it has to be pretense, just to smoothen the culture shock. That's
understood, naturally, I'd do the same in your position ... But by pure luck, as the - erm, as

someone said, I've got insider information, so it won't be quite that simple for you when trying
to drag my feet. Sure, I'd be disappointed if you wouldn't try, but ... Well, folks, what I'm
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trying to say - for someone from outside like me, 'specially from an outside like Texas, you
just don't know what a gentle people you are, so I thought | should tell you ... Thanks."

This was followed by roaring applause. Hermione, quick as ever, drew the conclusion from
Harry's unexpected enthusiasm to Samantha's remark about insider information. Her look
promised Harry a thorough interview about recent conversations.

Then Dumbledore announced the third new teacher for dance lessons, also the new liaison
officer with Beauxbatons, and a moment later this teacher appeared, and since then, Harry's
mind was busy with something else.

And not only his mind. Because the new teacher was Marie-Christine Théroux.

What he was thinking would be badly suited for admitting in public, and what he was feeling
- a thrill in his entire body, a tension in his groin, sent a message surprising even himself. He
wanted her.

Maybe this was cheating, maybe what filled his mind were unfaithful thoughts. If so, then for
the first time. Nothing before had counted seriously - not in his opinion and, to some degree,
not in Cho's either - as far as she knew, that was, but his night with Ginny didn't count much
differently from a previous encounter in a similar situation.

Well - not from his side.

Only that this night had broken a dam. He knew it, knew which factors had played together to
let it crash, and he was ready to take his share of guilt, if guilt was involved. This moralic
weight felt easy to carry since he saw it in perfect balance with the other share - Cho's.

It wasn't even Cho's affair with another man. Harry felt neglected, quite simply. All through
vacation, there had been just one night ... And not even on selfish purpose. Okay, truth to be
told, he had welcomed the opp - er, obligation, and the night had been long - or short,
depending on how to count. The next morning, in full daylight while still alone in the house,
there had been a short discussion whether the night was over. They had come to an agreement
quickly - the night was over when the blinds were up.

But that was it, while other people ... Two weeks, Cho had said, which meant fourteen nights,
and if they hadn't used them, they could blame only themselves. Four weeks for Ron and
Janine - as Ron had explained, the trip had come cheaper than expected, which left just one
conclusion, and Harry only wished he and Cho had been together four weeks in a row.

What's more, he wasn't indiscriminate, not at all, actually. He felt no desire to gather a
collection of experiences. What did he care about other women? Well, okay, a bit more than
about other girls, but ... He just felt a deep longing in general, with a specific focus in
particular. Was this what people called sperm-blind? - Maybe, since his vision seemed
strangely narrowed down to one spot, but there was still his getsumai no michi to watch, hehe.

His desire was growing by the minute. Almost painful, though not unpleasant.
Had someone near him mustered a haragei like his own, the scandal would have been perfect.

But there wasn't anyone. Harry's eyes had met Marie-Christine's only for a short moment -
enough to make her look somewhere else. Even across the distance, she had recognized it, and
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Harry had received an answer as clear as his message. Maybe this had been the moment for
that filter to start working.

"... seem to know this Texan woman quite well."
"Huh?"

Hermione looked indignant. "I said, you seem to know that new Care teacher quite well,
Harry ... Have you been the source of the insider information?"

"You mean Sam? ... Yes, she was feeding me T-bone steaks, and | was feeding her stories.
A wicked grin. "Sam, huh? ... That's all - just stories and steaks?"

This would be easy play. "No, there was something else."”

Hermione nodded. "That's what I thought - alone in this big, deserted school ..."

Harry grinned. "Not the school, dummy - Hagrid's hut."

Calling Hermione dummy had been a mistake. He knew it - a second too late, realizing that he
better concentrated on this conversation, otherwise he could as well stand up and declare in
public what was really on his mind. Hermione looked a bit mean. "And how's Cho doing? ...
Far away, that's for sure.”

"Right you are - in California, to be precise. And when | visited her, | found an abandoned
dog in London Linkport, and took it to Sam, said this hut must hold a dog ... That's all - 1
haven't been in that hut once.”

"Doesn't mean anything - with the warm air outside, and the nice grass ..."

Ron stared at Hermione, about to protest, about to mention that another member of the Potter-
Weasley gang had joined the evenings.

Harry was quicker, for example with respect to Ron's inaccurate view about the number of
days Ginny had joined them. As this view wasn't inaccurate by accident, he hurried to say,
"Okay, Cho's far away most of the time, which means | wasn't as clever as some other people,
picking me a Hogwarts teacher who's always so nicely at hand - but it doesn't mean | take the
next opportunity to correct that mistake."

No - only the second.

Before Hermione could say out aloud what he was thinking, Harry added. "While on the
subject - how was the weather in Bulgaria?"

"Sunny - during the days, | mean." Hermione smiled, sufficiently put off track by Harry's
hinting that she, Keeper of the Rules, was frivolously violating one of them constantly, for
more reasons than sheer tradition. "And here?"

"Hot ... I got me some Gillyweed, for diving tours in the lake. It's awfully expensive, by the
way - twenty-two galleons a-piece."
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Ron glanced at Harry, kept silent, not knowing how to comment on that in the presence of
Hermione, who didn't know about Harry's fortune.

Hermione turned to Ron. "And how was the weather in France?"

"Almost too hot to be outside.” Seeing Harry's and Hermione's grin, Ron grinned in return -
with everybody aware of the conversation between the lines, it was nearly impossible to find a
harmless formulation, and there was no need to make bad jokes about someone keeping
inside.

Then Hermione wanted to know if Harry had managed to find some Haitian werewolves.
Funny as it seemed, for such a diligent student and researcher, had she spent no thought
whatsoever at her project while in vacation. Yes, Harry had agreed to be her agent, but it was
so untypical of Hermione, biding her time until someone else would deliver results.

Harry told her what Mrs. Benedict had said, that they had to talk with Almyra, that this had
been a major disappointment in his planning for vacation, and how it finally had led to his
first encounter with a teacher from Texas.

Hermione was baffled. "A deputy sheriff? ... Now that'll be interesting to see how she's
running the job here. Since Mad-Eye Moody, we haven't seen a student dance in the air as a
rabbit."

Ron grinned. "And for her this would be even appropriate - such a rabbit would definitely
count as a magical creature."

With the latest news exchanged - that was to say, the public ones, Harry checked whether
there'd be a chance for reaching the teachers' table unnoticed. With the start of his last term in
Hogwarts, suddenly the Ravenclaw table was unimportant, while there were many people at
the teachers' table with whom he would like a chat after meals. One, in particular.

But someone else caught him first - Ginny. Having been quite content and relaxed during the
last days, was she now looking a bit worried. "Harry, did you already talk with Rahewa?"

"No - why?"

"There's something on her mind - something serious.” Ginny sent a quick smile. "You know -
I'm trying to train my haragei all the time, and so | did with her. I'm not that far yet, but just
by watching her - she's not herself."”

This was reason enough to let Harry sober up a bit, to change priorities for the moment. He
took the next opportunity for a casual stroll along his own table, to address the youngest
member in the Gryffindor Quidditch team. "Hi, Rahewa. How was your vacation?"

"Fine, thanks."

Like some days before, Harry sensed enough to feel deeply worried. There hadn't been
anything fine in the girl's vacation, certainly not in the recent days.

"In the mood for a walk?"
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Rahewa didn't look at all like that. But next moment, her lips tightened, her head nodded, and
she followed Harry outside. Having left the building behind, Harry said, I heard from Cho
about some - er, transactions, actually right after the last conversation I had with you. So
you've switched Firebolts, huh? ... Did Cho tell you about her very personal motive for that?"

"No." As if Quidditch was something to be mentioned in a footnote, after the really important
items were out of the way.

"Well, she's pretty sure that for the next years, she can walk around saying, | was the last one
to beat this Gryffindor Seeker ... She could be right in that, couldn't she?"

"Yeah, could be."”

Had Cho traded her old Comet for Rahewa's Firebolt One, the answer could have been hardly
more dismissive. Harry waited a moment to see whether Rahewa had something on her own
agenda, but no such luck. He continued, "She also told me about your contracts. Of course, |
felt a bit excluded at first, but how can you compete against real prairie grass? ... Anyway, |
was glad to hear you'll be a movie star.”

This time, he had hit a string, only it felt strange - something like guilt, disappointment,
desperation. "Say ..." He stopped - Rahewa was about to speak.

"Harry - what | said the last time ..."

"Yes?"

"About ... What you said about a scholarship ... Can we ..."

He tried to help. "You're interested?"

"Erm - yes."

"Sure - of course, any time."

Rahewa was struggling with every single word. "Then ... I'd need it soon ..." The prospect of
thousand galleons wasn't cheering her up - quite the opposite, she was fighting tears more

than words.

Harry stopped, took her shoulders. "Rahewa, tell me - what's wrong? You didn't gamble your
salary from Cho, did you?"

The girl was at a loss to speak, and she was losing the fight against her tears. Harry took her,
put her head against his chest, and held her while violent sobs were shaking the thin body.
After a while, he sat down, tapped the grass at his side. "Come here, let's sit and talk."”

The tears had cleared the way for words, haltingly still, not surprisingly at Rahewa's story.
No, she hadn't gambled, although the money had been spent in a desperate bid of a different
kind. Her mother was ill, seriously so, and every galleon within reach had been invested in an
attempt to find a better treatment than the public offer. Worse, Mrs. Lightfoot had been the
source of the sparse money in this household, and this source had of course dried out first.
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"What about your father?"

The flow of words came to a standstill. After a moment, burning shame in her voice, Rahewa
confessed that her father was unemployed, had an alcohol problem, always good to drain the
last sickle off the small Lightfoot purse.

"I see ..." Harry exhaled. "I'm sorry to hear that, but I'm glad you told me, so we know exactly
where we stand.”

No answer, still - Rahewa obviously had the same thought.

"Now ..." Harry was selecting his words carefully. "Let me explain something ... Mr. Chang -
Cho's father, that is - has found a way to deal with this Mr. Crownshield, | mean rather than
Killing him. As a result, I've got more money than | can spend ever - | don't even know what
to do with the interest per year. That means - there's a lot of money waiting to be used for
something ... By the way, that's the reason why | came to you with that silly story ... Anyway -
if you allow me to help, I'd be more than glad to take over the cost for the medical treatment.”

No - just the scholarship, nothing else.

"Rahewa - since your mother is so seriously ill, don't you want to try everything, no matter
what it takes? Assume there's a chance, only it's so expensive you couldn't afford it - thousand
isn't much for doctors and clinics - I think you'd never forgive yourself, not to have tried."”
"But ..."

"You think you'll never be able to pay back, not in a lifetime - am I right?"

He was right indeed.

"Let me make a suggestion ... First, I'll talk with Gringotts, or that lawyer, that Spinbottle, to
make sure that all bills from the treatment are directly routed to Gringotts, and they know how
to handle them ... Then, for your own living, you get the scholarship, with your own Gringotts
account nobody else has access to ..."

Rahewa's head was shaking.

"Hear me out ... This scholarship is exactly what it says, so you'll have to pay back after
you've finished Hogwarts - or before, if that movie business turns out more profitable than
expected. While the treatment covering ..."

"You must tell them to do a full bookkeeping!"

So the offer was settling in her mind, thank God. Harry nodded, "They'll do it anyway, but for
us - let's assume it's really as expensive as what I'll get in interest for one year. Then, at the
end of the year, hopefully your mother's doing better, and I'm still as rich as before - Rahewa,

take it into proportion ... It'll give me an ob on you, and that's it."

Still some reluctance.
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"As | said - in the worst case, I'll have just as much money as before - anything more than an
ob would be inappropriate. | mean - you've protected me against Gérard, and for this alone I'd
say it's me to balance out, but - yes, | know that you'd never agree, that's why you have to live
with that ob, until I come to claim it ... Now - do we have a deal?"

Yes, they had.

"Then what about your father? ... There are places to dry out people, to give them a new start.
What do you think?"

Rahewa didn't think so, because her father wouldn't go to such a place, and even if, he'd fall
back to his old habits immediately - as soon as a galleon could be seen within reach.

"Well, then ... Can you handle him?"
"Yes." With a fierce expression.

"Allright ... Listen - at breakfast tomorrow morning, | need a sheet with address, data,
everything to establish this arrangement. Some time during the day, I'll jump to London and
settle it - and I'll inform this Spinbottle that he's going to talk with the doctors, to make clear
your mother's a patient whose welfare is followed up by people outside - we know what a
difference it makes, don't we?"

For the first time in this conversation, Rahewa's mind issued something other than dark
despair. After a moment, she said, "Harry?"

"Yes?"
"This obligation - it'll never end.”

He smiled. "In the Japanese tradition, it would be unfair - but I guess in the Indian tradition, it
has to be that way, so it's okay ... And of course - " he looked solemn, "it establishes a bond
between us - still more than before.”

Walking back to the school building, Harry wondered if this side effect was really a spin-off
that had come by accident. Somehow, he had his doubts. Of course, Rahewa would never use
the illness of her mother for any purposeful manoeuver. Every step in this conversation had
been inevitable, the obvious consequence of the previous one, and at the end, Rahewa's
devotion to him was suddenly framed by an official bond.

Then he remembered Cho's words, about him collecting family in many ways. So his own
sub-conscious apparently had played a role. Well, that was just fine.

Entering the hall, he found the teachers' table deserted.

* k% *

First school day in Hogwarts. A breakfast served by house elves was a good thing, much more
convenient than doing everything by yourself, and the food beyond any criticism. Not so the
time when it was served - awfully early, after weeks of sleeping till noon.
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Of course Harry was late, had to shove down the stuff as fast as he could.

Then Rahewa came to deliver the sheet, these two black eyes looking into the world with a bit
of hope. Then Ginny caught Harry to ask about Rahewa, and which miracle he had performed
that the girl could smile at Ginny. From her own experience, Ginny felt of course worried that
Rahewa had encountered something of a similar category.

"No," assured Harry. "It's about her mother. She's ill, sort of pretty bad, and we agreed that I'll
take care of the financial aspect.”

Ginny looked relieved, and pleased - to be honest, she looked somewhat more, and Harry
asked her whether he had to come with a lemon, to bite into, before other students might have
their own thoughts.

By the time this was settled, the first class was due, and Harry still hadn't found his way to the
teachers' table.

Potions came first, with McGonagall full of elan to give the new year and her students a jump
start, while the students would have preferred a more careful approach toward hard work. And
sure enough, the Headmistress remembered her conversation with Harry, nominally ranked as

an end-of-year exam. "Mr. Potter,” she asked, "what about your project? Are you going to do
it?"

"Er - yes, Prof. Except | don't know where to start."

"I spoke with Mr. Dumbledore about that. He's pretty sure the deadly agent was sulphuric
acid, and only the ball, its rotating, speed and so forth were driven by magic. In other words -
you're in for some basic chemistry, which means a thorough scan through the library." Seeing
Harry nod, without moving further, McGonagall asked, "Then what are you waiting for? ...
The library's reached by walking, I'm afraid.” But it came with a smile.

Ron had listened. "What kind of project is this, Harry?"

"It's about these yellow-fuming balls VVoldemort used in the Battle of Hogwarts. He used the
same balls to guard Sirius' prison on that island - and | want to figure out how to fight them."

"One of these balls ..." Ron stopped, even so, Harry knew what his friend had left out - one of
these balls had killed Charlie, while Hagrid had escaped the yellow fume, to die an instant
later under a Killing Curse.

"Harry ... Can this project afford someone else?"

Harry examined the tight-lipped face of his step-brother. I was already wondering how to
handle the phase when it's time to shoot balls and counter-balls ... But it's a lot of work, so
don't you ever complain about me dragging you into this."

Ron still didn't smile. "If you see me coming with earmuffs, you know what's up."
McGonagall found it a good idea, running the project in a twin team, and minutes later, Harry

and Ron were scanning through large volumes in the library.
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Ron stopped reading. "What did she say - sulphuric acid? ... Here, | found something. There's
sulphuric acid, sulphurous acid, and sulphurated acid ... No - sulphurous and sulphurated
seems to be the same."

A moment later, his voice sounded excited. "Hey - look at that! Atomic models of molecules
... Reminds me of astronomy - it's almost like planetary orbits.” Ron glanced up. "Harry, what
do you think - me doing the basic chemistry, and you figuring out the magic elements ... Is
this a reasonable split?"

"We'll know afterwards ... For now, it sounds okay to me."

And this was the start of their Poison Ball project which, at some time, should play a key role
in the events to come.

* * *

The next class was Transfiguration. The Gryffindors were already sitting in their rows when
Almyra entered the class room, welcomed with hammering knuckles, stomping feet, and
shouts of hooray - in particular from three students, sitting side by side.

Almyra beamed. "That's very kind - and the right thing against my nervousness ... This is my
first class from the other side - " she blushed, "only weeks after we all have been students. |
thought - my first class, please let it be first-years ... And now it's you."

"Yeah!" Seamus Finnigan, his arms raised, hands outstretched to claws, was shouting, "We're
big, and mean, and dangerous!"

The rising laughter died in a gasp. Suddenly, a large black dog ducked on the table, baring its
teeth, a deep growl in his throath. Seamus fell down to his seat like being shot, staring, his
face gone pale.

The dog jumped behind the table, then Almyra was back, smiling maliciously. "I said I'm
nervous - | didn't say I'm scared."

Harry's fist was pumping, his thumbs up, his face shining in admiration.

Almyra saw it, smiled at him. Then she turned to the class. "We have a little problem, but |
know already how to solve it ... If you call me Prof, I'll start laughing. If I call you Mister and
Miss, then you'll start laughing ... So - and this is a convention that applies to seventh-years,
maybe sixth-years too - I'll call you as | did some weeks ago, and you'll do the same, calling
me Almyra ... I'm sure we'll get along - and if you hear me addressing you by your family
name, then you know you're in trouble.”

Yes, the names were used as before, while at the same time there was this fine difference,
established by Almyra within seconds, cleverly taking profit from Seamus' pantomime. In
that, Almyra had beaten the Hogwarts speed record, previously held by Professor Drilencu,
who had invented the title Prof.

It was interesting to see - the less formal a teacher acted in these superficial details, the better
- and the quicker - seemed this no-nonsense atmosphere established. Harry was musing how it
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would be with a teacher who suggested Hey, old pumpkin when the current teacher's tight grip
caught him.

"Harry," said Almyra, "the class file is somewhat vague about your recent activities, but I just
happen to know that you've been running a bit idle in Transfiguration, in favour of other
issues. Now that they're settled - what's your goal? ... Wanna give it a try?"

Fascinated, and admiringly, Harry looked at his new teacher. "Yes, Prof - er, sorry, Almyra ...
Yes, I'd like to master an Animagus."

Almyra nodded with appreciation. "Like the father, like the son ... And what do you have in
mind? Something extravagant - your father was a prong, right? ... Or something handy?"

Harry remembered the conversation with Lupin. "No, | won't say it could be called handy."

The teacher, who happened to be his sister in spirit, showed pleased expectation. "What shall
it be, Harry?"

"A dragon.”

Next moment, the class was hanging in their seats, captured in a howling laughter - even Ron.
Only Hermione, who could have quoted chapter and verse of the Transfiguration handbook
stating that these animals were beyond reach, stared at Harry with widening eyes.

And someone else remained calm - Almyra. "In this case," she said, "you may contact the
National Dragon Foundation, to visit a dragon camp. | think the closest is in Ellesmere - that's
in Wales, near Shrewsbury. They have mostly Common Welsh Green, and some Hebridean
Blacks ... I have a feeling none of them is your choice, but it's a start.”

The class was still laughing, taking Almyra's answer for just the kind of joke you might
expect from her, after Harry's answer. Ron shouted, "No, it's obvious what he'll do - a Chinese
Fireball, just for a perfect fit."

The class was howling again. There wasn't anyone having trouble to understand Ron's joke.
Neither had Almyra. She looked very cool. "Ron Weasley, for someone who once had a
brother devoted to dragons, this is a pretty stupid remark - and | don't remember having asked
for your opinion."

And only now, staring into two flaring eyes, it dawned on Ron with the big mouth that his
teacher was the best friend of this other Chinese fireball, the one in the human shape. He
looked like hit in the face. "I ... sorry, | thought it was a joke."

Almyra's voice sounded a bit friendlier. "I don't think so." She glanced at Harry. "Was it?"
Harry had listened to the laughter, in particular Ron's, and to his remark which, for some
reason Ron didn't know, kept burning like a sting, and Harry knew - this scene was to
motivate him in the dark moments when the task would appear impossible to master. It would
drive him like he'd been driven once, finally coming up with a Golden Patronus.

"No," he said. "It wasn't ... None at all."
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* k% *

The lunch break offered lunchtime only for the other students. Harry used the time for his trip
to London, feeling grateful having mastered the fastest method of travelling - after you had
left the Hogwarts protection sphere on your own legs.

Gringotts marked his first station. For once, it wasn't Mr. Morony who discussed the details
with him. When Harry expressed his intention to cover all costs of Mrs. Lightfoot's treatment,
the Goblin still saw a few problems - not within Gringotts, only from bitter experience with
doctors and hospitals. When Harry informed him that this would be handled also with the help
of Mr. Spinbottle, suddenly all problems vanished. There was nothing on earth to stop the
combination of Goblins and a wizard lawyer of the cunning kind.

Establishing a vault of thousand galleons for Rahewa seemed simple, compared to the first
issue. Still, Harry had a concern. "How secure is this vault from being accessed by other
people?”

Was the Goblin indignant or amused? "What do you mean, Mr. Potter?"

"Well - Miss Lightfoot is a girl of twelve years, and her father has a tendency to spend all
money within reach for liquor, that's why I'm asking."

"I see ... According to wizard law, Mr. Lightfoot would be entitled to take money from there,
while Gringotts considers customers self-responsible from the age of ten. To prevent any
trouble, I would suggest a personal password to protect the vault, Mr. Potter. Then, age no
longer matters - regardless of who might come and with which argument.”

"Yes, of course! ... Allright, let's do it."
"Very well. Which password shall we establish first?"
"Erm ... Prairie grass."”

The Goblin wrote it down, his face unmoving. Probably, a password like Funkynoodle would
have caused hardly more outburst of emotion, maybe except for the spelling.

Mr. Spinbottle's office came next. The lawyer wasn't there, only his secretary, who accepted
the data sheet, listened to Harry's description what had to be done as quickly as possible, and
offered him an appointment later the same day.

Harry agreed, sighing inwardly. So he would miss the third meal of the day as well, reason
enough to look for something nutritious outside, before returning to Hogwarts. What he found
was significantly better than expected - some people from South Europe had opened a fast
food shop, were selling large rolls with grilled meat inside, quite delicious, really.

Some of the figures around looked strange - like tourists, not at all like wizards. Maybe they
were on a round trip, travelling in Muggles disguise. Considering the average quality of the
common English gastronomy, it was small wonder to find them gathering around this new
shop.
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Returning to Hogwarts, Harry just had time for passing the news to Rahewa before Social
Ethics was due. Rahewa nodded at his description, her face as unmoving as that of the Goblin
when hearing the password - only the results of Mr. Spinbottle's activity would be of interest
for her.

Vacation hadn't left any mark in Boring Binns. For all the Gryffindors knew, the ghost had
faded into the next wall six weeks ago, to reappear now and to resume his lessons exactly
where they had stopped at the end of the previous term. Frustrating.

For compensation, the last class was Care of Magical Creatures, and Samantha'’s first action
led the Gryffindors outside, to a spot under trees close to her hut. Some students eyed
suspiciously toward Lousy, which was sitting calmly in front of the hut's door, whether
ordered by Samantha or by self-nomination. It worked well - until the dog saw Harry.

Next moment, a light-brown cannonball shot through the group, ignoring the terrified squeaks
of Parvati Patil and Lavender Brown, to reach Harry, to jump, then racing back, returning
with the small leather ball.

Samantha glared at the dog, at Harry. "Either you call your spells inaudibly, or that ball's goin’
to be confiscated."

Silent spells - a totally new concept. According to the books, it wasn't supposed to work. With
any other teacher, this would have been a trick offer, a teasing joke, while Harry had no doubt
Samantha had been serious, not caring much about impossibilities.

Nor did he.

An expectant-looking dog before him, its hind legs already dancing in anticipation, Harry put
his lips at his wand, to form the spell with mouth movements, kind of wizard Braille for the
mute.

"Volitollite!"

The ball shot away, to the deep satisfaction of both dog and student. Maybe it didn't fly quite
as far as usual, but who cared ...

Hermione, who had watched the scene, couldn't decide whether to look indignant for Harry
not following the lesson, or approving for his silent wizardry. In the meantime, the other
students checked in all directions, apparently waiting for some herd of magical creatures
coming around the next corner.

"No," said Samantha, "first we have to talk. And then it's your job to fetch the animals - after
all, you're old enough to wipe your asses by yourselves, aren't you?"

After a moment of gasping incredulousness, the students complained this was no place to talk,
here in the full heat of the afternoon sun - ignoring the shadow of the overhanging tree in their
argument.

"Forget it." Samantha almost spit the words. "We're not going to sit in some clammy
classroom with such a nice weather outside ... And besides, you don't know really what heat is
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- in the Dust Bowl, there you'd find it hot, while here ... Anyway, for good measure, today it's
my treat - in the next lessons, this honour may be passed further from one to the other."

Her wand pointed toward the hut. "Accio cervisia!"

A muffled sound, like a fridge door banging against a wall, then the hut's door flew open, and
a small squadron of beer cans came zooming through the air.

The students gasped, grinned - forgotten was the complaint about the heat.

Hermione's arm was up. "Prof - we're not supposed to drink alcohol during classes ...
Actually, we're not supposed to drink at all during classes.”

"Is that so?" Samantha's can popped open, while she studied Hermione. "I really appreciate
your comment - horrible the thought I'd never wised up, me, and died dumb ... Except today,
I'm just prepared for beer, and the only soda's reserved for Harry." While sipping from her
can, Samantha's eyes kept fixed on the face of a sufferable know-it-all. "You won't rat out on
us, would you?"

Hermione, shrugging, popped her own can open, to take a long gulp. She had no trouble at all
with that, knowing well that even for her, by far the most important provider of Gryffindor
points, there was a quick short cut to the position of the MUSIC - the Most Unpopular
Shithead in Class.

While Harry continued shooting balls for Lousy, Samantha announced that, at the end of this
lesson, the students should have won a clear perception of what they were going to do this
year. The item on the official schedule were Merpeople - not Samantha's favourite, as she
admitted. So, individual projects would take precedence - provided they offered something
reasonable, give or take a bit.

Merpeople would have been a fascinating option, but Harry's mind was set - toward dragons,
what else. He was discussing it with Ron when Samantha came along and said, "'So that's the
rest of the Potter-Weasley gang, and no doubt, by the looks of it ... Howdy, Ron - how was it
in France? Hot and wet, for what I've heard - hot outside and ..." She stopped, grinning
broadly.

Poor Ron, blushing, wasn't used to Texan small talk. "Er - yes, er - hello ..."

Harry felt pity, remembering his own first encounter with this woman. "Hey, Sam, give him a
break ... By the way, how should I address you in class - | mean, maybe Sam isn't the proper
form, after all.”

Samantha looked surprised. "No? ... Frankly, | give a hammered shit for that - figure it out for
yourself, Harry, you're more at home with the rules here." She snorted. "Or ask that Lady
MacMess over there - she seems to know all the rules for what's really unimportant.”

Samantha hadn't lowered her voice. This explained why Hermione froze in mid-step for an
instant, before continuing, her cheeks slightly flushed.
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Samantha had watched. "Uh-oh, I just made a friend for life." Now she lowered her voice.
"Harry, tell me - how come you picked that girl as your friend? ... Such a pre-pubescent
attitude - listening to her, you'd never believe she's getting laid regularly.”

Ron looked as if not trusting his ears - an amateur bigmouth at his first encounter with a
professional one.

Harry wondered how Hermione would react to Samantha's comment. It seemed even possible
that she would consider it a compliment. At any rate, he wasn't going to tell her, while this
seemed the right time for pulling a brake. "Hold it, Sam ... Hermione just wanted to help you.
Okay, sometimes she's a bit rasping at your nerves, but she has her qualities, believe me. Our
friendship's definitely more than Care of Rare Animals.”

The witch laughed. "Got it, honey." She turned to Ron. "And you, young man with the
beautiful eyes, do you think the same?"

Said eyes didn't know how to look. "Er, yes, er - Sam."

While Samantha walked away, Harry grinned at Ron. "Beautiful eyes - wow! Did you hear
that before?"

His friend blushed deeper than a moment ago. "Erm - actually, yes, | did."”

"Like - " Harry mimicked Gerry, "Oh, Ronnie cheri, ils sont beaux, tes yeux - something like
that?"

Ron giggled. "Harry - | guess | have to be more careful, I didn't know you're carrying both
ways."

"Well, since | met Gerry ..." Harry stopped, watching a scene not far away, pushing Ron to
shift his friend's attention.

Samantha had approached a sour-looking girl with curly brown hair. "Hi, Hermione ... Harry
just told me you've hidden qualities, so I thought I might give it another try."

Hermione's voice was frosty. "Don't bother, Prof ... They're well hidden."

"Then we're complementing each other.” The words came with a thin smile.

Hermione looked incredulous, and detestful. "Really?"

"Yes, sweetheart. Because | have hidden flaws, except sometimes they're quite prominent.”
Hermione didn't answer. Quick as ever, had she read enough messages in this remark to think
it over, and maybe to gather some more impressions from this new teacher, before deciding

how to react.

Harry turned back to Ron. "Well, it's love at first sight between those two ... Anyway, what do
you think about the dragon project?"
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Ron thought it was crazy, wasted efforts, not his cup of tea for sure. He had done an O.W.L.
about dragons, but only so much, and since Charlie was dead, and Hagrid too, Ron could do
without these dangerous beasts. He wasn't sure yet what he would do, but certainly not
volunteering for oversized firebreathers of the flying kind.

Which meant Harry was at his own in this project, not surprisingly so - but only counting
students, while he felt confident to find support from two teachers, Almyra and Samantha.

After classes, he just took the time to fetch his GALA from his dormitory, then he was on his
way to the appointment with Mr. Spinbottle.

The lawyer studied the data sheet. "Mr. Potter, | understand that it's about the health and
welfare of this Mrs. Lightfoot. But please tell me, whom do I represent in this issue?"

Harry felt a hot rush of impatience. "To quote a teacher of mine, Mr. Spinbottle, I give a
hammered shit as long as it's going to help her, and quickly."”

Used to this client's unconventional negotiations, the lawyer had a short smile - could have
been a grin, if this wasn't impossible for members of his profession. "Let me explain to you ...
| can represent only one client. If it's you, then we can agree upon the proceeding in a minute,
only that I won't be authorized to speak in Mrs. Lightfoot's name - which will cause problems
with these damned doctors ... If it's her, | can chase them in pairs, with the nurses as escort -
but the big question is whether she'll agree, because you cannot instruct me to represent her ...
If it's the girl, | can assume I'm representing you as well, and a daughter has more weight, but
still, she's under age, and | may face the same problems as before on a minor scale.”

Harry thought for a moment. "'So, the best solution would be to represent Mrs. Lightfoot
herself, right?"

"Definitely so. Then we only have to settle the financial aspect.”

"Say - can | hire you to represent her, and to do whatever's necessary - toward her free of
charge, and all cost at my side?"

Mr. Spinbottle smiled. "That'd be perfect - if she agrees."
"Then let's ask her ... Where is she?"

"In the East-End Hospital - that's why my first step should be to have her transferred to a
better place.”

"St. Mungo's?"

"Not necessarily. Depending on what it is, a specialized Muggle clinic might be the better
choice ... Just for the record, Mr. Potter - is there any financial limit?"

"Er - yes. Half a million galleons."
This time Mr. Spinbottle really mustered a grin. "Which means none ... Allright, just a

moment ..." The lawyer went to a wall safe, apparently to fetch a pile of money.
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Harry asked wonderingly, "What do you have in mind with that money?"

"We're going to visit a clinic, and doctors, right? Probably outside any visitor's time ... That's
the stuff to oil our path, Mr. Potter."”

The lawyer was right. Half an hour later, after convincing several people on their way that this
was in the mutual interest of all people involved, they were sitting in a dirty room, with
battered chairs, a table showing traces of cigarette butts, carving knives, and greasy food, and
a depressing gray-green paint at the walls.

The woman was undeniably Rahewa's mother, the similarity obvious. She had listened to Mr.
Spinbottle's explanations, looked now at Harry. "Why do you want to do that, Mr. Potter?"

"Because ... I'm doing it for Rahewa, Mrs. Lightfoot - that's all | can say. I don't know how to
explain ... I have a lot of money, and | was looking for a useful purpose, and then ... I could
try to explain more details, but I'm not sure ... Well, it's just that - | want to help Rahewa."

"What is Rahewa for you?"

"She's - unique. She reminds me of my own situation, the first time in Hogwarts ... Cho said -
er, Cho, that is ..."

The woman interrupted him. "I know her name, Mr. Potter - like yours, and that of some other
people. I know what you mean for my daughter - to be honest, | wasn't too happy about that,
and that's why I'd like to hear your own description."

"My own ... | feel sort of responsible, a kind of obligation. I don't know why."

"And what did your girlfriend say, this Cho?"

"She said - you know, it was a joke, but ... She said I'm collecting family, and Rahewa's my
first daughter. It's of course nonsense ..."

"Is it? ... Could be this thought becomes more realistic than expected.”
"No, Mrs. Lightfoot - we're here to make sure it stays as a joke."

"You cannot - not for sure.” The woman smiled for the first time. "But | appreciate what
you're doing, and - yes, | agree to be represented by you, Mr. Spinbottle ... Thank you, Mr.
Potter."

About to leave, the woman stopped. "If ... Mr. Potter, if you ever see reason to make it come
true, you should know that you'll do it with my approval - and that it's a comforting thought."
She left the room, not looking back.

Mr. Spinbottle promised to get the transfer running first thing tomorrow, after talking with
Mrs. Lightfoot's doctor, and after getting professional counsel about which medical centre
was suited best for her treatment. They agreed to meet three days later, then Harry returned to
Hogsmeade.
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Walking toward the school, he realized that he wasn't in the mood to talk with Rahewa now,
for example because there wasn't anything to tell yet. The visit in the clinic had done nothing
to raise his mood - a hospital wasn't a good place for someone whose haragei sensed
emotions so distinctly. Glancing across the lake, he knew what would help to clear his mind -
a tour through waterspace, cool, clean, silent, dark.

The layer of food in his stomach felt awfully thin. Going into the school for his swimsuit and
the Gillyweed would probably include a short visit of the house elves in the kitchen, because
he would be unable to resist. Then his stomach would be full, and most likely he would meet
someone ... He decided to do it without Gillyweed, and without swimsuit. It was almost dark,
and this way, he saved time.

He turned to walk back, to reach the position outside the sphere from which he could jump to
his favourite place at the lake. Sometimes this sphere was a real nuisance - now that dark
wizards were no longer a threat, it would be a great help to restrict the protection to the school
buildings only.

Darkness, calm and smooth. In his getsumai no michi, the contours of the ground below
appeared like faint strokes of coal, drawn by a painter on a dark-grey canvas. Two minutes
limit wasn't much, compared to gill-breathing, while the lack of speed, restricted to his normal
human hands and feet, limited him even stronger.

Harry came up, to catch breath, and to dive down again. A third turn, and a fourth, then he felt
better.

For a while, he was lying on his back in the water, motionless, balancing to keep on the
surface, staring into the sky. There were only few stars at this time of the year, shortly after
dusk, stars which seemed no farther away than, a moment ago, the lakeside from his
underwater position.

He turned, inhaled deeply, dived down to shoot through the water, feet above ground, toward
the lakeside. This method was faster than swimming at the surface.

He sensed her before he saw her. Marie-Christine was sitting on a blanket, spread just beneath
his clothes.

"Salu, 'arry." She threw him a towel, watched him toweling.

He felt breathless, although not from diving. "How come you're here? Did we have the same
thought at the same time?"

Marie-Christine's answer, about having the same thought, was given without words. Looking
at him, she stretched herself at the blanket, her hand unfastening the swimsuit's strap around
her neck. The view made him hardening instantly.

He fell on his knees, his hand pushing down the suit, exposing breasts with nipples as hard as
his growing member. Grabbing them, caressing them with his lips, he felt her frantic
movements under him to strip the swimsuit off. He was between her legs, felt gripped, guided
inside, his path wet and ready. Pushing deep into her, feeling the tightness and heat on his
flesh, still cool and wet from the previous dive, his mind was flooded with a desire that wiped
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off any coordination, leaving only this animalistic rhythm of thrusting, gasping, groaning, her
own body responding with the same rhythm, pushing herself against him as hard as she could.

He heard his own pained moan, felt his heat rise and erupt, felt her stiffen, heard her
whimpering - none of which was going to stop him, not now, not as long as his hardness felt
undiminished, ignoring what was supposed to be time for a break.

Her hands were at his back, clawing, nails digging into his muscles, ripping over his skin. He
took her arms, pressed them down over her head, held her in that position while continuing,
slower now, each thrust raising a hoarse gasp, each backward movement a tremble in her hips.
Her eyes were closed, opening only for a fleeting moment when his next push didn't come as
expected, as awaited impatiently. The moment of numbness gone, his back burning from what
had to be claw marks, he accelerated again, driving both of them uphill toward another peak
to watch the clouds and the rain.

Lying at Marie-Christine's side, his hand wandering across a body who had calmed down, and
dried in the warm night air, Harry said, "It cannot have been telepathy.”

"What?"

"You coming here, to this place ... When 1 arrived, all | had in mind was swimming - probably
the first time since we're back in Hogwarts that | was not thinking of your body."

Marie-Christine smiled. "This thought was back pretty quickly ... And it seems to be
somewhat stubborn - obviously, you cannot keep your hands to yourself."

He trailed over a stomach, toward mounds which had softened too. "Should 17"

"Might be a good idea, so we can talk about what's on my mind. | saw you arriving, then |
saw you walk back - and disappear. I thought I might find you at this place - so | came here to
ask you about assistance in the dance lessons."

"And you expect me to believe that?"

"It's true - that's what | want to talk with you about. Except - talking wasn't the first item on
my agenda."”

"No, definitely not."

"But it's now ... Are you ready to assist me?"

"Maybe in a few minutes."

Marie-Chrstine laughed. "Please, be serious for a moment ... So what's your answer?"

Harry's hand was wandering down her legs, his fingers playing like in dance figures. "Sure -
as much as what fits in my own class schedule."

Marie-Christine looked pleased. "That's kind ... Thank you."
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"Thank you?? ... Not so quick, mylady - we still have to talk about my - er, remuneration.”

"Your ..." Marie-Christine stopped, her surprise replaced by a sensual smile. "Don't you
worry, mon chevalier, your lady won't disappoint you."

For a moment, Harry felt startled. It seemed insane what they were doing, and planning.
Looking at her again, his hand trailing back, up her thighs, his uneasiness was pushed away.
"To be honest," he said, "I'm surprised you got the job. I mean - from Dumbledore’s side ... |
never expected him to accept your application, not with you and me at the same school."
"Maybe he had no choice."

Harry came up, propped on his elbow. "What do you mean - no choice?"

"It's Fleur's doing ... She asked me, and probably she did everything that nobody else would
apply. Okay, it's not the most attractive job, but as far as I know, | was the only candidate, and
that's a bit strange.”

"What's wrong with the job?"

"Dance teacher at an English school - that must be French people's perception of hell on
earth.” Marie-Christine laughed. "But I had some insider information - and maybe | saw
benefits no one else would see.”

"Did you?" Harry's hand was playing not quite as aimlessly as before.

Marie-Christine's breath accelerated a bit. "Yes ... Which doesn't mean the benefits have to
come in such a rapid succession, if you know what | mean."

She was right - still, although that might change soon. "What did Dumbledore say?"
Marie-Christine grinned. "He wished me luck to do the right steps - his actual words."
"Uh-oh ... Well, as long as you're not doing any step, rather lying quite still ..."

"Stop it! It's impossible to lie still while you're doing that ... To put your mind at something
else - how's Cho doing?"

"Working hard in the movie business ... And widening her horizon - no, this task's already
finished."

Something in his voice made Marie-Christine look at him. "How?"
"She had an affair with a man ... To find out how it is with someone else, as she said. And
because he couldn't give up, she invited me to a party, to mark the end a bit more clearly ... It

was awful."

"Mon Dieu ... Poor ‘arry."
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"No - yes, okay, but ..." He had a short laugh. "I'm not in the position to complain - I'm not
lying here for revenge, not at all ... She wasn't happy with it, that's what's bothering me most.
And she’s not calling, or coming, that's still worse."

Marie-Christine watched his face. "You'd like to see her, and ..."

"Of course - what do you think? It's ... | didn't say Get lost, or anything like that. It was only
this party - awful people, and then she was gone. If | had an address ..."

"I'd like to see her too, and ..."

His voice was teasing, like his hand. "Now?"

"Yes." Marie-Christine's voice sounded a bit strangled. "Truth to be told, ‘arry - it's great to
make love with you, but ... If I had to choose between you and her, | guess you'd score second

place.”

"Funny - | can say the same to you ... Although, when | said | wish she'd be here, I didn't
think of a replacement.”

"Satyr ... | was trying to figure out what I'd prefer more - with both of you or with her alone

llAnd?ll

"Since | don't know how it is, with her alone, I couldn't answer that question. In that, you're
ahead of me, ‘arry ... In the meantime, I've found out how it is with you alone, so it's obvious
what I'd like next to satisfy my curiosity."

This discussion was sending a thrill through Harry's mind, and another one through his body.
His hand started to wander anew. "Curiosity, huh? ... Right now, it's an academic question.
You have to make do with what's at hand - by the way, I'm quite open-minded to alternative
forms of - er, journeys."

Marie-Christine smiled. "I know, ‘arry ... It's not this - er, not-so-small difference that's
bothering me - there's nothing wrong with that. No, it's just that you are no woman."

Harry stopped for a moment. "Are you lesbian?"

"l don't know ... There's no other woman with whom I'd like to do that, while with Cho - her
touching me is enough to make me feel powerless."”

"While with me, you prefer being at the steering wheel, don't you?"
"Sometimes yes, for a change. But basically ..."

Two of his fingers slid inside her, pressing upward, raising a moan. "You want to be
dominated?"

A trembling sigh. "Yes."
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Harry's fingers retreated, returned to their previous location, harder this time. "A total
surrender of your own will?"

Marie-Christine's answer came as a gasp rather than words, however unmistakable enough.
Harry felt her shaking slightly, and a new rush of wetness on his fingers.

Not letting go, he commanded, "Turn onto your stomach."
She obeyed with another moan.
"Put your arms on your back."

Now she was outstretched in the position of total helplessness, her breath already coming in
ragged gasps. Harry seized for his wand, touched Marie-Christine's wrists. "Manobstringe."

A ribbon appeared, soft and smooth, tying her wrists tightly together. Marie-Christine was
trembling, a shudder ripping through her body, her breath now in pained sobs.

He parted her legs wide, knelt over her tigh, his hardness twisting and pulsing at the touch of

her trembling flesh. One hand held the other thigh in a firm grip. "You're completely helpless,
and | can do with you whatever suits me." His other hand caressed Marie-Christine's core, his
fingers playing around, and up, and back, finding her soakingly wet.

His fingers parted her lips in a sharp movement, raising a small outcry and another shudder.
Marie-Christine was twisting in the pre-stage of orgasm.

He moved between her legs, pulled her thighs over his own, and pushed himself into her
waiting case, his moan drowned in her sobbing. With barely enough control to keep
motionless inside her, he held her firmly against him, his other hand moving around her thigh,
finding her most sensible spot, his fingers circling, caressing, tabbing.

A croaky gasp, followed by spasms rippling through her body, rippling him, pressing his
flesh, loosening, pressing harder. He felt his own climax rise while his restless fingers didn't
stop, sending waves of agonizing pleasure through her, until a moment later her shaking body
sent him over the edge. Holding her with both hands, he kept on while his pulsing flesh
calmed down, came to a rest.

Then Marie-Christine's arms were free again, and Harry was lying behind her, holding a body
still recovering from the thrill. His own breath came as unsteady as hers. "That was ... | never
before did something like that - I hope it wasn't too rough."

Marie-Christine's hand covered his own. "It was fine, not rough at all ... One day, I'll add the

missing lesson in your education, 'arry, and show you how to be rough in the right style - the
one to drive me crazy ..."
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05 - Caribbean Trip

First lessons of the new year continued in presenting perspectives of very individual
schedules. This was true for Harry as much as for other students. Any idea, any project would
be welcomed, as long as it halfways met the nominal category. More, the teachers appeared
quite flexible in accepting integrated projects, spanning more than one course - however with
the notable exception of Boring Binns. Not surprisingly so, this ghost failed to notice the
didactic developments of the last two hundred years.

Hermione, for example, had little trouble convincing Snape that her Wolfsbane Potion project
was an issue for Defence against the Dark Arts as much as for Potions. As a result, she could
keep working almost regardless of the regular class schedule. She had done the same in
Transfiguration, with Almyra who had even less objections than Snape.

Only Charms didn't fit in her pattern, simply because Hermione could not yet apparate. But
there was no doubt - as soon as she had mastered that, Hermione would find a justification to
extend her project into Charms. Small wonder, with Lupin as the teacher.

Harry's and Ron's Poison Ball project seemed a good candidate for the same kind of
integration, as Snape pointed out. "The regular schedule is old news for you, Harry - you
could replace me any time, should I fall sick ... And I'm very interested in that project - it's
mostly new even for myself."

Harry didn't feel flattered, this way or the other. He said, "Hmm ... It's no problem to keep you
informed about our progress, Prof, while for Defence - | was thinking more of Summoning,
and of course how to prevent being summoned, or how to prevent someone from summoning
another person."

"Summoning ..." Snape seemed not overly happy with that. "Isn't this something that would fit
more to Charms?"

There was no doubt - Snape wanted to pass the burden to Lupin, which raised Harry's
suspicion that the teacher could not summon by himself. But so what - Snape couldn't shoot
poison balls either.

"Maybe," replied Harry, "but there's something else | want to place in Charms." At Snape's
questioning look, Harry felt obliged to reveal more than he had planned. "It's portkey
programming."

And sure enough, Snape went for his chance. "But that's exactly what | mean! ... Apparition,
Apparition Pursuit, Summoning, and portkeys - Harry, these are all variations of the same
theme. Now that you've mastered the first two, for me it's obvious that you should continue
with the topic where it started - in Charms."

Except that it hadn't really started in Charms. Harry's skill originated mostly from his

encounters with VVoldemort. As crazy as the idea seemed, Harry couldn't help thinking that
this dark wizard would be more successful a teacher than Snape and Lupin together.
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Snape had an idea. "If you extend your Poison Ball project a bit, to correlated techniques ...
For example, to balls with other effects - fireballs, or explosives, one ball good enough to
blow a building ..."

Harry grinned, remembering a demolition team at the Magical Tours headquarters, consisting
of him and Belinda. "I can blow a building even now - without explosives."

Snape shook his head. "You can damage it by sheer force - that's something totally different,
crushing down rather than blowing up."

Ron, who had listened, joined Snape's side. "Let's give it a try, Harry ... Firecrackers big-style,
that should be fun. And the basic techniques are the same."

"Allright, then ..."

It might indeed be fun, only that Harry gave a damn for demolishing balls. For him, the
Poison Ball project was something to cover Potions, more or less the only reason. While
summoning ... It would allow him to carry people who could not yet apparate. It would enable
him to do more - in his mind, he was summoning Cho to ask her what the hell was going on ...
Oh Lord, would she be mad, being summoned against her own will. Harry had to grin at the
thought, while the others, seeing his grin, assumed he was finally getting a taste on the
extended project.

Against her will ... Harry knew he would never do it, no matter how badly he wanted to see
her, talk with her, touch her. In the meantime, there was someone else, someone to play
games with in which will was a factor - to be dropped, abandoned in favour of subordination,
until the game was over.

Since the scene at the lake, a fever kept racing through his veins, highly addictive as he knew
- the same fever had caught Marie-Christine, or maybe she had infected him. It was under
control as long as they were separated, almost under control with others around. It would
erupt the moment they were alone.

First dance lesson for fourth-years, beginners. Harry and Marie-Christine were touching each
other only for seconds, to demonstrate the basic steps in slow waltz, and some time later
again, to show the basic steps in disco fox. For the rest of the lesson, both of them watched
the students, and Harry had to hide a smile at the sight of these boys with their self-conscious
movements, blushing, with difficulties to find a remark. He could almost imagine - if, by
some accident, their hands were going to touch one of these young breasts, there'd be burn
marks visible.

This was followed by the first lesson in the courses for fifth and sixth-years, refreshing steps
taught long before, remembered quickly, after a few minutes of clumsiness. With them, the
movements were no longer self-conscious. Harry could feel vibrations between couples here
and there, although their glances toward each other told enough even for people without
haragei.

Of course, during these lessons, Marie-Christine was the teacher, and Harry was the assistant.
Just the natural state, what else - and then the lessons were over, and they were walking
toward her office. Inside, looking at each other, the fever was back. "This is madness," said
Marie-Christine. "You should go, ‘arry - instantly."”
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"Then tell me to go.”
"Didn't I, right now?"

"No - you only said it would be senseful, and reasonable, and for the better of us ... That's all |
heard."

Marie-Christine didn't answer.

He moved closer. "You taught me a game - since then ..."

"I didn't - I only mentioned it, you started playing it all by yourself!"

"Did 1? ... But the doing alone's meaningless to me - it becomes thrilling only from your
response, and that's what makes it so irresistible.” Marie-Christine's face, flushed, told him the
fever pitch was rising in her like in himself. "Come here," he commanded.

"Are you going to tie me again?" But she came to him.

"No - that's not necessary. | thought about it - | figured it's just your own will to be helpless,
and to follow my orders." Harry turned her against the wall. "Spread your arms."

Marie-Christine obeyed, her breath quickening.

His hands trailed from her temples to her ears, her shoulders, over her breasts. "There's
nothing that holds you, except that your hands feel like glued to the wall, and you're waiting
for my next command."

"If someone comes in ... the door's not locked."

There was no key in the lock. In Harry's state, it took him only a second until a faint Click
gave proof that locks could also be closed by willpower. His hands trailed over Marie-

Christine's hips, under her skirt, and upward again. "Spread your legs a bit more."

He followed the outline of her panties, moved over the silken fabric, came to a rest over her
mound, slowly intensifying the pressure, releasing, stroking.

Suddenly he stopped. His hands retreated from under the skirt, pulled her gently away from
the wall. "That's it ... You're free."

Marie-Christine wheeled around, glared at him. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"It's ... Nothing - just that the game's over for now."

Her voice was snarling. "Listen, 'arry - I'm not your sex toy! You've started the game, and
now you'll damn finish it!" Her hands moved under her skirt, her body twisted shortly, then
she had stripped off her panties. With her next step, she was at the desk, leaned against it.

"Get moving!"

So the game of domination and subordination had its limits, and a few more rules than Harry
had recognized in this short time. Which was fine with him - after all, the basic intention was
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still the same, and if his original planning had been somewhat different, there was always
room for flexibility. And besides, this switching of roles offered its own thrill - in addition to
the basic purpose.

He obeyed.

Kenzo looked pleased to see that Harry hadn't lost any skill during vacation, had even gained
new skill in jump-kicks aiming high. No - he didn't look pleased, as his face wasn't moving at
all, he felt pleased.

Harry grinned. "This jump earned me an offer for a role in a movie.” He told his sensei about
the scene with that Claude, and the conversation with Tony Chee.

The Japanese smiled. "You would be badly surprised, Harry ... The Chinese have a long
tradition to combine theater, dance, and their versions of aikido in an artful mix. There are a
few directors whose movies are wonderful - but if you think aikido is stressing, have a look at
how these people do their training ... And of course, at the end of these movies, all characters
are dead."”

"All??"
"Yes - a truly Chinese movie is a sad thing."

"Then Tony Chee must have adapted some of the western style, because in his plots, I'd be the
winner, and alive, to fetch my princess or whatever."

Now the smile was only in Kenzo's eyes. "What's the sense in playing this in a movie? Isn't
that exactly what you're doing in real life, Harry?"

No - not quite, because Harry's princess was still in the movie, while he himself had to stay
here, fetching someone else in the meantime.

But he wasn't going to say that aloud, hurried to address another topic before Kenzo was
reading too much in his mind. "Sensei, | started a training with Ginny to intensify her haragei.
But I'm not the most qualified teacher for that - on the other side, I think she wasn't going to
ask you by herself, that's why | wanted to tell you."

The teacher kept silent for a moment, then said, "So she has gained some experience, and now
she wants to add the skill." He bowed. "There's a lesson in that, Harry."

Harry tried to see it, failed, confessing so in his expression.

"An enemy like Voldemort is not necessarily the most dangerous one ... There has never been
a doubt of his intentions, right?"

* k% %

When Lupin heard about Harry's planning for portkey programming plus summoning, and
how Snape had transferred the task over to Charms, he smiled wryly. "Clever Severus - we're
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both pretty weak in that corner, but it's me who has to confess to you, Harry ... A shameful
moment, a Hogwarts teacher at a loss to guide his student in such a project."

Only that Harry felt more joy than shame in Lupin, giving him some pleasure because he
himself was this advanced student. Although this pleasure mixed with indifference - wasn't he
also a thief who had stolen his skill from a dark wizard? ... Maybe not on purpose, but it
wasn't the result of hard work.

Still, Harry grinned. "And what now, er - Prof?"

Lupin chuckled. "As a first measure, we should agree that you'll be so impertinent only if
nobody's around ... Second, I'll show you that there's nothing wrong being stupid as long as
you can make do."

Impertinent, huh? "You've got all my attention, oh teacher mine."

After calming down from his laughter, Lupin showed a malicious expression. "I know a man,
an expert in portkey programming ... I'll give you his address, and you'll visit him - isn't it just
nice you can already apparate? ... Oh yes, before | forget, this is of course someone in the
Transportation Department."

So much for impertinence. Lupin had paid back instantly, scoring twice as high as Harry - the
name Harry Potter would raise the most friendly welcome in a member of this department, no
question about that, after Harry's public - and not so public - actions and statements against
the department, its former boss, and its reputation.

Harry sighed. "Great ... They'll like me at first sight, better than a troll in the kitchen."
"Shouldn't be a problem, Harry - you know, a little politeness does miracles." Whistling
joyfully, like someone who had just completed an artful task - teaching, for example - Lupin
went to collect the address.

So Harry was in for some travelling - to the Ministry for Charms, to that dragon station for
Transfiguration and Care, to Haiti for Transfiguration and Potions, although not his own.

But his first journey had another destination.

Mr. Spinbottle passed him a sheet over the desk. "This is Mrs. Lightfoot's address for the next
time - the Cambridge University Hospital. She moved yesterday, and the good news is that
one can visit her any time of the day, or the evening."

Harry examined the paper, looked up. "And the bad news?"

The lawyer leaned back in its chair. "That's confidential patient information, Mr. Potter. I'm
authorized by my client to inform you, but the authorization doesn't extend any further - to

nobody else." He looked into Harry's eyes. "Nobody - not even ..."

"Yes - | know what it means!" Harry calmed down. "Sorry, Mr. Spinbottle ... Okay - what is
it?"

"Leukaemia."
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"Oh, no."

"Yes, unfortunately. Mr. Thorndyke, her physician in the East-End Hospital, said it's quite
advanced, and the only chance would be a donation of bone marrow ... Even with that, it's an
open question, but who'd be ready to give such a donation to a Canadian immigrant?"

"Bone marrow?" It didn't sound good, not like donating a few pints of blood.

"Yes ... It had to be the same blood group, at the least, and more similarities - I'm no doctor,
don't ask me for the details. Probably the only candidate would be her daughter, except that
Mrs. Lightfoot refused point blank to accept this kind of donation, and made very clear that it
would be a breach of confidence to ask the girl ... Now you see, Mr. Potter, why | had reason
to emphasize this point."”

"Yes, of course ... Does her husband know?"

"I didn't tell him, 1 didn't see him, and I didn't ask my client about him ..." Mr. Spinbottle's
expression changed from formal to informative. "I think he doesn't know."

"How ... What did the doctor say, how it'll continue?"

"They're very reluctant to give a prognosis. The chances for a healing are small, you can read
that from the statistics ... Otherwise - something between three months and a year, and don't
ask me which end should be called the worst case."

"Well ... At least, I'm grateful that you trust me enough, Mr. Spinbottle ..."

"You shouldn't thank me, Mr. Potter. | know what I'm doing to you - being at the same school
with that girl, but I felt sure you wanted to know, for example to think ahead."

"Ahead?" Only after a second, Harry realized that the lawyer was referring to Harry's own
remark, quoting Cho, and to what Mrs. Lightfoot had answered. What once had been a joke
suddenly became a possibility with a bitter undertone. He asked, "Would it work?"

Mr. Spinbottle had the answer ready. "Not with you personally, Mr. Potter. Taking away
Rahewa's custody from her father won't be a problem - assuming the girl agrees, but only in
favour of someone over twenty-one ... Without trying to predict bad luck, you may start
thinking of realistic alternatives, if that's your intention.”

Harry nodded, in his mind scanning a list of possible candidates. He felt sure - if the question
really came up, he would have an alternative, maybe even two. But this was a second-choice
solution, nothing to be welcomed now.

The lawyer interrupted his thoughts. "There's another aspect, Mr. Potter. I've done a bit of
homework, about my client's background. What | found is a possible explanation, and the
possible basis for a lawsuit."”

Harry looked blank.

"The Lightfoots lived in Canada, in Beaver Falls, a small town about hundred miles north of
Ottawa. And Beaver Falls, that's the location of a nuclear power station, and a zone whose
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cancer statistics are significantly higher than the Canadian average. Ironically, this was one of
the reasons why they emigrated, although not the only one."

"You mean, the radioactivity of that nuclear plant has caused Mrs. Lightfoot's leukaemia?"

"You can get leukaemia anywhere on earth. But your chances are a thousandfold better - so-
to-speak - when living in Beaver Falls, or in any other town that close to a nuclear reactor.
This is especially true for American or Canadian reactors because the laws in these countries
are not exactly suited to protect their citizins from toxic or radioactive waste ... I'm not
predicting anything, Mr. Potter, least of all an unlucky outcome for my client, but - at the risk
of appearing cruel as much as greedy, | have to tell you that a lawsuit against the company
running the plant would offer good chances."

"How's that? If the statistics are that bad, there had to be dozens of lawsuits for similar
reasons, or do | miss a detail?"

"There's indeed a detail which prevents most of these complaints, Mr. Potter ... It's money.
Filing such a complaint and running it through the courts takes about twenty thousand
galleons. The chances to win are three to one, and the average compensation, paid to the
claiming party, is something about four-hundred thousand galleons."

"I see ... Thank you for the information, Mr. Spinbottle. No, I don't think you're greedy, and
the cruelty isn't yours ... Before | can say anything to this idea, I'll have to talk with Rahewa -
and before | can do that, something else must have happened, something which I still hope
won't happen.”

"Certainly, Mr. Potter.” The lawyer's voice indicated that he shared Harry's feelings, while for
him it was basically a question of time. Statistics and probabilities were his daily work, so he
had stopped hoping against all odds long before.

* k% %

Walking from the Hogsmeade linkport toward Hogwarts, Harry tried to settle his mind how to
break the news to Rahewa. He found no good solution, other than to give her the sheet, and to
make sure Rahewa's travelling back and forth, using the linkport services, didn't fail due to
lack of money.

It turned out simpler than he had expected. He met Rahewa at her return from her last class of
the day, still before supper, gave her the sheet, and asked her whether she had enough cash for
linkport tickets - to reach the hospital, and to reach Gringotts for a refill.

Yes, she had.

It had been too simple. After supper, still lingering at the Gryffindor table, unsure whether he
should work up the courage to ask Marie-Christine for a meeting at the lake, Harry saw
Rahewa coming down a staircase, walking straight to his place. Her face was expressionless.
Her mind wasn't. "Harry, can we have a walk?"

"Sure." He followed her to the exit. Outside, quite instinctively, he turned toward his favourite

place - near Hagrid's grave - before realizing that the girl didn't follow. He asked "What's
wrong with that place, Rahewa?"
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"Er - nothing, only we have to pass the hut, and this dog ... He's mean."

"Lousy? ... C'mon, I'll show you what a mean dog this is."

Rahewa didn't look happy, but then, she hadn't looked happy inside. At least, she followed
him. And yes, Lousy was lying before the hut. A moment later, he was sitting, with a

motionless stare, and next second, he was racing toward them.

Rahewa had barely time to stiffen before the dog was there, ignoring her completely, jumping
like a pinball to reach Harry's face, eager to deliver a few wet kisses.

Harry knelt down, smiling, patiently enduring the stormy welcome. This done, Lousy raced
back to the hut, no doubt to return with the leather ball.

Rahewa had watched the scene. "He treats you totally different from us other students, Harry.
If I'd been alone, he would already hang at my leg, or my neck, for all I know."

Harry laughed. "No - he just differentiates between people he knows and people he doesn't. In
a minute, I'll introduce you to him." Walking to the place, shooting a ball once a minute, he
told Rahewa the story how Lousy had found his new home in the hut.

They sat down in the grass, and Harry demonstrated the shooting spell. When the dog was
back again, dropping the ball to the ground, he took the dog's large head between his hands.
"Look, Lousy - that's Rahewa, a friend of mine."

Dog and girl looked at each other, examining what they saw, the reluctancy mutual. At
Harry's instruction, Rahewa's hand came forward, to be sniffed at, with the result that Lousy
glanced at Harry as if to say, So what?

"She can shoot balls too ... Let's see.”

The girl's hand seized for the ball. The dog's politeness was just good not to snap forward, and
not to growl.

The ball was on Rahewa's fingertips, her wand pointing. "Volitollite."

The ball jumped up, its trajectory too steep, the power too weak - it fell down less than thirty
feet away.

The dog looked at Harry, an expression in its face that said, You're not serious, are you? But
Harry was. "Go - fetch the ball.”

Had Lousy's head been shaking, Harry would have felt no surprise. The dog came up,
gracefully, with all the time of the world, traipsing to the ball, a casual movement of the head
to grab it, then it came back, stood there, waiting.

Rahewa's arm was outstretched.

The dog came a step closer. Just outside her reach, the ball dropped to the ground, and two

brown eyes looked into black ones, sending a clear message. Dare me!
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There was no challenge like a challenge - even from a dog. Rahewa's next ball went flat over
ground, passing eighty feet before coming down, and a dog racing after it without waiting for
an order.

Harry smiled. "That's settled ... Okay, what's the matter?"

Rahewa waited until she had shot the next ball. "'l was in the library ... I looked up the
Cambridge University Hospital."

Damn. Girls returning from the library - in Harry's experience, trained with Hermione, this
meant trouble.

"They're rated quite high, and expensive too ..."

Was this the direction Rahewa was driving at? In this case ...

"... and the book said it's Great Britain's most famous treatment center for cancer.”

"Really?"

"Leukaemia, in particular, and related forms of blood cancer."

"Related forms? ... Beats me."

"Me too," admitted Rahewa. "But the book said that what's publicly called leukaemia splits in
a dozen or so different forms, with similar symptoms, and similar treatment, only that some of

them respond well to treatment while others do not."

Harry tried to look surprised. "For a book about hospitals, this one seems to be quite detailed
about leukaemia. How come?"

"Very simple."” Rahewa's eyes were scanning his face. "It wasn't a book about hospitals - it
was about leukaemia."”

"And you read all that in the few minutes since ..."

The shaking of her head stopped him. "I read it already days ago. Today, | just went back to
refresh my memory about the Cambridge University Hospital."”

"And why did you look into that book, days ago?"

"To be ... For people from Beaver Falls, leukaemia is something you'd think of, if someone
falls sick, and it's more than a flu ... There's a nuclear power station nearby. The town has a
public swimming pool, with heated water all year long - cooling water from the reactor. They
have sort of fountains - like a big mushroom, except it's a toadstool, painted like a fly agaric,
and every five minutes or so the water's falling down from them. You can stand in the
waterfall deep in December - all children in town do it ... Must be the cleanest bunch of kids
in Canada.” The joke came in a flat voice, lacking any joy.

"Did you do it yourself?"
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"Of course - the water's clean, | mean it's not radiating, they check it once a month."
"Since when does that swimming pool exist?"

"Since before | was born. My mother used to do the same, as a girl ... Except in these times,
they didn't check.” Rahewa shot another ball.

After a moment of silence, Harry asked, "Why are you telling me all this?"

"You spoke with Mr. Spinbottle, who spoke with the doctor, I think. I went into the library. |
just told you what I've learned, and what | knew before."

He was trapped - neatly, and completely. "Rahewa ... Whatever Mr. Spinbottle told me, I'm
not authorized to tell further. Your mother would cancel the order immediately if she'd hear
about him passing information further - even to you."

Rahewa wasn't surprised. "Yes, that's what | thought. She thinks I'm too young to know the
truth, and she doesn't know that I know that much about leukaemia."”

Harry was wondering himself. "How did you learn all that?"

"I once had a friend. She died at the age of eight. When | asked why, | was told from
leukaemia. At that time, it didn't tell me anything. But since then, | paid attention whenever
the word appeared somewhere - in newspapers, for example. I'm ... You don't need to breach
your promise, Harry - you didn't lie to me either, like asking me why bother about leukaemia,
so ..." The girl's head fell forward, to hide her face. A moment later, her silent crying changed
to a violent sobbing.

Lousy was quicker than Harry, and less reluctant. He tried to lick Rahewa's face, was even
successful with his comfort as she was grabbing him more than pushing him away.

Harry put his arm around the thin shoulders. "I'm sorry, Rahewa ... At least, there's still a
chance.”

"Yes | know - the book showed the statistics. One out of ten, if it's detected early. One out of
fifty, if not." Rahewa wasn't asking him where her mother's case ranked in this scale, and
Harry felt grateful for that.

Rahewa's sobbing had faded. She looked up, no longer caring of the tears which still trickled
down. "Harry - when | heard about you, and heard that your parents died so early, | always
tried to imagine how it is ... How is it, to have no parents?"

"I don't know how to answer that, because | don't know how it is to have parents. | have just
two memories of my parents - | told you about one of them, when they appeared together
during my fight with VVoldemort, remember? ... Well, the other - I never told you, because ...
Anyway, | think now's the right time."

Harry explained how he had relived the scene of his mother's death, during his encounters

with Dementors. "That's why | went to Lupin, to find a protection against this scene in my
mind ... And the result was the Patronus.”
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Rahewa listened quietly. It wasn't the answer to her question, but even so, she understood
what he was trying to tell her.

Taking the opportunity, Harry said, "Coming back to your question ... | can tell you how it is
to live with people who don't like you, who hate you, and curse the day you were brought to
them. But | won't, because - Rahewa, | promise you - whatever'll happen, you won't have to
live with people who don't like you. If ... There's nobody to replace a mother, but there are
people who can come close. | found Ma Weasley, or maybe she found me ..."

A figure was approaching them. Lousy, seeing that figure, suddenly seemed guilty, like a
culprit caught in the act.

The figure stopped. "I love it - leading young, innocent dogs astray, and as if that's not
enough, Harry, you're doing it together with young, innocent girls." Samantha, arms akimbo,
turned her attention to the dog. "And you - Lousy the guard, huh? ... Lousy the lousy guard,
that's more to the point, that is.”

At this moment, she recognized Rahewa's face.

Samantha knelt down. "Miss Lightfoot - also known as Rahewa, the girl in whose presence |
shouldn't shout at Harry, because that's very dangerous, as I've been told ... Except that right
now, it looks more the other way around - if I'd shout at you, | guess it'd be Harry at my
throat. | mean, okay, he has no knife, but he knows other tricks."

Said Harry smiled. "Hello, Sam ... We took over the care of non-magical creatures, especially
those bored of guarding a hut.”

"You did an excellent job, really.” The woman looked at the girl. "Okay, hon - what shall it
be? Should I get lost, or are you going to tell me?"

No answer.

Samantha sat down. "You're right, there's a third option - to get my ass to the ground, and my
mouth shut ... Allright, I'll keep it shut, at least afterwards, in particular because nobody
would believe me. Imagine - me saying, 'l met Rahewa Lightfoot, and she was crying.' You
know what people would say? They'd say, 'Impossible. Either you've met someone else, or
you've been dreaming.’ Since | can trust my eyes, this must be a dream - that's the only
explanation.” Samatha fell back into the grass, closing her eyes, giving a pretense of sleep.

This was the signal for Lousy with the bad conscience - to lick Samantha's face, doing what
he could to make for good weather.

Samantha squeaked, and Rahewa couldn't avoid a smile, and Harry was wondering if he had
to extend the list of possible candidates, would the dreaded day ever come - the time to look
around for someone old enough, in the eyes of an inflexible law, to collect a daughter.

* k% %

Harry's second tour carried him to Haiti. With just a week left before the next full moon,
Hermione was pressing him to do it now - if anything went wrong, there would be still time
for a second journey, without losing a complete month.

91



They spoke with Almyra, received the address of her mother's friend and sister in the spirit of
voodoo. A Madame Dussolier, living in Saint Marc, a town north of Port-au-Prince, the only
city with a linkport in Haiti. Madame Dussolier had located two loup-garous - to be precise,
she had located more, but only two of them were ready to serve as test candidates, of course
for money.

"Harry," said Almyra, "you should travel with your broomstick, because the traffic lines on
that island are worse than bad ... And it should be the Steel Wing - not because you'll be
attacked, just to make sure the broomstick doesn't get lost. Haiti is among the poorest
countries on earth, stealing is a necessity for them."

After a moment's thinking, Almyra added, "And you should travel with Nagini. She'll warn
you if someone has funny ideas about a rich tourist coming along, but what's more important,
you'll look more like a voodoo priest than anything else - which means nobody will dare to
attack you."

Suddenly, Harry's deal with Hermione seemed quite unbalanced - three weeks of coaching for
an unknown number of journeys into hostile territory? Maybe, at the end of this year, he
would find reason to ask for an upgrading. He glanced at Almyra. "Are you trying to make it a
bit more thrilling, just to ease up my mind?"

Almyra's expression was serious. "These are the Caribbeans, Harry - sun, rum, black magic,
and violent death. If something happens, it'll happen quickly."

Hermione handed him four flasks. "They have to drink one of them - the second one is just a
backup, if they spill the first ... They should drink it one or two days before full moon. On the
last day, it would be too late.”

Harry studied the flasks. "Before breakfast, after meals, or how else?"

Hermione checked his face, somewhat suspiciously - was it a serious question or a teasing
joke? She couldn't decide, because she was restricted to what her eyes told her. "Doesn't
matter - it's only important that the body has assimilated the potion before the critical night.”

The time difference to Port-au-Prince was five hours. Harry arrived at London Linkport in
time for the six o'clock portal. Passing through, he stood in the linkport of Port-au-Prince -
small, dirty, deserted, twenty degrees hotter, or so it seemed, and almost nobody in sight.

It was one o'clock local time - siesta time. Nobody called it like that, except life would stay in
suspension for the next three hours.

The heat was unbearable. Harry looked around for a cafeteria, a shop, a soda stand - anything
to get a drink. There were some, without exception closed till later in the afternoon.

Almyra had warned him of drinking anything outside a closed bottle. What now? Within the
next sixty minutes, he would suffer a heat stroke, or fall down from dehydration.

Then his mind recovered from the first heat shock, started working again. Next moment,

Harry was back in London Linkport, to buy a six-pack of coke cans, and seconds later, he
stood again outside the Port-au-Prince linkport. Thank God for big favours like Apparition.
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Waiting three hours was out of the question. Harry mounted his Steel Wing, to start a low-
altitude flight at medium speed, low enough to recognize road signs, slow enough to read
them. In spite of the heat, he wore the flight helmet that had come with the Steel Wing - the
wind was cooling his body, but Almyra had warned him not to expose his head to the open
sun.

When he arrived at Saint Marc, after something like seventy miles following roads without
suffering from their bad state, through a magnificent landscape of forests alternating with
fields of banana trees or sugar cane, it was three in the afternoon. Harry shot up in the air to
get an overview.

Saint Marc was a small seaport. Harry saw a few fish trawlers, boats, however nothing that
resembled a rich man's sailboat or cabin cruiser. Even so, the scene reminded him of a
sailboat in the Irish Sea.

From high above, the water surface looked flat like a mirror, deep blue close to the borderline,
more greenish farther outside. Harry dived down, realizing that the surface was indeed almost
flat, and took the opportunity for a full-speed race, feet above the water, keeping course for
several minutes. At the Hogwarts lake, it would have ended after seconds, not even reaching
the Steel Wing's full speed. Here, aiming toward a shapeless horizon, nothing but water and
sky in his view, he experienced another kind of endless space, not unlike his diving tours in
the lake.

When he pushed upward to turn, feeling better than minutes before, Harry saw the trace he
had left on the surface, already fading in the distance. Returning to the shoreline, he felt a
presence - someone watching him.

Coming closer, he still couldn't see much of his spectator, however enough to give it a try. A
small boy, probably less than ten, mostly hidden behind a boat lying upside down at the
beach, only the upper part of the boy's head visible, two large eyes in the black face
recognizable even from the distance.

According to the traveller's guide, green dollar bills were the means to start a conversation
here. According to Almyra, Harry was better off behaving like a voodoo priest. Shouldn't be a
problem, with a brilliant green snake around his body - in particular with nobody except
himself knowing that Nagini still felt a bit seasick after this race across the water.

Harry touched down, feet at the ground, not dismounting. His right arm pointed toward the
boy - slowly, then made an unmistakable gesture. Come to me.

The boy was pulled forward - arms slack, a horror-stricken face, a body which didn't dare to
resist.

With some effort, Harry kept his face steady, suppressed pity as well as laughter. "Montre-
moi la route vers Madame Dussolier.” (Show me the way to Madame Dussolier.)

A fearful nod, then the boy walked ahead, his movements gaining security after a few steps -
he knew the way, he could obey the command.

Harry followed, resting on his Steel Wing. He didn't know if there were many voodoo priests
seen on a broomstick, but certainly more than walking through streets at siesta time.
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Every now and then, the boy turned to see whether this terrifying figure was still following.
Harry could feel how the boy was calming down with every step, then suddenly felt worried
again.

Next moment, it was clear why. They had reached the destination, a house not different from
the others, and the boy seemed deeply afraid what might happen to him, now that this voodoo
demon no longer needed his assistance.

Harry seized in his pocket. The boy stood there, frozen.

Harry's hand came out, winked. The boy stepped forward.

Harry held a galleon between his fingers - maybe not the most common currency here, but
dollar bills just didn't fit his hard-earned image. "C'est pour toi ... Tu étais trés serviable."”

(That's for you ... You've been very helpful.)

A black hand grabbed the coin, careful not to touch him. Incredibly large eyes widening -
Harry could swear this wasn't the first galleon the boy had seen.

"Allez."

A nod, a tentative step backward, another, then the boy was racing down the street. Reaching
the corner, he looked back once, then he was gone.

It was probably still siesta time, only that Harry had lost patience with this sleepy town. He
dismounted, knocked at the door.

Nothing.

He felt a temptation to blow the door inside, suppressed it in favour of a good first impression,
remembering Lupin's remark. He took his wand, pointed toward the door.

The door rattled with a loud bang - to be heard halfways down the street, certainly enough to
wake anybody's sleep inside that house.

The door opened. A young man, about Harry's age, looking startled.

The young man's name was Benoit. He did errands for Madame Dussolier - an obvious
necessity, as Harry realized moments later. Madame Dussolier was the fattest creature he'd
ever seen. He almost couldn't believe his eyes, seeing this obscenely engorged figure.

But he could believe his other senses, and they told him that this witch didn't like him, hadn't
taken well to his knocking, seriously objected his lack of respect, and couldn't await the
moment he was gone, simply because she was frightened of him, still more frightened that
someone else might recognize this emotion.

The sooner the better - so far, Harry shared her feelings. As a result, only minutes later,

skipping all the formalities between voodoo priests, he and Benoit were standing in the street.
Harry asked, "Where does our first customer live?"
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Benoit's answer didn't sound like French. After several attempts, they settled to a compromise
- Harry would concentrate harder, and Benoit would speak slower, also a bit closer to French
than his common French-Creole dialect.

The first loup-garou lived in Gros-Morne, a town in the north - about eighty miles away,
more than the distance between Port-au-Prince and Saint Marc.

"How do we travel?"

What Harry understood sounded like a schedule for a two-weeks-safari. They would arrive
maybe deep in the night, maybe next morning, maybe never. What Harry had in mind could
only be rated as an impossibility - Benoit was ready to listen and to answer just because the
alternative seemed still worse - entering the house again and admitting that he'd been unable
to get rid of this English demon.

Harry sighed. "Can you ride a broomstick?"

Yes, his guide could.

No, his guide didn't have any.

A broomstick store? Benoit had heard about a store in Port-au-Prince, only he wasn't sure.

Harry saw a better solution, but first he wanted his guide placed safely away from that witch
with the fat for two. "Let's go to the harbour.”

Close to the beach, he extracted a coke from his six-pack, handed it to the young man. "Here
... I'll be back in ten minutes - don't move."

London, Diagon Alley, Quality Quidditch Supplies. Dammit - closed, eight o'clock in the
evening local time. His anger rising, Harry let the door bang still louder than at the house in
Saint Marc.

A face at a window. A moment later, the door came open - the face belonged to a young
broomstick fanatic by the name of Ernest Galbraith, who once had visited Hogwarts to see a
Steel Wing in flight.

Five minutes later, Harry left the shop with a smile and a brand new Firebolt Two. Being rich
was nice when you had to solve problems.

Benoit stared at the broomstick, his black face shining in excitement. Harry saw his chance.
"If we get along well in this task, you and me, it's yours afterwards."

And up they were, no longer restricted to road signs, and to low speed, taking course as the
crow flies, at the full speed of a Firebolt Two. Forty minutes later, Gros-Morne appeared
ahead and below.

They went down at an open place, next to a crossing, framed by a mix of palms and banana

trees. Benoit told Harry to wait here, while he was going to fetch the man, and for God's sake
to watch his Firebolt. Then he walked up the street.
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He came back ten minutes later, accompanied by a young man, between twenty and thirty,
wiry body, hollow eyes. His name was Caprien Mardt, and Harry didn't understand a word he
was saying. Benoit had to translate.

"He wants the money first."”

Hermione's - and Almyra’s - instructions had been quite clear in that point. Payment after the
cure, and after the candidate had described the taste. Clever Hermione had mixed in a strong

flavour - the same in all four flasks. If the candidate was unable to describe the taste, or if the
description was wrong, there would be no money.

Harry explained the public part of that to Benoit, who translated into French-Creole, wiping
off his appreciating grin before turning to Caprien Mar(t.

A sour-looking face, a nod, and a hand outstretched for the flasks. Taking them, Caprien
Mar(t turned and walked off without another word.

Harry watched him leave, looked at Benoit. "Nice guy, huh?"
The answer was a shrugging, more French than anything else around, including the language.

"So where's our second candidate?" Harry no longer expected to find him around the next
corner, and he was right. They jumped up, to reach Port-de-Paix, another small seaport forty
miles to the north - but only as a navigation point. Crossing ten miles of water, they reached
the lle de la Tortue.

Benoit ignored the two small towns in sight, flew straight to the highest point of the island,
touching down on a lawn in front of a building in colonial style.

Apart from the style, and the position on top of the hill, Harry was reminded of a house on a
Japanese island, still more so when a young woman opened the door - although she was black,
of course, good-looking, dressed classy enough to make clear this was no house maid.

Without surprise, Harry looked at their host, seeing very much what he'd expected after the
woman at the door. Fabrice Armodéc was an older man, expensively dressed, his complexion
as well as his manners almost incomparable with those of that Caprien.

The man's French was flawless. "Good afternoon, gentlemen ... Monsieur Pottére? Nice to
meet you."

He offered drinks, and they accepted. From this moment on, Benoit - although still in full
view, sitting in his chair - seemed to blend into the walls, probably a habit developed over
years working with Madame Dussolier. He wasn't part of the conversation, only he couldn't be
anywhere else because someone might need his services any second.

The host asked, "How was your journey, Monsieur Pottére?"

"Longer than the next ones will be, Monsieur Armodéc. Now that I've been here once, I'll be
able to come directly."”
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"Apparition? You seem very young for that, but then, you seem quite young for the other
things | read about you."

Harry looked at the man with astonishment.
"To be honest, Monsieur Pottére, it was your name which brought me into this - er, project.”
If anything struck Harry more by surprise than this announcement, then Nagini keeping silent.

"Yes ... Of course, your name didn't come up in the conversations - but that of your school,
Hogwarts, and | had a feeling that I might meet you in the course of these tests. And | was
right.”

Harry selected his words carefully. "That comes unexpected, Monsieur Armodéc."

"Certainly. By the way - if | understood you right, you'll apparate back, which means we
could send your guide home, with compliments to Madame Dussolier."

So Benoit hadn't blended out of the host's view, while he now stood up, thanked for the drink
- almost untouched - and was escorted out by the young woman. It made Harry curious - did

this wealthy loup-garou just prefer a more private conversation, or was he trying to avoid an

earwitness who'd be interviewed soon afterwards by that fat voodoo witch?

When in doubt, ask. "I was wondering, Monsieur Armodec, how you came in touch with
Madame Dussolier - across such a distance."

"The community of loup-garous is small, and to some degree, it binds people closer together
than - er, social ranks. I'm not even sure whether this attempt of escaping is reasonable - but
there are some tempting factors, and what's more, | don't believe it'll work."

"You like being a werewolf??"

The dark face smiled. "It's not a question of like or dislike. So far, it was a fate. But you must
know, Monsieur Pottere, that even this cruel punishment of nature has its pay-offs. Once a
month, I'm suffering terribly, while for the rest of the time, I'm rewarded with a virility that's
absolutely unusual for my age, maybe even for much younger men ... Imagine - how
disappointed my young flower of the night would be, should this change."

With some effort, Harry avoided an open stare. This was new to him, and it would be
interesting as much as difficult to discuss the topic with Lupin. "Then why did you join this
project, Monsieur Armodéc?"

"Oh, there are more desires - curiosity, for instance ... And besides, if it really works, I'm sure
your people will manage a counter potion. No, it wasn't the money which caught my interest,"
the man laughed, making a gesture around to indicate a room full of expensive items, "it was
the people. Monsieur Pottere, | felt the hope that my payment would be given in conversations
- while it's pure luck beyond my highest expectations that it's you who'll do the visits."

He was hoping? And what if ... Harry felt confronted with the most polite form of
blackmailing, and all that for three weeks of coaching.
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Monsieur Armodéc seemed to follow his thoughts. "For compensation, | will not only do my
duty, no, I can offer some benefits like excellent dinners, my own contributions to the
conversation - and if you decide to stay overnight, Monsieur Pottere, you'll find any comfort
and pleasure you might expect in a guest room."

Now Harry was really speechless.

"This is of course just an option. However, in this French part of the Carribeans, it's a very
natural one, | can assure you. So I'm confident you don't feel shocked - which would be a
surprise, unless the reports in the French newspapers were greatly exaggerating."

Harry cleared his throat. "Monsieur Armodéc, so far, my only comment is that your own
contribution to the talking is definitely fascinating."”

"Not more than anything else | could offer, that's for sure, Monsieur Pottére ... But to come
back to our business, how's your involvement in this project?”

"It's run by a friend of mine - her name is Hermione Granger. I'm just the messenger, that's
all.”

"Hermione - what a wonderful name. I'd like to meet her.” Seeing Harry's glance, the host
laughed. "Rest assured, Monsieur Pottere, that | can adapt quite well to the conventions and
standards of my guests ... If I'd appear offensive, then certainly not by accident.”

Which allowed a few interesting conclusions. For example, that this man had something
similar to Harry's haragei - the articles in French newspapers couldn't have been the only
reason to offer him a guest room as well as company for the night, almost in the second
sentence. And then of course his judgement of Harry, something to think about. *"Monsieur
Armodéc - today, I'm not prepared to stay longer. But the next time, I'll be ready to trade - er,
stories for a dinner."

"Very well, Monsieur Pottére. I'm looking forward to it."

After delivering the flasks as well as the instructions, Harry said goodbye, was escorted to the
door by this young woman. He smelled her perfume - had she been wearing it at his arrival?

Outside, he decided to fly a slow patrol over the island before jumping back to Hogwarts. It
wasn't really for orientation - no, he just needed a few minutes to think, and up in the air was
an excellent place to do that.

The project was running, and Harry could report the first task completed. Well, and what
should he report in addition? ... Should he tell Hermione that she was invited to a dinner, and
maybe more? ... Should he discuss the side-effects of werewolvism with her, or with Lupin?
... Or with Almyra??

Giving a full report would be sort of a safety belt, keeping him away from offers extending
beyond a dinner, yes, definitely so. Only that this safety raised a very limited appeal.
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06 - Manifestations

The next day, Harry had made up his mind what to tell about his Haitian trip. Also to whom -
he would talk with Hermione, of course, and with nobody else. He would report everything -
with one little exception, that was.

This problem solved, he was facing another - Hermione wanted to hear it right at the breakfast
table.

Harry refused to reveal details, reported only that he'd delivered the flasks. For the rest of the
story, he put Hermione off until after supper, claiming the need for a private conversation -
outside, where else.

Hermione, who could sense exciting news even without haragei, agreed quicker than
expected.

After supper, Harry wanted to use his favourite place for conversations, but no way. Hadn't he
said private? ... Well, what was private at a place that close to a Texan bigmouth? The place at
the lake was private, and they could combine it with a swimming - after talking, what with the
food just gulped down, and especially because Hermione wasn't going to wait any longer
before hearing the details.

Harry watched her strip down to her swimsuit, remembering the last time he'd seen Hermione
like that, remembering also Samantha's remarks. Well, maybe the mentioned regularity didn't
do much against Hermione's bossiness, but otherwise ... She looked great.

And she saw him watching. "If we had music, | could add the right movements to do a real
striptease for you, Harry."

He grinned. "What's the sense in that if you stop with the swimsuit left?"

Challenging Hermione ... She made a step toward him, and another. Then, very slowly, she
moved her hands up her body, came to rest on the knot that was holding the strip around her
neck, started to work on it.

Harry stared up, seeing her expression, her half-open mouth, her prominent mons still closer
in his view.

Voices, somewhere near.

Hermione stopped, sat down. "Some privacy ... Okay, Harry, let's talk. | darkly remember
that's why we came here.” Her voice was a bit breathless.

Harry's wasn't, for compensation, his mouth felt dry. "I met Madame Dussolier. She's so fat,
she'd be enough for three witches. There's a young man, Benoit, who does the work. He
guided me to the two candidates ... The first, Caprien Mardt, is about twenty-five and a street
rat. The other, Fabrice Armodéc, is an older man with a lot of money, a big house, a young
woman who's not his wife, and with more than one desire - he wants to be paid with
conversations, stories ... He was really happy to see me."
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Hermione looked thunderstruck.

Harry grinned wryly. "I agreed - to stay for dinner the next times, and to do my part ... By the
way, he'd like to meet you."

"Really? ... What for?"

"That's basically up to you." When Hermione's questioning look didn't fade, Harry decided to
quote from memory. "He said he could adapt quite well to the - er, conventions of his guests."

"I see ..." This peculiar expression was back in Hermione's face. "Should I go?"
"Certainly - once you can apparate. He has style, that's for sure.”

"Style, huh? ... And what if | don't want to wait until | can apparate? | mean, his place is really
private, isn't it?"

"Definitely. It's the topmost point on the Ile de la Tortue, about two hundred miles north of
Port-au-Prince."”

Hermione dropped her sex-fever attitude - assuming it had been an attitude. "Two hundred -
say, how did you travel?"

"With broomsticks.” Harry had to describe the journey from Saint Marc to Gros-Morne, and
from there to the lle de la Tortue, and of course Hermione was asking more, and he had to
confess that he'd bought a Firebolt Two.

A rare moment - Hermione staring at him, speechless.

Harry went for the opportunity to explain the background. "Well, er - you know, er - no, you
don't know, but ... I've got some money. Actually, I'm rich, so-to-speak. That's why buying a
Firebolt Two doesn't mean anything - it was just the quickest method to proceed further.” He
summarized the story of Mr. Chang and Mr. Crownshield. "I didn't intend to keep it a secret -
| just didn't know how to tell."”

His own embarrassment seemed nothing, compared to that of Hermione. "Harry, I didn't
know that ... | thought these people could be found some streets away. This wasn't part of our
deal - of course I'll pay that money back, except that I'm not sure ..."

"Stop it! ... As | said, | don't know what to do with so much money. If there's anything that
exceeds the planned deal, it's me telling stories to that Armodéc. For this, don't be surprised if
I'll come back to you for some more coaching at the end of the year."

Hermione looked at him. "I really would like to coach you a bit, Harry ... Not necessarily at
the end of the year, that is.”

Harry's stare wasn't exactly disbelieving, more the opposite. "What's wrong with you? Did
Viktor swear some vow of chastity?"

"Not at all - and there's nothing wrong with me, that's what I'd like to show you." Hermione's
expression lacked any seductive smile, and maybe this caused still a greater impact on Harry,
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together with her next words. "1 mean, you can feed a cat, and still she's going to hunt mice -
in particular such a lonely one ..."

Except that this place couldn't be called lonely any longer - with people not too far away,
laughing, splashing through the water. Harry wasn't sure whether he should be grateful for
that, or disappointed. He said, "Maybe this isn't the best moment to discuss another issue
that's nagging me, but ... Monsieur Armodéc wasn't sure whether he wanted to lose his
werewolf state. He said there's a pay-off from that - an unusual virility for his age, as he put
it."

Hermione smiled. "Maybe I really should visit him."

"Whatever - but can you tell me whether it's true?"

"Interested, Harry? ... I'm a bit surprised, after all I've heard, this ..."

"No thanks - maybe in twenty or thirty years, while now ..." Harry stopped, realizing that he'd
fallen for Hermione's joke trap. "Just tell me what you know. | feel somewhat reluctant to ask
Lupin, or Almyra.”

Hermione laughed. "So we've found something you're scared of ... Allright - yes, there is a
side effect, but maybe not quite as sensational as you'd expect. Werewolves are highly
resistant against common illnesses, or weaknesses - but, to give you an example, if you'd
continue your training year in, year out, the effect would be very much the same ... Lupin's
just too young to be a reliable witness. This Armodéc must be past fifty, maybe sixty - for
him, the benefit is more obvious, so he can play the game more often than you'd expect
otherwise ... Good for him, and for his woman. How does she look, Harry?"

"He has taste, no denying."”

"Maybe we should visit them both - you at full moon, me before or after. What do you think?"

With more determination than he felt, Harry answered, "I think you should go for a swim, or a
dive, to cool down ... No, wait a second - there's something else | wanted to ask you."

"Ask away, Harry." This purring - was it really the same voice which had quoted Hogwarts
rules about alcohol?

"It's about money - as boring as that." He earned a grin. "Well - erm, | was trying to spread a
bit of my fortune among friends and relatives, and now that I've finally managed to tell you ...
Erm, yes, er - would you mind accepting five thousand galleons? That was what Ron and
Ginny settled to, you know."

Hermione's answer came immediately. "Minus the Firebolt, of course.”

"You're not serious, are you?" Harry felt almost angry.

"Only joking." Hermione looked very pleased. "But you know me, | had to ask ... Thank you,
Harry, that's very kind. No, | don't mind at all - it's not what I had in mind, but ..."

His opportunity to pay back. "More? Ten thousand?"
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He had her - Hermione was blushing. "No - you took me wrong ..." She stopped, seeing his
grin. "Okay, okay."

"And - I'd like to do the same with Viktor, only I don't know how ... If I ask him, he'll say no.
Do you know a way?"

"You're right. Let me think it over - I'll find a way to persuade him."

Harry grinned. "Do that - better him than me, if you get my drift ... Now let's jump into the
water."

Coming out, walking to their place, he lowered his voice. "Did you have a look at the other
people? | don't think there's anyone from Hogwarts ... Who are they?"

"Maybe from Hogsmeade?"

"That's unlikely ... You know what - I think these are Muggles. How come they appear at this
lake, all of a sudden? That's the last thing we need here."

Hermione, towelling herself, gasped. With a soft pop, the air closed into the space where, a
second before, Harry had been.

He came back five minutes later. "I checked around. These are really Muggles."

"How do you know?"

"First - haragei. It's no proof, but ... Next - I didn't recognize anyone, and whatever they were
talking about, the school and the teachers didn't come up in that. They're talking about other
things - if they're talking, that is. But mostly - and that's the best proof - they're not talking

much because they're quite busy with each other."”

"That's the trademark of Muggles? ... Well, looking at us, you're right, but it's not too late.
C'mon ..."

"Hermione - please! ... What's happening here?"

"They were looking for a place, and they found it - that's all." Only Hermione didn't believe
her own words.

Harry didn't either. "They're looking for a place all year long, and they did so last year, and
the year before. But they never appeared here ... Something must have changed."

When taking their broomsticks, suddenly they felt like thieves in the night, did it quietly,
jumping straight upward, to be out of sight before flying back to Hogwarts, two questions
working in Harry's mind.

The first - how to deal with Hermione, should they ever meet at a truly private place. More
important was the second - what had made the Muggles appear at the lake?

* kx *
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Visiting dragons should be the next major item on Harry's agenda. He wasn't really looking
forward to it, kept asking himself Ron's question - how thick had someone to be in order to
volunteer for that? But he didn't say it aloud, not with such a clear memory of the scene in
class.

Ellesmere - not to be confused with Ellesmere Port, which was considerably bigger - had no
linkport of its own. The closest one could be found in Newcastle, leaving about forty miles to
be travelled westward, somehow. This meant of course another broomstick ride, the Knight
Bus would not respond to downflaggings that far away from the capital.

What might be a good time for visiting a dragon?

"Right after you've signed your last will," answered Samantha, "and just before you think
better of it."

"Early evening,"” said Almyra, "after they're fed, when they're hanging around lazily like any
other animal with a full stomach. Problem is, this might be too late in the day for visitors -
after all, those people from the National Dragon Foundation are Ministry employees.”

Harry decided to arrive in the early afternoon. It should give him time to talk with someone,
to establish the contact before coming close to a dragon, otherwise these people might be a bit
careless with unwelcome visitors.

Out of Newcastle, he followed the road westward, cutting short bends and slopes. An hour
later, he saw the town appear which had to be Ellesmere. A dive down, checking the signs,
confirmed it.

And now? Walking through the streets, asking for the direction toward a dragon camp didn't
sound like a good idea - Muggles might not respond well to such a question.

Harry raced skyward, getting higher and higher until he had the town and the surrounding
landscape in view. Studying the topology, he felt confident having found the location - a
forest, climbing up a hill, seemed the only possible place for hiding a dragon camp.

Diving down, approaching the forest, he recognized a wire fence and signs every hundred
yards. Coming closer, he could read the next sign.

e Royal Air Force
Flame-Thrower Test Area
No Trespassing

Harry grinned. The sign also showed a skull, however more impressive were the scorchmarks
on the board and the post. It should be good enough to keep other people away.

Following a path uphill, he came to a deserted shack and a barrier, painted red and white,
showing the same sign. He passed it at low speed, sensing around. Moments later, he reached
a small stone building. Somebody had to be inside, according to his haragei.

When a man opened the door, Harry first thought a Goblin was standing in front of him.

Small, thin, ageless face, a large mark from the forehead to the left ear that had to be a
souvenir from a burning. Then Harry registered the normal-sized fingers and the finer bone
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structure of a human. "Good afternoon," he said. "My name is Harry Potter, I'm a student at

"Harry Potter?" The man glanced at Harry's forehead, recognized the scar. "By golly! You're
really the one, ain't'cha?"

"Er-yes.."

"Now that's the day - Harry Potter here at this place, the ass of Wales as people call it, except
it's not true, because it's the ass of the whole damn United Kingdom ... Nice to meet you,
Harry, Rex is my name, Rex Ballantine, only I'm not related to the scotch factory, ruddy
shame, that is, call me Rex - my friends use to call me Tyrannosaurus Rex, and they still can
laugh about that every day anew."

Harry knew why, suppressing his own laughter. He offered the letter written by Almyra and
signed by Dumbledore.

Rex, the smallest king-size dinosaur, read it, looked up. "What a nice collection of long words
- I could read it forever, without getting any wiser ... Harry, old boy, just tell me why you're
here."

"Erm - to study dragons."

"Now isn't this the surprise of the year? Who'd guessed so, after all?" The human gnome still
grinned, with eyes suddenly looking sharp. "Harry, old scum, you've seen dragons for months,
and you've seen them die, in the Battle of Hogwarts. Stop playing around the bush with your
old friend Rex, and tell me straight away!"

"I ... How do you know about me, and the Battle of Hogwarts?"

"If it's about dragons, | know. If it's about nosy young students who answer questions with
counter questions, |1 won't rest until I know ... So then, noble boy, would'cha ..."

"Er - sorry - er, Rex. I'm here because ... Well, I want to do an Animagus for a dragon.”

"Animagus, huh?" For some moments, Rex was really silent, while he moved Harry inside, let
him sit down at a kitchen table. "Cup of tea?"

Harry accepted.

Rex was spooning sugar into his cup, seemingly lost in thoughts. Just when Harry felt sure he
should wake him up before the sugared tea would change to tea'ed sugar, the man stopped.
"Yeah, that'd be something ... Has never been tried before, but it'd be the ideal dragon guard

"Never been tried? ... The books say it's impossible - that means, someone must have tried,
and failed, don't you think so?"

The man chuckled. "Harry, old bean, don't trust books you didn't write by yourself. Imagine -

there's this problem, and you don't know how to solve it, and what's more, the only way of
figuring out's scaring you like hell - then you wait till nobody's around, to arrange things so
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that you can say it's impossible ... And the next one who's writing a book about that is facing
the same problem, scared too, and he'll read what's written in the first book, and so on ...
That's not what they teach at Hogwarts, | guess in order to save something you students have
to find out by yourselves."

So this Rex Ballantine was the third person who believed it possible, or maybe the fourth, if
Lupin could be counted, toward whom Harry had mentioned the idea for the first time. A
promising sign. Harry asked the man which dragons he could offer.

"Not more than three, right now ... Since the Muggles have started making trouble, we've
been moving dragons to more remote places - although you wouldn't think there'd be a place
more remote than this one."

"Trouble? ... What kind of trouble?"

"Our cover doesn't work any longer - not as good as before. People come through ... Recently,
we had a visit even from the Royal Air Force - " Rex chuckled, "an officer who wanted to see
a flame-thrower, hehe."

Muggles coming to wizard places ... The same problem, here like at the Hogwarts lake. It was
strange, only Harry had come to talk about dragons, not Muggles.

Resuming his answer, Rex said, "Yeah - three, two Common Welsh Green, both male, and a
Hebridean Black, a female. I'd recommend the female, Harry, old potato."

"The female - as a preparation for transfiguring into a dragon?"

"Aah, that's still basic work, isn't it? But then again, won't it be a real surprise if you'd turn
into a dragon girl, Harry? ... But seriously, the two males are a bit edgy - they can smell the
female which is close to the heat, and at that time, dragon boys are a bit indiscriminate with
other boys, hehe ... While the female is quite smoochy, which is a real luck, because ..."

They were walking into the forest, and this unfinished sentence seemed a good reason for
Harry to stop cold. "Because?"

"Well - her name is Carrie ... Carrie, the devil's youngest daughter, that's her full name, hehe."”
Harry wasn't inclined to move a step further.

"Ah, c'mon, relax, Harry, old pumpkin - okay, she's a bit crazy, that's why she's got that name.
It's the title of a Muggle movie, that's all. Have you seen that movie?"

"No, I'm afraid not." Although Harry was more afraid not knowing why a female dragon
would be named after it.

"Well, it's about a girl. She's not crazy, but her mother is, while the girl has it more with fire,
hehe, you really can say that, Harry, old pumpernickel ... C'mon - that close to the heat, they
don't burn you, which is the major difference between dragon girls and those with two legs, a
real joke, isn't it, but then, dragon girls don't use their legs to burn you - although, at closer
inspection, what the others burn you with is no longer called legs, what do you think, Harry,
old butterfly ..."
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Harry wasn't listening any longer to Chattopourus Rex, his attention caught by an enormous
reptilian head, with two incredibly large eyes looking at him, greenish-yellow, the vertical
pupils contrasting sharply ... An unblinking stare, from such beautiful eyes.

For a moment, he was completely transfixed. Then he walked forward, toward another
serpent, a flying one, as the Chinese called it, hundred times larger than Nagini, a serpent with
legs, and wings, and ears - incredibly small at this gigantic head, and soft, in contrast to the
horny surface of that endless snout, as the touch of his fingers told him.

"Hello, Carrie ..."

From his mind through his body, through his hands on a calm body, one spirit made contact
with another.

Strength ... A sense of heaviness, deepened by the memory of flying through the air on these
mighty wings, powerful strokes, rapidly draining a force limited even in this body which was
fearless against everything, with no natural enemy - except of course those small creatures to
which this spirit was bound by affection ... Sort of loneliness, or sadness - maybe a feeling of
being doomed, as a race rather than an individual ... A vague feeling of desire ...

Harry smiled. "Horny inside as much as outside, are you? ... Well, you'll have to talk with Rex
about that, unless you take it in your own hands, which is more likely, | guess.”

He walked along the body, inspected all details, the legs, as far as they were visible, halfways
buried under a stomach on which the scales turned from deep black to light grey, touched the
wings, feeling the skeleton structure with the skinny sails in-between, the long tail, powerful
enough to blow a small house into pieces, and back the other side, reaching the nostrils which
looked more like exhaust pipes than openings for recognizing scents.

"Say, Carrie, how good can you smell? ... Oops, sorry, how could I forget - of course, your
tongue, like snake, like dragon, isn't it? ... Would you be so kind to open your mouth? Just for
a moment, to let me have a look?"

Carrie wouldn't. What Harry felt was more a sort of amused stubbornness than indifference.
She was lying, period.

"Okay, okay - if a girl doesn't want it, there's no way inside, isn't that so, Carrie? ... Someone
told me, if a girl says no, then ... Yeah, okay, you didn't say anything, that's why."

Rex' voice interrupted this semi-conversation. "Harry, my boy, tell me - what are you hissing
all the time? You know how you sound? - Like my old teapot, the one with the broken pipe."

Harry stared at him, then started to laugh, turned back to look into these big, beautiful eyes.
"Hey, Carrie, did you get me? Is Parseltongue close enough to Dragonese?"

There was no answer - none as clear as a response from Nagini. Still, what he had done in the
last half hour hadn't been a monologue.

Returning to Hogwarts, he met Hermione, who looked at him expectantly. "How was it,
Harry?"
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Intimate enough not to talk about in public, not even with a supporter of the dragon
transfiguration project. "Well - | met a dinosaur. His name's Tyrannosaurus Rex."

Hermione eyed him, trying to decipher this message - knowing for sure it wasn't a simple,
stupid joke. "Really? What did he say?"

"He said | shouldn't trust books."
And miraculously, the suspicion faded from Hermione's face. "He's right, definitely - you
won't believe what a scrap | found in Potion books, from stupid mistakes to downright

nonsense. They're too scared to give it a try, and then they write some bullshit, hoping
nobody'll ever check it ..."

* k% %

Lupin, somewhat tenaciously, reminded Harry that his visit to the Transportation Department
was due. Lupin also expressed his concern that without this visit, Harry's portkey
programming project might be unlikely to proceed.

Harry didn't feel like it. And because they were alone in Lupin's office, he just replied, "That's
a lot of p's, Prof."

"Then call it triple-p, but get moving."
"If I had to pee, I'd get moving, rather than tripple around."

Lupin stared at him. "That's a funny way to ask for a rewriting of that recommendation letter.
But I can do it, Harry, no sweat - although then, you'd be better off without the letter.”

"Baah ... Blackmailing - quite typical for a werewolf, even for a cured one, exactly what's in
the old saying - you can dress a wolf in sheepskin, or you can make him a Hogwarts teacher,
but ..." Harry ducked, barely avoiding Lupin's tickling charm. "Stop it! You'll get trouble."

Playfully, Lupin shot more spells, inches too high. "Really? ... From you? From
Dumbledore?”

"No - from Almyra."

Grinning, Lupin stored his wand. "You could be right - but you just gave me the keyword. I'll
tell her, Harry's wetting his pants at the thought of visiting the Transportation Department -
unless ..."

"Yeah, okay, you mobby ... May | have that letter?"

"Mobby?" Lupin weighed the letter in his hand. "First you tell me what this means."

"Erm ..." Harry smiled friendly. "Basically the same what I said before, er - it stands for
Master of bad blackmailing.

Lupin watched his face, registered something. "Very clever ... And now tell me what it really
means."
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"You don't want to know, Prof."

"You don't want that letter, Harry?"

"Okay, okay ... Gimme the letter first - no, I won't cheat."”

Holding the parchment, Harry said, "You mobby - that's short for you moron, bloody
blockhead, you." He raced away, using his full aikido skill in ducking and jumping - Lupin's
tickling charms were no longer aimed too high.

Mr. Clifford Caruthers, chief of the Technical Services team in the Transportation
Department, differed in many ways from Dogan Defreak who held a comparable position at
Gringotts. First, Mr. Caruthers was human, not Goblin. Second, his office was considerably
larger, filled with many insignia of rank. Third, Mr. Caruthers saw no reason whatsoever to
smile at Harry.

Which could be explained easily - he wasn't glad at all to meet Harry. "What do you need
portkeys for, Mr. Potter? For what I've read, you prefer the linkports of Magical Tours, isn't
that so?"

"Are there any others around?"

It was definitely the wrong answer from the perspective of Harry's project, Mr. Caruthers'
reddening face told him that much. "This is just what to expect from someone who gave that
interview - but | don't need to hear this in my office ... I'm afraid our experts are too busy right
now to offer help in some childish project - maybe later in the year. Good after ..."

"Did Warrington do it all by himself?"

The face turned purplish. "What??"

Harry felt more than ready to explain. "I'd think there was a technical report involved when
Magical Tours came along to find all doors open - for example about the frequency of the
safety checks ... Pity it was just Warrington who had to suffer.”

Mr. Caruthers was gasping. "You ... you ..."

"Or did you think this was some undercover investigation? ... No - just a childish project, but
it might be a good idea, I mean an official one, with an article or two in the ..."

A trembling hand was pointing to the door. "Get out! ... Now!"

"It was a pleasure, Mr. Caruthers ... You're dirty, so much's for sure. | hope we'll see each
other again."

Yes, the man was dirty - the feeling of guilt had been too strong in Harry's haragei. Only that
it would be impossible to prove, only nobody cared any longer, least of all Harry himself,
because something else was more important - he had messed up his project start thoroughly.

Lupin would roll over from laughing.
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What now? Should he go to Sirius?

No. Sirius would listen to his description, would believe him that Caruthers had played some
role in some plot, would tell him to forget it - and then he would roll over from laughing.
Somehow, the nicest people could have fun seeing Harry steamrolled once in a while.

Arthur! ... Arthur Weasley had his own contacts, was an insider, certainly knew people with
sufficient knowledge to give him a decent start. And he wouldn't laugh.

Walking down the corridor, another door sign caught Harry's attention - Laboratory. No
names, not even a room number, the Ministry spent half of its time making sure no outsider
could find his orientation in this maze. Even so, considering the location, this had to be the
laboratory of the Transportation Department.

The door opened, almost by itself, and Harry was inside.

A large room, tables in the middle, workbenches along the walls, various power tools - a
surprising lot of Muggle technology. Otherwise, the dusty quietness of a church, save for the
smell.

A newspaper fell down, presenting a face which showed mild disinterest. "Lost your track?"

"Er - no, I think I'm right here ... | was told I'd find someone here who could tell me about
portkey programming.” Maybe it wasn't the truth, at least it wasn't a direct lie either.

"Portkey programming? You've found a great time to ask for that, young man, really, by all
means."

"Why - er, what's wrong, sir? Are you too busy right now?"

"You joking? Did I look like that?" For a moment, the man looked suspicious, then relaxed,
missing any sign of sneering in Harry's face. "l wish | was - only that right now it's dead
season for portkeys."

"How's that, sir?"

"Damned Muggles! Appear everywhere, touch everything - and wham, off they go because it
was a portkey. And along comes ole' Artie, giving us hell because his people have to clean up
... What a mess."

"Artie? ... You mean Arthur Weasley?"

"Himself personally, yep ... It takes a lot to upset him, but then - oh boy. You know him?"

Harry's slight flush came from amusement as much as from guilt. "Er - yes, | do, actually."

The man studied him. "You're no Weasley, so much | can tell - Arthur has a very
characteristical fingerprint, if you'll pardon the expression ... Who are you?"

"I'm a Hogwarts student - my name's Harry Potter."
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"I'll be damned ..." The man stared at him, at his forehead, showing a nod at recognizing the
lightning-shaped scar.

Harry's mind was racing, desperate to find the remark which would save the situation. He
couldn't find any.

The man was up, looked around, looked toward the door. “C'mon - this's no good place to
talk." He walked to a small poster at the wall, showing the picture of a blonde woman in dire
need of some clothes, waved impatiently. "Come here!"

Harry moved closer, not knowing what to think.
"Touch her left tit."

Suddenly it dawned on him. His hand touched the flat paper, and next moment, Harry stood in
a dimly lit room, instinctively making a step forward, just in time before the man arrived.

"Okay, Harry Potter, have a seat ... By the way, I'm Ray, Ray Purcell, born in hell - call me
Ray, that's okay."

Harry giggled, listening to this rhyme which came fluently, no doubt honed in phrasing over
years. "Hello, Ray - er, call me Harry, that's my parry."

The man looked very pleased. "You've a quick mind, Harry - well, shouldn't be a surprise,
after all I've heard ... Say, what's the real purpose of your visit? There wasn't anyone who's
sent you, was there?"

"Well - | really came because of portkey programming. But | was sent to Mr. Caruthers, and |
spoke with him, only - er, the conversation didn't go well. Then ..."

Ray chuckled. "Didn't go well - no sir, how could it? ... Say, Harry, why didn't you find a way
to get rid of this asshole too? He and Warrington, that's two of a kind - or was, whatever's the
right tense."

"I didn't know - until today. But it wasn't me who got rid of Warrington, it was VVoldemort."

A nod. "After listening carefully to your report, huh? ... Say - did you really hear Warrington
confess a murder?”

"Yes - together with two other people.”

"The only surprising part for me is that he did confess - must have been some trick of yours,
Harry ... Anyway, that's past, and now we're here to talk about portkeys. Although - " Ray
looked admiringly, "Harry, | take myself for an expert in that, but this Voldemort - there's no
doubt he still could teach me a lesson or two. Warrington's accident - for me that was a
portkey trick."

"Really? ... Yes, you could be right - he likes portkeys to kidnap people, or to build death
traps."
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At Ray's insisting, Harry had to explain the trap in the Triwizard Tournament, also the
manipulated mailbox which had sent Sirius into the hands of VVoldemort.

"And now you're here to learn how to stop him? ... It's a tricky business, Harry, a portkey is an
almost perfect trap."”

"For people, yes," agreed Harry. "But | have a snake - she can sense portkeys. | mean, she can
sense magic, and if she senses magic in a doorhandle, it's clear what it means."

"A snake, huh? ..." Not moving a muscle in his face, Ray added, "And a kangaroo as a
shopping bag, and a penguin for the ice cubes in your whisky ..."

Harry giggled again. "Honestly! ... Her name's Nagini - she was VVoldemort's snake, until we
met. You know what Parseltongue is? ... Well, I know it, I'm a Parselmouth."”

Ray studied his face. "Surprise, surprise ... Do you have still more surprises, Harry?"

"Dunno ... Well, to play as openly as possible - Arthur Weasley's my - er, step-father, in a
way, because I live in the Weasley family, and Sirius Black's my godfather ... Now you know
all about me, Ray."

"And when does your uncle become Minister of Magic?" Ray watched with interest as Harry
was bending in a bad fit of laughter. "Save it, Harry - the joke wasn't that good, by all means."

"No - hehehe, you don't know, hehe, Uncle Vernon's a Muggle, and scared shitless of magic."
Harry was roaring again.

Then he had calmed down, and Ray had his attention when he said, "To understand portkeys,
Harry, you must know how to apparate.”

"l know - | have a license. Go ahead."

"Yes of course - what else. But what's more, you need to know about Apparition Pursuit -
now don't disappoint me, Harry ..."

He didn't.

"I have to admit - the one who sent you here knew what he was doing ... Allright, Harry - the
rest is pretty simple. A portkey, that's an apparition jump, wrapped into a pursuit jump, and
both together nicely placed in some boring item. Basically, that's all - give or take a detail or
two."

Harry nodded. "Makes perfect sense, Ray ... And for the few minutes left, you'll give a detail
or two, and I'll take them, okay?"

For the next hour, they were discussing the concept of suspending spells in objects, with
Harry realizing that - to some degree - portkey programming wasn't really different from
producing trick sweets like those of the Weasley twins. He would have to train this
elementary technique before proceeding further to the specific aspects of portkeys.
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In addition, he became aware that Ray would give him a hard time in a jump competition like
the one he'd done with Madam Hooch. The outcome would be open, and definitely tight.

Then Harry thanked Ray for the information, promised to return once he had mastered the art
of storing charms in objects, and - challenged by the environment - made an apparition jump
directly into Sirius' ante-room.

Jessica had a jJump start without broomstick. "Harry! ... Can't you knock at the door like other
people?"

She was probably right, only that Harry remembered another woman who might have smiled
at him, might have said how wonderful this idea was, if not for her boss - and lover - who
might call any moment.

Sirius wasn't pleased either. "It's not improving things if you scare her, Harry."

"Is it then if | don't?"

"Maybe not, but right now I've got enough other trouble, so please be a good boy and try to
behave like a perfectly normal wizard, okay?"

"Trouble? - What kind of trouble?"

"Muggles ... They appear everywhere, you won't believe what a nuisance they are."

"That's funny, because that's exactly why I'm here. They appear at the Hogwarts lake too, and
| wanted to ask you if you know something that has changed ..." Getting excited, Harry added,
"And what's more, | just spoke with a guy from the Transportation Department, and he said

they cannot work properly because of Muggles ... Sirius, what's going on there?"

His godfather grimaced. "I don't know ... Harry, it's as if they've detected us."
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07 - Detected

Full moon had passed, and Hermione wanted to know what had happened with her test
candidates, how her first elixir had performed in their bodies. With mixed feelings, Harry
started his second journey toward Haiti, to gather the results.

He jumped from Hogwarts in the early afternoon, arriving at Saint Marc an hour before noon
local time. Visiting this Caprien Mar(t alone made no sense - not without a translator.

Seeing Harry, Benoit quickly closed the door behind him, to do the talking in the street.
Madame Dussolier was still asleep, as he said, which indeed explained enough. The voodoo
witch would be very unkind to be wakened prematurely, she would be terribly unkind to hear
that Harry was the reason, and her unkindness would have just one target - Benoit.

The young man looked surprised, seeing Harry without a broomstick. Harry told him he
would jump by Apparition, only to hear that Benoit could not apparate. So Benoit would use
the Firebolt, which would take forty minutes - a time span Harry had to kill somehow, here or
in Gros-Morne.

There was nothing that held him in this street, or anywhere else in Saint Marc. After watching
Benoit disappear at the horizon, Harry jumped to Gros-Morne, to sit in the only cafeteria
within sight, drinking coke - the only drink available that came in a closed bottle. Harry
remembered Almyra's warning too well, had no intention to pay his debts toward Hermione
with drinks and dinners in Haiti and diarrhoea in Hogwarts.

By the time Benoit arrived, Harry had company. Caprien was sitting across the table, talking
rapidly and angrily. Harry had explained several times that he was waiting for Benoit's
translating, to no avail. He couldn't even understand whether it was the money or the potion
that made this test candidate so upset.

With Benoit's help, Harry learned quickly that it was both. The potion had shown a strong
taste of vanilla, which was correct. The effect otherwise had been extremely unsatisfying,
from Caprien's perspective. He had transfigured into a werewolf, very much as usual - only to
lie helplessly on the ground, unable to do anything, defenseless against any attack that might
have come. Still worse, Caprien had lacked the grandiose feeling of freedom, power, and
invulnerability which for him granted the only pay-off in these nights. While describing this
state, Caprien's voice sounded bitter and disappointed. Apparently, he had expected a full
success with the very first sample.

Harry paid five galleons, rather than three as agreed before, and instructed Benoit to express
his sympathy. It wasn't really true, but then it was no lie either, and mollifying a grumpy
candidate seemed definitely better than searching for a new one, in particular when relying on
the services of Madame Dussolier.

After Caprien had left, Harry said goodbye to Benoit, paid the drinks, and jumped to the lle de
la Tortue.

Monsieur Armodéec was pleasantly surprised, faked a small embarrassment to be found

unprepared for a lunch guest, and hinted a faint disappointment that Harry hadn't come for an
evening dinner. With a jovial voice, he mentioned that Harry, at his next visit, might find the
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door closed until six o'clock in the evening. However, there was little doubt - this hadn't been
joke, Monsieur Armodéc meant it, intended to play the game according to his own rules.

Harry was unable to detect any sign of a kitchen unprepared for a lunch guest. There was
enough food for more than two people, served by the young woman whose name, as he
learned, was Désirée - quite fitting in his opinion.

He listened to his host's description of the effects, according to which the potion had done
nothing whatsoever. It made him very suspicious, although Monsieur Armodéc had identified
the taste correctly. Harry decided to recommend a more complicated mix of control tastes to
Hermione - maybe a first taste when drinking it, and an after-taste when it was gulped down.

Then he had to sing and dance for his supper, which was a lunch at local time. He spoke about
Hogwarts, about himself, about other students. Monsieur Armodéc was a good listener, his
questions indicated a sharp mind while the man avoided pressing any item. Altogether,
Harry's contribution didn't feel unpleasant at all, certainly much more entertaining than he had
expected.

Before he left, his host asked, "Did you inform Mademoiselle Hermione about my invitation,
Mr. Potter?"

"Yes, of course."
"And what was her answer?"
"She said she'll think it over ... As long as she cannot apparate yet, she's a bit reluctant.”

Monsieur Armodéc smiled. "If it's just the discomfort of travelling, please tell her that I could
arrange a portkey from Port-au-Prince to my place here any time ... If there's another reason
for her reluctancy - Mr. Potter, of course you're both welcome together. | hope there wasn't
any misunderstanding.”

"Certainly not. Aside from the state of her project, Hermione's only reason was the
inconvenience of broomstick riding."

"Of course ... It's not really lady-like, is it, Mr. Potter?"

* kx *

There was no sense in denying any longer. Sirius' words brought it to the point - the Muggles
had detected the wizards, God only knew how. Occupying the lakeside in the evening turned
out only the first step, although the one with the greatest initial impact. It prevented Harry
from meeting with Marie-Christine, reason enough to be mad at these Muggles.

Harry wasn't sure whether his anger was justified, or targeted toward the right people. The
lakeside in the evening - this should have been a perfect place, what with the other young
people around, and their doing, unbelievable how openly they acted ... Still, this was no help,
neither to himself nor to Marie-Christine, quite the opposite. And other places - her office
wasn't really suited for that, and her bedroom ... They had used it once, both of them feeling a
restraint strong enough not to repeat the experience, for example because Marie-Christine
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didn't know how much these walls were keeping noises inside, didn't want to find out, didn't
want to keep silent either ...

But the lakeside was only the beginning. One day, the first figures appeared before the school
buildings, to linger around, to stare, to disappear after a while. Then they were back, or others,
and more.

Then Samantha reported an encounter with some of them. Several young men, more or less
drunk, had tried visiting her in the night - to meet Lousy first, with bad consequences for two
of them, to be confronted afterwards with a furious Samantha who had awakened from the
noise.

Harry asked, "What did you do with them?"

"I handcuffed them, and let them sit in the grass for the rest of the night, guarded by Lousy ...
In the morning, | sent all but the two wounded ones off - only that, somehow, they'd lost their
trousers, must've been some spell that slipped my mouth in the heat of the fight - er, morning,
I mean." Samantha grinned. "They won't come back, Harry - | told them, if | ever was going
to see them again, they'd find out what a nice little spell does with their dicks ... You
should've seen their faces - scared dickless, hehe."

Harry didn't join the laughter. "And the other two?"

"Well, I couldn't leave them that way - some nasty bite wounds, Lousy's a hell of a fighter. So
| took them to Madam Pomfrey ... It's almost a miracle they didn't wet their pants, or worse.
Afterwards, | sent them off too."

However, it wasn't as funny as Samantha's description had sounded, not at all. Two days later,
three young men walked into the building, apparently challenged by their friends. They tried
to kidnap a second-year, probably just to drag him outside and to interrogate him about
Hogwarts. However, the boy had called for help, with success - a moment later, his classmates
were around, and until Professor McGonagall appeared as the first teacher at the scene, the
three Muggles were suffering from tickling charms, hair across their faces, engorged ears, and
other unpleasantries you might expect from second-years.

As a first measure, signs appeared around the school, reminding Harry of the signs he'd seen
around the dragon camp, only that they were a bit closer to the truth.

e Hogwarts School of
Wizardry and Witchcraft
Private Property
No Trespassing for Non-Magic People
Intruders are Cursed without Forewarning

Closer to the truth didn't help, more to the contrary. Muggles started crossing the invisible
borderline at all times of the day - young ones, of both sexes, to master this particular
challenge. When some of them were caught, they had to suffer something harmless like a
tickling charm, or the spell which made the feet dance for a few minutes. The number of
intrusions was growing rather than fading.

Dumbledore gathered teachers and students in a school meeting.
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"The situation here,” explained the Headmaster, "is basically the same as anywhere else. The
Muggles have - at bad last - found out that we exist. Your guess is as good as mine about how
this could happen ... Currently, the official state is very unclear - there is no established
relationship yet between the Muggle world and the wizarding world. For us, that means we
have to take care of ourselves."

There were quite some suggestions how to take care, causing a sharp response from
Dumbledore. "We must keep the Muggles out of our school - which doesn't mean we can treat
them badly, quite the opposite. It is essential that we do everything to establish good relations
between Muggles and wizards, of course without giving up our sovereignty, in particular
without putting the order of Hogwarts at risk ..."

And then the Headmaster explained what it meant. "As a first measure, I'm afraid, we have to
re-establish the Flying Squad - we need guards and patrols because that's the only way to keep
the Muggles outside. | have no intention to build walls, or fences, around Hogwarts - most
likely, the excitement about this school will fade soon enough, and then we'll have the area for
us again."

In this, Dumbledore should be seriously wrong.

At least, he had the good sense to follow Samantha'’s suggestions - she was the only one with
experience how to deal with large groups, with people who were basically good-natured but,
thanks to human nature, with the potential to change into a howling mob within minutes, if
not seconds.

As a consequence, there was a training seminar.

"You're cops,” said Samantha to the audience - four Quidditch teams, in case of the
Gryffindors quickly filled up by Seamus Finnigan and Dean Thomas, because they were old
enough for the job - there had been no time searching for a replacement of Katie and Alicia
with the focus on Quidditch qualities. "You're cops, and you have to be nice cops - but always
cops. And now I'm going to tell you what this means."

It meant, for example, they had to wear name tags at their chests.

"An anonymous cop - that's bad, very bad ... A nice cop has a name, first name, that is. That's
rule number one ... Rule number two - that's your name, nothing else. If someone calls you,
'Hey, buddy,' this someone has to be sorry about that - in measures, of course. And now let's
get a list of appropriate measures."

A good measure after a minor insult - like addressing a cop with something other than the
correct name - was the jitterbug, the charm of the dancing feet. In contrast, the tickling charm
was banned immediately. "Your measures must hurt,” said Samantha. "Those people must
stop laughing, and they must wish they hadn't been caught. Tickling - they're laughing no end,
so at least the people around think it's fun ... Pain - up to a limit, that's the only solution."

This said, Samantha's expression changed. "You've heard the Headmaster - if any of you,
ever, has the funny idea to use the Cruciatus, then you'll wish Dumbledore's the first to hear
about, rather than myself ... I've seen my share of cops violating the rules, and if you're
interested in seeing me mad, | mean really mad, just give them a Cruciatus."
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Eugene Hammett, a Slytherin Chaser, had a comment. "Prof, | thought this is the Flying
Squad, which means Viktor's our boss - but listening to you, it sounds as if you'd be the boss."

The question seemed reasonable enough, in contrast to Eugene’s voice which had sounded as
challenging as possible. The audience was waiting expectantly for Samantha's answer.

She walked to Eugene's seat. "Viktor and I, we agree in a few basic facts ... For example, we
share the assumption that you can piss and shit without our help, that you don't need a boss
for that ... Correct so far?"

Eugene, his face reddening, gave no answer.

Samantha's arm snapped forward, caught Eugene's collar, pulled him close to her face. "Say,
Yes sir, madam, sir."

"Yessir - madam, sir." Dropped from Samantha's hand, Eugene fell back into his seat.

"In questions of discipline, Viktor and | further agree that we'll work in close cooperation. If
the question ever comes up, you can translate that to something like, one of us will watch
while the other's going to bawl you out."

Samantha walked back, to address the full audience. "The squad's a voluntary service. The
same goes for any additional guard service outside the squad. But don't be confused - it
doesn't mean this is a show of joy and leisure. The Muggles here, that's like having caught a
tiger at the tail - now we just can wheel it around.”

Miranda Pincus, Ravenclaw Keeper, asked, "Prof - what's so dangerous in a few Muggles?
Ain't you exaggerating a bit?"

Samantha's answer made more than one face thoughtful. "As you know, | come from Texas.
That means, | know a bit more about racial differences and their possible effects than you
people in merry old England ... There's one wizard or witch to a thousand Muggles - and we're
different. We're a minority, much more so than black people in the United States, and what's
worse, we're more powerful than Muggles. This situation's hot, and that's why you better
listen how to behave like a good cop."

When Samantha asked for other useful charms of the non-serious but hurtful category, Harry
offered water balls. Since his stupid game in front of the gnome holes, he and Ron had made
quite some progress in their project.

Samantha looked pleased. "That's perfect, sweetheart - a water cannon is the ideal weapon
against a mob, and that's the wizard equivalent."

Some others grinned, hearing Samantha call Harry sweetheart. They stopped grinning quickly
when trying to shoot balls like Harry and Ron. As it turned out, nobody else was able to do it,
not at short terms, without a lot of training.

Patrols should be run frequently, at irregular times so the Muggles couldn't settle to a rhythm,
and in twin teams.

Ron looked at Harry. "What about the two of us?"
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Hearing that, a twelve-year-old with coal-black eyes had trouble keeping her face straight. But
next moment, she was saved. "Mixed teams," called Samantha. "There won't be a girls-only
team."

"Why not?" asked Deirdre Redmond from the Hufflepuff team, somewhat upset.

"That's an invitation for gang-raping,” was Samantha's answer, raising doubts in many minds
whether this teacher and ex-deputy was still seeing things in the right proportion.

Harry turned to Ron. "That makes it clear, | think - a Weasley-Weasley gang, and a Potter-
Lightfoot gang, right?"

Seamus and Dean were of course teaming together, and poor Wynton had to look somewhere
else. What he had in mind was Miranda Pincus, but he moved too slow while some other
people had the same idea. What he came up with was Simon Ryerson, the Slytherin Keeper.

Harry met a beaming Rahewa. "Hello, partner.”

And of course, Rahewa wouldn't give it a rest until Harry showed her how to shoot water
balls. She had trouble as soon as the projectile grew bigger than Lousy's leather ball, her

bullets were dropping badly, therefore losing speed and force rapidly, suited well to raise
laughter from a Muggles audience. This was why Harry saw her training this spell with a
fierce energy during the next days.

Through his Daily Prophet subscription, he could follow up the large-scale development
between Muggles and wizards, because this newspaper had started offering a full page - called
Daily Echo - with quotations from Muggles newspapers. They were a day or two old, only it
didn't matter.

In the press, it had started very much like the usual summer break nonsense, as a variation of
the Loch Ness beast - that was how the Muggle press put it. Except that the reports did not
fade, quite the contrary, were growing, and reader mail confirmed that other people had
similar encounters.

Initially, they had been called weird people, classified by the press as with so many other
groups and sects. Then, nobody knew how, the first articles appeared with descriptions of
"supernatural™ skills. Of course, the press had taken pains to present them as jokes, as
something to be read with a smile. And then, little by little, the teasing formulations faded
while the facts remained. Meanwhile, the tenor in the press was something like, ‘It can't be
true, can it, however, here's what we have found.’

In addition to the question how all this had started, Harry was asking himself what all these
people around Hogwarts had in mind. It felt like a siege - of a friendly kind, so far without
confirming Samantha's worries, Looking out a Hogwarts window, one could see long arrays
of tents with campfires in the evenings, and one could hear a lot of music - from portable
radios, still more from groups with guitar players and singers. These groups had quite some
appeal for the students, creating a situation of mutual magnetism.

Harry spoke with Dumbledore.
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"Harry, you know about Muggles as much as I," answered the Headmaster. "The people down
there are young - your age, maybe a bit more. If you want to know what's driving them, go
and ask."

Harry spoke with Samantha.

"Do that, Harry. And don't forget - whatever you're going to do there, or say, is public
relations. You're our ambassador, so do me a favour and behave like that.”

For his first serious contact, Harry selected an evening patrol. Before jumping off, he turned
to Rahewa. "Today, | want to talk with them. What about you?"

He could have saved the question, knew the answer in advance - Rahewa's eyes were shining
when she replied, "I'm with you, Harry."

Of course. Together straight into the lion's den - that was the picture in Rahewa's mind, in a
way not even unrealistic. Harry smiled. "Well, then - let's go."

Scanning over the camp area, followed by glances from below, listening to his haragei, Harry
picked a group of eight young men and women, sitting in a loose circle. Apparently, later in
the evening, they would start a fire, to sit and drink, maybe to sing, while right now the group
was just hanging around idly.

Harry touched down, dismounted. "Good evening."

Incredible stares.

He signaled Rahewa to touch down, and to join him.

A voice, awestruck. "l don't believe it ... The water cops."

Water cops? "My name's Harry ... That's Rahewa."

"Hey, man, cool, man ... That your broad? - A bit young, I'd say, but it's a matter of taste, isn't
it?"

Harry's gaze fixed the young man. "That's my partner, and her name's Rahewa, as | said."

Arms came up in a gesture of surrender and pacification. "Is okay, man - be cool, okay? ...
Nothing personal, just to say hello."”

"Hello ... Please call me Harry."

"That's allright, man, Harry ... Have a seat, Harry, and that cool br ... er, young lady too ... A
beer?"

Not his favourite, however Harry accepted, not seeing cokes around. Seeing a beer in
Rahewa's hand made him still less happy, in sharp contrast to Rahewa herself. After a sip, he
asked, "Water cop? ... What does it mean?"

"Keep cool, man - er, Harry - but you are the two, aint'cha?"
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After a moment of embarrassment, and after Harry could make clear that no, he wasn't
offended, just wanted to know, they had the first of several surprises in this conversation. He
and Rahewa were sort of famous among the camp people.

Violating the trespassing rule, as Harry learned, was a sport. Passing the forbidden zone and
reaching the building while a patrol was running in the air counted ten points. It was possible,
with some luck. It was apparently impossible when the patrol consisted of Harry and Rahewa,
recognized easily, in particular because none of the other patrols used these damned water
balls.

A young man - Pete his name - said, "Man oh man, if you're hit by that water - hurts like hell
... At first, there was always a soft ball and a hard one, but now there isn't much of a
difference.”

Hearing that, Rahewa beamed.
The camp people had responded to the challenge. Being caught by another patrol still scored
two points. Being caught by the water cops scored five, while the score for completing the

task under their eyes would score fifty - should it ever happen.

Another young man, Art his name, asked, "Say, Harry, what's so special about you two? Day
time, night time - it just doesn't matter. How do you manage?"

"It's called haragei ... It's nothing magical, | learned it from an old Japanese. And Rahewa's an
Indian."”

Mysterious combat arts of the far east, combined with the native skill of an Indian - the group
agreed that the score should be raised to hundred. Then the broomsticks took the general
attention. Pete asked, "That your air horse, Harry? Looks awfully cool ... Mind if | have a
closer look?"

"Be careful! Don't touch it - it strikes back."

Pete grinned. "Yeah, of course - like my bike. Can nobody ride it but me."”

There was no experience like bitter experience. Harry shrugged. "I've warned you. Do what
you want, but don't complain, okay?"

"That's understood, man - er, Harry ... I won't - ouch!" A painful groan, and Pete was holding
his right hand. He gasped, his face grimacing. "Dammit - whoa, does that hurt ..." The beaten
wrist was swelling by the second.

Harry felt pity. "Gimme your hand ... Hold still, just relax."

Breathless silence around. Sitting in the lotus position, Harry held the young man's hand and
wrist with his own hands, sending waves for the next minute. Then he said, "Allright, that
should do ... Try it."

Pete flexed his fingers, an incredulous grin spreading his face. "Wow - cool, man, super cool -
it's gone, Harry, that's the real stuff ... Great, thanks."
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Other people gathered closer, looking, probing. "Harry, you're a healer?"

"No, not really ... Madam Pomfrey's our doctor witch, I can handle only bruises and wounds,
but nothing serious."

"Maybe you can help Sally - Sally, come here ... Here, look, Sally's got a bad case of sunburn
on her shoulders, which is kind of handicap for her because she cannot lie on her back, and
for Sally that's almost worse than the sunburn, if you get my drift ..."

The remark didn't raise a particular echo in the round, least of all from Sally who just sat
down, took off her T-shirt and nothing else because she wasn't wearing a bra.

It looked really bad, the skin dark red, partially covered by tiny bubbles. Nobody would have
been able to endure shoulder straps on this, although Harry didn't expect Sally to endure them
at other times.

"Hello, Sally ... Lie down, please, face on your arms, and try to relax.” While sitting there in
the lotus position, his hands on the shoulders of Sally who might have fit in his own class by
her age, Harry was reminded of a similar scene, in some forest a year ago.

After a minute, low murmur started around them. After two more minutes, the murmur grew
excited - there was no doubt, the skin had started smoothening, the bubbles fading.

Five minutes later, Harry took his hands off. "That's it, Sally - the skin's probably still a bit
sensitive, but it'll be okay tomorrow morning."

Sally's head came up, her hands touched her shoulders, her eyes widening. Then she looked at
him. "I'd like to give it a little stress test - with you, Harry."

Appreciative remarks in the round, and an offer for a tent.

Harry only could hope he wasn't blushing - but if so, then probably more with respect to
Rahewa's presence. "Thanks, but ... And besides, it's a bit too public for my taste."

Someone said, "You should try the lakeside, Harry - lots of room, it's private enough."
"Really? I'd never guessed, without your advice."
Laughter. Pete called, "See, folks - the man knows what he's talking about.”

Damn. Rahewa was listening attentively. Still worse - the group had found their main topic.
"Say, Harry - how is it, er, between you magic people? You know, sex and so."

"How should it be? There's no difference.”
"Really? ... It's hard to believe - you know, all people here would like to know how it is, with
someone magical. Harry, you could have almost every girl here - Sally's no exception, maybe

just a bit more straightforward, that's all.”

Seeing Harry's nonplussed expression, the others confirmed that Pete had told the truth. To
some degree, this camp was just like any other open-air gathering around the Muggle world,
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for sun, fresh air, free love, drinks, dope, and music. But in addition, these were groupies -
waiting for the chance to find out by themselves if there really was no difference.

"Say, Harry, ain't you using spells for that?"

Harry, who only recently had used a spell to great effect in that, made an astonished face.
"What for?"

"Er - to help things a bit."
"Dunno - it never crossed my mind ... Maybe if I'm in need of a bit help ..."

Roaring laughter. A girl, glancing into the round, shouted, "If you guys would cut yourself a
bit shorter at your joints, you won't need help either."”

More laughter. Another girl asked, "And what about love potions?"

"Hmmm ... It's not out of the question, but I'm no expert in that."”

Rahewa was grinning, with the effect that the girls were storming her with more questions
about this issue. Watching this, Harry suddenly became aware that Rahewa didn't stop
grinning, and that her speech came somewhat blurred. He grabbed her, shook her. "Rahewa -

how much beer did you drink?"

The grin faded, was replaced by a miserable expression. "Too much, I'm afraid ... Harry, I'm
sick."

Two girls took her, guided her aside. A moment later, Harry could hear how Rahewa was
getting rid of that beer in reverse order of drinking.

Pete looked guilty. "Sorry, man - wasn't planned that way ... | thought you people could sober
up with a spell, or so."

Harry felt anger, mostly toward himself. *No, we cannot - we cannot drink more alcohol, we
cannot fuck more than other people, and if our boss ever hears about this here, she's going to
give me hell ... You see, we're almost normal - except that we can shoot water balls."

Sally added, "And heal sunburns - while no other ones, unfortunately."

Rahewa was guided back, looking like death warmed over - maybe a bit more alive, what
with her cheeks burning of shame. Harry asked, "Rahewa, can you fly?"

"Dunno ... Yessinkso."

He jumped first, ready to grab her, should it be necessary. However, although swaying from
side to side, Rahewa kept on her broomstick. Harry waved. "Follow me."

"Thass' nodde 'rection to the showl, ‘arry."

"No, it's not." Reaching an empty spot at the lakeside, he let Rahewa touch down, followed,
unmounted. "Okay - time for a swimming, maybe two."
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It sobered her up some. "I've gon'no swimsuit."
"Doesn't matter. | know how you look, and it's dark."

It sobered her up considerably, replacing dizziness by embarrassment. Harry had to look away
while she was undressing, then Rahewa jumped into the water, presenting a bare backside for
the shortest moment possible.

Sitting close to the waterline, Harry monitored her presence with his haragei, just in case her
drunkenness proved worse than it seemed. But as far as he could judge, Rahewa was getting
better. Well - probably she would be cured from beer, or other drinks with more alcohol than
suitable for a twelve-year-old, which meant any.

Rahewa came out, looking almost normal, no longer embarrassed, only shameful. "I'm sorry,
Harry."

"It's okay - it was my mistake more than yours."
She didn't think so.
"Whatever - shall | blow you dry with a hairdryer spell?”

Turning naked in front of him seemed a bit too much. "No thanks." Rahewa shat down at his
side, curled like a ball.

"Rahewa, that's been your last alcohol for the next four years, right?"
"YeS."

Harry smiled. "Well, then ... Did | tell you the story of my first Beauxbatons ball, when | had
my own encounter with more alcohol than was good for me, to wake up next day ..."

* k% %

Dumbledore would ask him about his conversation with the Muggles - naturally so, after
having recommended just that. This in mind, Harry wanted to prepare himself by talking with
Samantha first. But once more, the Headmaster gave proof of his fine sense for timing - he
caught him before Harry found a chance to see the Texan ex-deputy.

Feeling slightly trapped, with respect to what had to be the central part of his report, Harry
said, "Prof, I'd prefer to have Samantha also in this discussion."

Dumbledore examined his face, nodded. "You're right - just a moment."”

Entering the Headmaster's office, Samanta had an opportunity to watch the inverse of her own
job - a magical creature, Fawkes of course, taking care of a wizard by sitting on Harry's
shoulder. And Harry could do with the calming effect - in a way, this talk with Dumbledore
seemed more difficult than any other he could remember. How to explain the concept of
groupies to an age-old Headmaster?
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When in doubt, begin at the beginning. "Yes, we spoke with them,” said Harry. "For what we
could see, they're nice - and they accept us as authorities. Rahewa and |, we're called the water
cops.” He explained the intrusion game and the scoring.

Samantha grinned.

Dumbledore looked at her. "What do you think - should we keep it that way? Or should we
change our policy?"

Samantha stopped grinning. "It's like one of these festivals. Ever heard of Woodstock, Albus?
- Or Monterey? ... It's what | said - a large number of people, that's a short-fused bomb.
Woodstock was an example how things can go well, and Monterey an example how you can
blow it ... It's crucial that we handle them with a long leash - I think we should train the squad
a bit more.”

Harry said, "There's something else ... We could offer medical services - I'm sure it would
consolidate terms between them and us.” He described his own doing with Pete and Sally.

Dumbledore said, "That's an excellent idea. Poppy always complains that our students are too
healthy, she feels underemployed."

Samantha grinned again. "Girls with sunburns will ask for Harry, no doubt, except that these
sunburns will suddenly appear at unusual parts of the body - unusual for sunburns, that is.”

Dumbledore had a dry smile. "I'm only in charge of the official service, and that will be given
by Poppy ... What else, Harry? What do these people want?"

When in doubt, make it short. "Well - erm, the bottom line is, they want sex with someone
magical."”

The Headmaster listened silently and without any expression in his face while Harry
explained how the camp people would like to offer all they had - free beer, free dope, free
love, free music.

Samantha was grinning more than ever. "What's the scoring for that, Harry? Twenty points for
a quickie, and fifty if it's the water cop?"

Dumbledore looked a bit indignant. "Samantha, please ..."

But the mob and festival expert shook her head. "No, Albus, I'm serious. They want it, and
they'll get it - if you'd try to prevent that, you might as well try to nail a drop of quicksilver to
the wall ... All we can do is channelling it properly - if we'd try to keep them separate from
each other, we'd be confronted with a steam pot on which someone closed the lid. It'd blow in
our faces, at the worst possible moment."

The Headmaster looked unhappy. "Channel it? - How?"
"Visits in the camp only in pairs, or triples ... Students of the classes one to four need an older

student as company ... Information campaigns - Poppy should make sure she has enough
preservatives to cover the request ..."
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Dumbledore almost gasped.

Samantha shrugged. "This school has been secluded, but that's over. You cannot stop it, Albus
- so march ahead. A school like Hogwarts, a boarding school, is always a target for people
from outside. So far, there haven't been any, but now ... We can praise ourselves lucky if
they're as nice as Harry said.”

Dumbledore looked at his scout. "Are they that nice, Harry?"

"Yes - but they behave according to their own standards. For example, alcohol will be a
problem, because our students ain't used to that at all. Monsieur Delacour was right in his
judgement ..."

"Monsieur Delacour??"

Harry explained how Fleur's father had given him a crash course in the basics of drinking
alcohol. "The camp people know how to handle beer, but most of our students don't ... The
teachers should put in a lesson or two about drinks."

Samantha nodded. "The modern times have caught us, Albus ... Just face it."

And the Headmaster faced it, following the given advice, in particular because reports from
other places showed what could happen if the wizards were trying to isolate themselves. A
school in Boston, USA, had tried the wrong approach - with bad results. A crowd had stormed
the school, with nasty accidents on both sides. Since then, this school had to deal with Muggle
school authorities at one side, claiming the right to supervise schools of any kind, and with
lawyers on the other side, due to lawsuits filed against each other.

Madam Pomfrey started her medical service, using a large tent that had been erected at the
borderline between camp and school area. For Harry, it was little surprise hearing that a good
part of Madam Pomfrey's clientele seemed in perfect health, came only to ask for love potions
and other boosters of sexual desire.

Then the doctor witch had a few serious cases. A Muggle, using an aqualung and armed with
a rubber harpoon, had dived in the lake. Apparently, he had met a merman, and had used his
harpoon. The merman responded with a spear into the chest. The Muggle had managed to
escape, would have died nonetheless, if not for Madam Pomfrey's intensive care during the
next hours.

Some others had come up with the crazy idea to hunt in the Forbidden Forest. They had
returned with lots of bruises, a few broken ribs, and a broken arm - probably an encounter
with centaurs.

As a consequence, a second, smaller tent was established, the Witchcraft Information Desk.
Students, fifth-years and up, were doing service duty - not quite from dawn, however till dusk.
The job was extremely popular, and Ron found himself caught in a schedule trap - assistant
manager, squad team member, and student with his own set of projects was a bit too much.

Then, one evening, Harry and Rahewa were on patrol just in the first darkness of the evening,

when Harry heard a high-pitched scream start in the camp, a scream which didn't stop. He
waved Rahewa to follow, already accelerating.
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Until Harry reached the scene, the scream had faded to the panic-stricken sobs of a girl. He
pushed through the surrounding people, found the girl unhurt, except for the nameless terror
in her face. He took her shoulders, sent a calming wave. "It's okay, we're here ... What
happened?"

"A -aman ... He looked like - his head! His head was almost off, but ..." The girl shuddered.
"He spoke with me!"

Harry exhaled with relief, suppressing a laughter. "That's okay - you've met Nearly Headless
Nick ... He's our house ghost - his real name's Sir Nicholas de Mimsy-Porpington.™

"Your house ghost??" The girl stared at him.
"Yes, of the Gryffindor house. There are some others - the Bloody Baron, the Fat Friar - and
of course Moaning Myrtle. Yes, and then there's Peeves the Poltergeist - you can only hope he

doesn't take to haunting the camp ..."

Harry's last remark had been a mistake - the girl seemed ready to scream again. Quickly, he
said, "Now calm down ... What did Nearly Headless Nick say?"

"I don't remember. When he started to speak with that head - | was screaming, and screaming,
and he disappeared.”

"I guess he just wanted to say good evening." Harry tried to find something that would cheer
up the girl. "You know, because his head's still hanging to his body, he's not accepted in the
club of the truly decapitated ghosts ... It's bothering him no end, because he's not entitled in
the yearly hunt of this club ..."

"Hunt? ... When??"

Harry felt like biting his tongue. "Relax! They're not hunting people, neither Muggles nor
wizards. All they do is a polo game with their own heads ... It's funny, really, because the
heads are commenting upon the game of their bodies ..."

The surrounding people were retreating from Harry.

"Okay, okay - listen, one of our teachers is a ghost. Binns - Boring Binns, we call him,
because you just fall asleep in his classes."

A young man asked, "Harry - er, how do you call up a ghost?"

"Not at all - they come and go at their own will. But they show good manners - as | said,
Nearly Headless Nick probably wanted to introduce himself, he likes socializing with people
... Once | was invited to his anniversary party, couldn't avoid it."

The surrounding people had come closer again, wanted to know how the party had been.
"Well, I'm no party freak - the only real problem was the food. Ghost food - you don't want to

know, because when you see that, you're fed up for a day, believe me ... But otherwise, these
are nice people - of course with the exception of Peeves. He's a real pest.”
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A timid voice. "Harry - er, what shall we do if this Peeves haunts the camp?"

Harry grinned. "Call the Bloody Baron - he's the only one Peeves is scared of."”

This wasn't exactly what his audience had hoped to hear.

"Peeves's harmless - just a pain in the ass. If he starts zooming around, call for help."
Followed by Rahewa, Harry left a crowd of thoughtful Muggles, who tried to figure out

whether a camp of tents was a better place for meeting a ghost than a building with walls, and
who hoped this Peeves would keep to teasing students rather than themselves.
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08 - Flying High

Between his new squad service and his encounters with the camp people, Harry tried to
proceed further in his three projects. Dragon Animagus, Portkey Programming, and Poison
Balls required an awful lot of time, while Harry took care not to neglect aikido and kenjutsu,
not to forget about Ginny's training in haragei either. And every now and then, something to
relax - Social Ethics with Boring Binns.

After the Muggles had appeared around Hogwarts, the students from one side and
Dumbledore from the other side had put some pressure on the ghost - to talk about Muggles,
about their ethics, their social structures, their beliefs. Binns first hesitated, then started with
this topic, only to realize - and to confess - that his knowledge was somewhat outdated. And
then a miracle happened.

Binns started to talk with the Muggles.

As soon as it was dark enough outside, the ghost floated into the camp to talk with the young
people, to discuss modern concepts versus those of his own youth, or those of the wizards. For
his first meeting, Binns had asked Harry for an introduction. Since then, he made his visits
alone.

The ghost had no trouble finding audiences, quite the opposite. The young Muggles seemed
fascinated. Even after the novelty of Binns' ghostly appearance had faded, the attraction didn't
stop - someone who was ready to talk with them, to listen, someone who could refer to events
of the last centuries, however without always pointing out how much better it had been then,
such a person was rare.

Truth to be told, Binns was also popular for very practical reasons. He loved sitting at a
campfire, and his particular choice for an evening would burn without a constant supply of
wood. What's more, a touch of the ghost's hand did enough to refill the beer cans of his
conversation partners. This could certainly be called the healthiest beer around - being the
result of a ghost spell, it disappeared from within the stomachs rather quickly, without making
drunk and without causing the need to pee twice per hour.

Even so, Muggle ethics were nothing new to Harry, and he could use these classes to think
about his projects. The most significant progress manifested in the Poison Balls project,
although Ron with his tight schedule was doing less than his planned share.

"It's allright,” said Harry. "Listen, Ron - you're doing a hell of a work for the school, what
with all these lists, and the basic chemistry seems settled ... The only time when | really need
you is for shootings."

In a shooting session, Ron would send water balls, and Harry had to shoot a counter ball for
intercepting Ron's bullet. They used water because it was harmless - once Harry had mastered
the skill of catching nine out of ten balls, they would complete the task with the real stuff -
sulphuric acid from Ron, a strong lye from Harry, for example sodium bicarbonate.

They worked near the lake, mostly with spectators. Of course, these Muggles thought it was a

training for their squad service, without feeling objections - no, they were applauding Harry's
every hit.
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After some problems at the beginning, Harry realized that this task was no different from
hitting Bludgers with a club, and hitting other Quidditch players with a Bludger. Only the
time to react was shorter, which meant his built-in ballistic computer had to work faster.
Speeding up these instinctive calculations was the real work, anything else just fun. Currently,
Harry's hit ratio ranked somewhere around five out of ten.

One day, walking to their training spot, Harry heard a young man shout, "Hey, Sammy, come
along - Clean Harry's doing another show."

Clean Harry?

He approached the young man. "Say - | thought I'm the water cop. Then what does that mean,
Clean Harry?"

To his astonishment, the young man blushed deeply, seemed more than a bit scared. "Er -
sorry, Harry, er - I didn't mean to offend you, it just slipped ..."

Harry had learned Mugglese. "Ey, is okay, man, be cool - nobody's getting his knickers in a
twist, okay? ... Just tell me, that's all.”

"Er - yes, Harry, sure thing ... You know, that's your name here - | mean, you're still the water
cops, you and that girl, what's-her-name - Rahewa, yes, but you're Harry, and because it so
fits, you're Clean Harry - got it?"

"I'm not sure - because of the water?"

"No - yes ... Say, don't you know Dirty Harry?"

"No - who's that?"

"Ahh, man, Harry, you kidding? - Dirty Harry, the cop with the forty-four magnum?" And
suddenly, the whole group of spectators hurried to explain that this Harry was a movie
character, a police officer in Los Angeles who didn't bother with rules, and with a habit of
killing half a dozen bad guys per movie.

Harry had mixed feelings. "I'm not sure whether I should feel flattered."

"But of course, Harry - that's a hero, really, believe me. These are really bad guys he's killing.
And every shot is a hit - like yours. And he's really cool - how he walks, and never moving a
muscle ..."

"That's crap."

"Huh?" The audience was staring at him.

"That's unrealistic, totally unrealistic ... Killing someone, even a killer - you know what that
does to ..." Harry stopped himself.

"Hey, it's just a movie - nobody wants to see realistic movies, stay cool, okay? ... Say, do you
have a problem with that name, Clean Harry?"

129



"Er - no, it's okay. I'm just using water, and I don't kill people.”

Harry's audience nodded with some relief, their faces clearly indicating that they would have
liked to ask him something more, except they couldn't muster the courage, in particular
because Harry's expression made clear how unwelcome these questions would be.

Even so, the news spread around. Some days later, he was in the camp with Rahewa,
extending a patrol to a visit since they had to guide back a caught intruder anyway, when
Rahewa said, "Harry, look - your groupies.”

She smiled at her words, with unmistakable pride. Looking around, Harry saw three girls
approaching them. He recognized his missed opportunity - Sally. He greeted her, smiling.
"Hello Sally - how are your burns?"

The girl grinned back. "Under control - thanks for asking." Then Sally seemed to search for
words, quite surprisingly with her. "Say, Harry - the boys haven't got balls enough to ask you,
so | thought ... Is it true?"

"True? ... What?" As if he didn't know already.

"They say you're a real cop, and you have killed - how's it called, in the line of duty ... Is it
true?"

"I'm a student, not a cop."
The girls were watching his face.
"Harry's not a cop - he's a warrior. And it's true.”

Harry wheeled around, staring at Rahewa. She looked defiant. "Every wizard knows it. And
you said yourself that we should be honest, and keep to the truth."”

Harry sighed. "Yeah, sure ... | wasn't going to lie, I just tried to avoid an answer."
The girls looked at Rahewa, expectantly. "You know about, don't you? - Tell us."

Realizing what she had done, Rahewa seemed suddenly speechless, glanced at Harry. He took
her shoulders. "It's okay, you're probably right.” Then, toward the other girls, he said, "Yes ...
There were two - one was a killer, and the other was about to kill a girl - 1 had no other
choice.”

Sally looked awestruck. "So you're really like Dirty Harry ..."

"No, I'm not!" Hearing himself almost shouting, Harry calmed down. "It's horrible - you're
sick for days, and it's always good for a bad dream in the night ... Sorry, but it's nothing to -
I'm not proud of it."

Sally, with her strong sense for straight moves, also seemed to have some feeling for the
differences between movies and real life. "Yes," she said, "I can imagine - no, | cannot, but ...
Harry, you're no normal student, are you? - | mean, it's not just by accident that you're around
when - er ..."
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Rahewa had found her speech. "Harry's the wizard who's going to destroy VVoldemort."
The name told them nothing.
Harry glanced at Rahewa, sighed again. "Okay, tell them - the short version, please."”

Almost bursting of pride, Rahewa started, "Voldemort, that's a dark wizard - the worst, he
uses black magic, and kills people. When Harry was a baby, VVoldemort killed his parents, and
then tried to kill him. But the spell bounced back and crushed VVoldemort himself - that's were
Harry's got his scar ... It took VVoldemort twelve years to recover enough for another try."

Rather than the ahs and ohs she might have expected by now, Rahewa earned mostly blank
looks. Sobering up a bit, and maybe also realizing that a hero was made of public opinion
rather than personal action, she said, "Well - er, Harry said the short version, so - since then,
Voldemort tried several times to kill him, but Harry was always the winner - the last time, he
had to let him live because VVoldemort had a hostage, and this was the only way to rescue him
alive. Er - yes, that's it."

And only now, Rahewa started blushing deeply.
Sally saw it, smiled at the girl. "He's your childhood hero, except that now he's real, right?"
Rahewa turned seriously red.

The Muggles girl had no teasing in her voice. "Good for you ... I wish my own hero would
come alive.”

* k% %

In the meantime, Ron took pains to spread the name Clean Harry in the school, finding
acclaim from most students, and from some teachers - witches, in particular. Samantha, for
example, had settled to that. "Hey, Clean Harry, when are you going to visit your dragon the
next time?"

Ron's answer came first. "When she'll invite him to California.”
Next second, Ron was knocked flat - hit by a large water ball, and of course dripping wet.
Harry glanced at his friend. "Pity your counter balls ain't as fast as your mouth - you should

train that, Ronnie-chéri with the wet pants."

Ron looked furious, however kept silent, and for good reason - Harry standing there, almost in
combat stance, his wand ready, his cheeks very tense.

Samantha stepped in. "Game's over, you squabblers - and you better pick yourself a groupie
or two in the evening, because the next time I'm playing too - except I'll use some unfair tricks
... Got me??"

His face grumpy, Harry turned to her, muttered, "Now," and started to march off.

"Now what?"
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"You asked me a question, if you darkly remember - that's the answer - Carrie's better
company than the lot here ... Bye."

Samantha looked at Ron. "Honey, you better stop joking about that Cho, what do you think?"
Ron nodded. "Or hone my reflexes.” Coming up, a painful groan escaped his throat.

"Does it hurt, Ronnie-boy?"

"Guess what, Sammie-girl?" Before something worse could happen, Ron raised his arms. "I'm

sorry, I'm sorry, | forgot - but he's been using his full power with that ball ... Whew, that was a
bad one.”

Samantha watched the disappearing figure. "So it's true love, huh?"

* X *

In spite of his rage, Harry had the presence of mind to take his broomstick - what he intended
today was inviting Carrie to a flight through the air. He took the Firebolt Two, clearly the
better choice in case he would touch the dragon in mid-air.

Tyrannosaurus Rex looked pleased to have company, which meant someone listening to his
chat. "Harry, old monkey, good to se ya'. Carrie's carrying - should be, that is. Heat's over,
and she was quite busy - hope you can say the same about yourself, old plumcake, then it's
true at least for one of us - what do you say?"

"Hello, Rex."

"Oh my, doesn't sound like that, does it, Harry-boy? What a shame, at your age - maybe
you're doing something thoroughly wrong, what do you think? I tell you, when | was that
young ..."

Harry had to grin. "Yeah, sure - the girls were queuing up, right? ... | guessed as much, knew

it when | saw you the first time - the legendary Rex, nobody around who didn't hear about
him and his - er, drive."

The human gnome chuckled. "Got it, Harry, old turnip ... Well, at these times ..." However,
hearing about Harry's request, Rex had his doubts. "You'll have to wait for that till later in the
afternoon - even then, Carrie might not be in the mood ... Maybe you should try it with
Samuel - he's younger, likes flying more."

"Samuel?"

"Yes, one of the two males, named after the angel Samuel, you know, the one with the
flaming sword, and guess why?"

"Wasn't it Gabriel?"
"Was it? ... Beats me, Harry, old choirboy, at least you should be careful with Samuel, he's a

bit playful, he is ..."
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After enduring the endless stream of words for a while, Harry walked to Carrie, was
welcomed friendly and - thank God - silently. However, as predicted, Harry found no echo
when dancing through the air on his Firebolt.

"Well then - let's see how it works with your lover, if you don't mind."

Samuel was smaller than Carrie, which seemed pretty meaningless, from the perspective of a
broomstick flyer, and Samuel's skin was of course green - dark green on the back, light green
at the underside. By far not as brilliant as Nagini's green, although with such a large body, the
effect was quite impressive.

And Samuel was ready to fly - after some playful breathing, raising quite a few drops of sweat
in Harry's face, not all of them from the sheer heat of the thundering flames. However, this
teasing welcome made clear that the dragons knew exactly what they were doing with their
firebreathing - since it was done for joy and fun, Harry came not even close to a real burning.

Up in the air, he realized quickly that Samuel wanted him in sight. Flying circles around the
dragon was okay, as long as Harry did so in the dragon's viewing angle. Flying behind the
dragon made Samuel uneasy, and approaching his underbelly wasn't a good idea at all.

Flying side by side with the large dragon head, Harry remembered Samantha's words. Riding
a dragon ... He inched closer, until he could touch Samuel's head. "Mind if I'm riding you?"

No answer.

Careful not to break the body contact, more careful to send messages of fun and confidence,
Harry inched still closer, and a little behind, until a large neck offered room, above the point
where the sharp, horny comb rose. Then, ever so gently, he moved himself onto the neck,
lowered the broomstick power, finally resting his full weight on the dragon's neck.

An incredible feeling. "Hey, Sammy, super - brilliant!"

The response came as a vibrato, followed by a roaring jet of flames, some feet ahead.
Obviously a sign of joy from the dragon - still, at that speed, the airstream sent a wave of heat
that Harry felt a hot rush over his face, could smell the stink of burned hair for a second.

"Be cool, man, okay?"

And dragons loved a steep dive like any other flyer. At the last second, Harry jumped up - he
felt no intention finding out what the landing shock of a dragon body could do with a human

rider.

He touched down, walked to the dragon. "Great, Sammy, thank you. Flying, huh? ... There's
nothing like that - well, okay, with one exception, that is."

Rex was beyond himself. "Harry, old vulture, you've done it! ... Ruddy brilliant, really, 1 say.
Riding a dragon - that's ..." The incredible happened - Rex was speechless.

Harry took the opportunity to thank him and to disappear quickly - there was still another visit
he had in mind today.
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* k% *

It was Fred who opened the door, wearing a white apron and a white cap. "Harry - come in.
How you're doing? Short of sweets?"

"Hello, Fred ... No, I didn't come for the end product.”
"It can't be us, can it? ... Hello, Harry." George had appeared.

Harry laughed. "No - we've finally found a replacement for you two, someone who's as good
at wisecracking as you've been."

"Really?" George looked doubtful. "I'd thought it impossible ... Who is it?"

"Her name's Samantha - the new teacher for Care. A woman from Texas, an ex-deputiy
sheriff." Remembering the scene before leaving, Harry added, "And Ron's filling the gaps,
except | cannot always laugh."

Fred looked at George. "To make one thing clear - that Samantha's my replacement, okay?"
George asked, "A drink, Harry? ... You'll get only one - we're short in time, sorry."

"So much to do, or did I really find you on the way to a date with girls?"

Fred grimaced. "Just work, unfortunately - although, for you as our creditor, this should be
good news."

"So your business is flourishing?"

"Flourishing - that's almost an understatement.” George looked satisfied. "The Muggles,
Harry. They cannot get enough - the simplest things, with the Star-Spangled Sugar Pearls
alone, we could sell like crazy. We just can't satisfy the orders - literally."

"Orders? Do they send letters?"

"We're expanding, Harry. Mail order, retailer, wholesale - the full scale. There are orders from
all over the world. The Muggles have something, it's called Internet - don't ask me for details,
since here we work with contractors, but we're looking desperately for people, employees, |
mean. House elves, wizards, students, housewifes - we'd do with everything."

Remembering discussions with his possible future father-in-law, Harry said, "Expanding,
huh? ... Remember the old rule - expanding by more than hundred percent in a year is a
shortcut to bankruptcy.”

"Hey, Harry?" Fred stared. "You're a businessman lately? | mean, okay, you're rich, but ..."

"But | know a Mr. Chang who teaches me trade every now and then. And what | hear tells me
you need capital. Am I right?"

Fred and George looked at each other, turned to Harry simultaneously, nodded.
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"Ten? ... Twenty?"

"Erm ..."

"Fifty?"

George explained. "We have two choices how to expand - small-scale and big-scale. The first

requires about eight thousand, the other about thirty-five. We couldn't make up our mind yet -
besides, this has been just planning so far. It wasn't as if we couldn't ask you, or the bank, but

"I'm ready for both, that's okay. My only comment is a mix of Zen wisdom and quoting Mr.
Chang - don't make the second step before the first."

"Yeah, we had the same feeling.” Fred looked up. "So it's the small scale - eight grand.”
"Make it ten, so you have a bit leeway."

"Good idea. But this time it must be a regular loan, Harry - okay, maybe not bank standard,
which would be twelve percent interest, but ..."

"Ah - wait a minute.” Harry grinned. "You know something what | need to know, that's why |
came here ... Listen - you teach me how to do it, for these ten grand. How about that?"

"What do we know that's worth ten thousand galleons?"

"I've got a project about portkey programming. Part of it is storing spells in items. And that's
exactly what you're doing, right? - Storing spells in sweets, basically the same technique ...
So, what about this deal?"

George laughed. "Harry, that's ridiculous. If you want to learn that, come for a few days and
work for us. It'll take you a day or so before the first spell sticks. It'll take you another day for
the proper scaling - from then on, you're in production ... You're welcome any time as an
apprentice, but this has nothing to do with a credit of ten thou."

"I thought it was a good idea."

Fred smiled. "Thanks for the offer, Harry. We appreciate it, but ... Call it pride, or whatever.
We can afford it, you don't even ask for a guarantee, and we won't mind a few percent below
bank standard, but only so much."

"Well, then - what about twelve percent below bank standard?"

"SiX."

"Three percent - that's three more than what money in a vault's giving."

"Yeah, but not a realistic credit condition."

"Four - that's my last offer."”

135



George laughed. "That's a crazy discussion. Okay, Harry, four - thank you."”
"You're welcome ... And my learning, how can we do it?"

"Come in the morning - any day, weekends included. As | said - expect two days until you're
fluent.”

Harry left, not without accepting a large box of sweets, to be polite, also by habit, although his
own taste was more with simple, straightforward sweets - chocoballs, for example, less with
this trick stuff. Thinking about whom to pass it further, he realized that Samantha had no
experience yet with them, at least not with those of the twins.

She wasn't in her hut, had left it open - why not, with Lousy guarding the door? The thought
that he wasn't stealing anything, was delivering a box instead, made Harry grin - maybe at
some point, Samantha might wish it had been the other way around. This time finding some
paper, he left a short note with the box.

o With greetings from the Weasley twins.
Be careful, this stuff is tricky.
Harry

He had missed supper. Feeling more empty space in his stomach than comfortable, Harry
tried to decide which way to go - house elves in the kitchen or Muggles outside, always ready
to trade a grilled sausage or three for the company of Clean Harry. At this moment Ron
entered the hall, apparently returning from his office, considering the tired look in his face.

Harry hesitated just a second. "Ron - greetings from Fred and George. Their business is
booming."

Ron came closer. "So we're on talking terms, huh? ... That's good, because there's something |
have to tell you. Our project partnership's over - I'm signing off."

"Now? ... Why?"
"Let's say | have too much work otherwise."

"Hmm ..." Registering the truth in these words as well as their careful choice, Harry adapted
his reply to this style. "And what can we think between the lines?"

"Whatever ... Maybe I've been hit by one water ball too much."

"Ah, that's where the wind blows." Harry nodded. "Do you think your remarks should only be
returned with other remarks?"

"Maybe not, but there was no need to do it with your goddamned super power - that's not
what you'd expect from a friend, really."

"So it hurt more than expected?” Seeing his friend's expression tightening, Harry added

quickly, "Then maybe it hurt more than planned - which is somehow funny, Ron, because that
seems to happen here and there, lately."
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No answer, maybe a glance with a bit more concern than before.

Calmer, Harry said, "I know that you have lots of work to do. I'll keep the partnership open, in
case you change your mind ... And if I have a problem, then certainly not because of
unbalanced shares. Besides, maybe Sam's advice wasn't that wrong."

"About Muggle groupies? ... | thought ..."

"What?"

"Nothing - forget it." Ron was in a hurry to change the subject. "How was your trip with the
dragons? Your hair looks a bit burned.”

"Carrie's carrying, which makes her lazy. But | had a flight with a male Common Welsh
Green - Samuel. And then | was riding him."

"And then you got burned?"

"No - not on purpose, | mean. He was breathing fire from joy, only the airstream brought a bit
too much.”

Walking away, Harry felt Ron's stare in his back, sensed a feeling of frustration more than
excitement, as if Harry had claimed to be the true successor of Charlie the dragon guard.

Well - he couldn't help. If Ron was frustrated, he might visit Janine. After all, she was just a
linkport away.

* k% %

The next full moon would be due soon. Hermione came along to remind Harry of that, and of
the need for his next trip to Haiti. Harry nodded, avoiding a sigh in her presence. It would be
unfair, and he had trouble enough with his friends. "By the way," he said, "this Armodéc told
me he could establish a portkey from Port-au-Prince to his estate - and that we could come
together."

Hermione smiled. "Did he? ... Tell you what - once you can program portkeys, you'll make
one from Hogwarts to his house, and then we'll visit him together."”

This suggestion seemed just the kind you might expect from Hermione - simple, practical, to
the point. Only that Harry couldn't help wondering what exactly was the point, from her
perspective.

He inspected the flasks. "What's the taste in them?"

"Strawberry."

"And the after-taste?"

Hermione looked embarrassed. "I'm sorry, but | couldn't manage ... Harry, can you arrange it

so that you can watch while this Armodéc's drinking?"
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"Arrggh ... Okay, I'll try."”

As if to set her own mind at peace, Hermione said, "Shouldn't be that bad - you'll get a dinner,
and you said he's nice, didn't you?"

"He's interesting - nice isn't the term I'd use."
"But not as unpleasant as this Caprien, right?"

"No, he's not unpleasant ..." Harry stopped, saved his argument at realizing that for Hermione,
the issue seemed already settled. Then another thought crossed his mind. "Say, how's Lupin
doing in the test?"

Hermione looked indignant. "Harry - that's confidential information."
He stared at her, perplexed.

She blushed a bit. "It's true. Yes, you hear the case stories of the Haitians, it's unavoidable, but
this doesn't justify me telling you Lupin's results ... Why don't you ask him? - Or Almyra?"

The hint was faint but obvious. Two years ago, Almyra had run a case study of Harry, and
nobody had told Hermione, with the result that she encountered the worst blame of her
lifetime, spinning around and shouting, "VVoodoo."

Of course, her argument qualified as waterproof. And Hermione was savouring this moment,
while Harry could do nothing ... Wrong - he could use Zen, or if not Zen, then the method of
solving Zen riddles, by laughing them away.

He grinned at her, grinned and grinned, sending a clear message - yes, she had balanced out a
bit, he acknowledged that, remembering the initial score well, oh so well ...

Hermione bit her lips, avoided his eyes, suddenly quite eager to resume her work.

* * *

Harry travelled after the last classes of the week, Friday afternoon. This choice left all options
open, on a scale which went round and round in his thoughts while sitting in Gros-Morne and
waiting for Benoit. What he had in mind was a dinner, period. Only - what he had in his bag,
among some flasks, was a toothbrush and several other utensils.

He reached the house at the peak of the lle de la Tortue long before six. At least, he arrived
past lunchtime, even past siesta time. Monsieur Armodéc smiled. "Enchanté, Monsieur
Pottére ... You're a bit early, which is just fine because it gives us the opportunity to prepare
for the - dinner.”

For a split second, Harry was wondering which preparations might be required in this
household for another - dinner - guest. However, Hermione's order was lasting heavier on his
mind. "Monsieur Armodéc, I'm afraid | have to be terribly impolite, although I'll try to wrap it
a bit."

His host had obviously fun. "You have my full attention, Monsieur Pottére."
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"Erm - I'd like to be present, er, when you'll drink the potion ... I'm sorry, but ..."

The black face split into a laughter, with sparkling eyes and rosy gums. "So Mademoiselle
Hermione doesn't trust my honesty, maybe not at all ... I'm really looking forward to make her
acquaintance, yes, I am."”

"You know, there were some significant differences in the descriptions ..."

Monsieur Armodéc waved dismissively. "No problem, Monsieur Pottere. I'll drink it
tomorrow at breakfast - it's the least important meal of the day, so it won't spoil anything ...
You're welcome to join me, to be my guest until then."

Without any clicking, the trapdoor had closed. Harry was asking himself - had he stepped in
voluntarily? ... Had Hermione pushed him, and if so, by accident or on purpose? He just didn't
know.

"So this was the impoliteness, Monsieur Pottére - quite tolerable, as it turns out, given the
circumstances ... Then what's the wrapping?"

"Er, yes ... Please call me Harry - it feels more comfortable, after all, we'll have a lot of
conversation, so ..."

"Thank you for the offer - I'd be glad to follow, only I'm a bit reluctant to return the favour.”

"Oh - sorry, it wasn't meant the other way around, Monsieur Armodéc - this would be totally
out of proportion. Er, if we were talking English, I could address you with sir - funny how the
French language leaves a gap here ..."

"You're right, Harry, it's indeed a gap ..."

Surprised, Harry stared at his host who just had pronounced this name which, so far, had
made any other French speaker fail.

Monsieur Armodéc noticed. "It's the environment here, Harry - English, French, and Spanish
... But what | was going to say, it's indeed interesting - addressing me as Monsieur would lack
the bluntness and impertinence of Mister in English, except that this title is already reserved,
to be used by servants and waitresses ... Of course, there's almost an equivalent in French -
Sire, except that it's much too humble for our situation, it's definitely not a translation of sir."

Harry had an idea. "But | could use it without this connotation - you know, saying Sire and
thinking sir.”

"A very elegant solution, Harry, the sign of a truly independent mind - keeping the etiquette
while simultaneously stripping it of any formality. Your French is admirable, by the way, in
particular for a native English."

Harry's grin indicated that he had registered the thick-layered flattery, and that they might as
well drop it. Then he explained how he had encountered a similar problem with the Weasleys,
had solved it by using sir for the one and Ma Weasley for the other, reduced to Ma if some
barrier had to be broken.
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He also told his host how two fairies, Céline and Muriel, had solved a language problem
within a week. Then, referring back to the fine differences between etiquette and formality, he
spoke about Zen and the differences between true and right.

This topic kept them engaged in a longer discussion, and Harry enjoyed it. If this had to be
rated as a honey trap, then of first class in every detail, with the honey still nowhere in sight.

Eventually, the conversation turned to Muggles.

"So there are lots of people around Hogwarts," said Monsieur Armodéc, "and they're friendly,
and the school people are friendly to them, and everything's very nice. What a wonderful
picture ... It won't stay that way."

"Why not?"

"Because we're different, Harry. People don't like seeing differences in other people -
actually, that's true for Muggles and wizards alike. If the difference becomes too big, a war
will start.”

"But the difference doesn't change - it's the same all the time."

"The objective difference, Harry - while the subjective one changes from day to day. Simply
speaking, the Muggles haven't realized yet what we are. Sooner or later, something will
happen at some place. And then ... I'm glad to have my place here, and I'm glad to be different
already for decades - " the man smiled, "which doesn't mean | won't drink the potion, Harry."

"What if they get used to the differences - | mean before something happens?"

Monsieur Armodéc shook his head. "I'm talking from experience, Harry. | never hurt anyone
seriously as a loup-garou - Haiti is a good place for them, people have experience, know how
to handle such cases. And still ... After years of coexistence, suddenly the atmosphere changes
- you've done nothing, but the others make clear you're no longer tolerated."

Harry could see disquieting parallels between this man's opinion and that of a Texan ex-
deputy. "What do you think, Sire, how did it happen?"

"Living here, separated from Muggles as much as from other wizards, certainly disqualifies
me as an expert for that question. On the other hand, it makes me a perfectly objective referee
... | thought about the possible reasons, eventually coming to my own conclusion - and what
you've told me about the young people at your school, Harry, fits well to my analysis ... Do
you want to hear the result, or do you want to reconsider the steps of my analysis?"

"I'd like to follow up your steps, Sire."

"That's what | thought. Very well, then ... Thinking about the possible causes, | found three
which are basically different. At closer investigation, two of them split again, making five - or
seven, depending on how to count. It could have been an event of nature, like the heating-up
of the atmosphere. It could have been the work of Muggles, splitting into the alternatives
single Muggle or group of Muggles, and simultaneous development at different locations - as
it happened so often in the history of science. Finally, it could have been the work of wizards,

140



again splitting into single, group, and simultaneous development ... These were the possible
causes | checked. Would you agree to this collection, Harry?"

"Hmm - comes a bit fast, the question ... What about a miracle?"

Monsieur Armodéc almost grimaced. "Which implies the existence of God - | could go along
that far, Harry, but it also implies that God has an impulse to fool around with humankind
every now and then - to play with us, if you don't like the other formulation ... I'm not ready to
take that into account, I'm afraid. Are you?"

"Whether or not - at least I'd list it as a cause to be evaluated like the others."

"Why not?" Monsieur Armodéc shrugged. "So let's split the first possibility, event, into the
alternatives natural and super-natural. It doesn't change my result ... | discarded a super-
natural event for the said reasons, and | dropped the idea of a natural event because I couldn't
imagine any ... We know how glacial epochs start and end, we know what makes the ozone
disappear - what should be a natural cause that Muggles suddenly recognize us?"

"Beats me."

"They would have recognized us long before, if not for many efforts from the wizarding
world to prevent that ... This is my main argument, and also the one which made me drop
Muggles' work as the triggering factor. So | was left with the work of wizards as the origin."”

"Why would some wizards do that?"

"Yes, why indeed? This question was helpful to exclude the remaining alternatives. If we
assume that independent persons or groups, all around the globe, have started to reveal our
world to the Muggles, then we must assume an impulse like the one that was driving scientists
and engineers. The first aeroplanes were developed because people wanted to fly - almost
simultaneously at all locations with a comparable level of technology. Now, what should have
driven these wizards? - Actually, that's your question, Harry."

What a nice trick of semantics, or maybe rhetorics. "I asked because | didn't know the
answer."

"Nor do I ... My answer is - there's no such impulse, and that's why | dropped this alternative
too."

Harry had objections about this step - fully aware that Monsieur Armodéc had used the same
technique as recommended in Zen. If you don't know more, use what's at hand. Only his host
had done so for an analysis, while Harry saw it as a method for determining some action ...

Well, maybe there was no difference at all, maybe analysis could be considered an action too.

"This left a wizard," continued the host, "or a single group of wizards, as the originators.
Since a single wizard couldn't possibly do the work alone - if you trace back the first reports,
Harry, you can see that it started around the world - my conclusion is that this was the work of
a group. If a group is following the same target, there's always a single mind in the
background.”

"And who should that be?"
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"To answer that, first we have to decide whether this wizard is well-minded or evil-minded.
When assuming good reasons, | have two problems, Harry - | don't know any such person,
never heard about any, and I cannot see any benefit in the results ... While, when assuming
evil reasons, the answer isn't that difficult, is it?"

Voldemort?? Harry wasn't ready to accept this answer.

His face showed it. "Sire, it doesn't make sense to me yet. So far, there hasn't been anything
evil. Quite the opposite, it looks like a great chance for both sides."

"So far, Harry - yes. But what made you think the plan's already completed?"

And right then, just when Harry remembered the conversation with Firenze, tried to remember
the exact words, the dinner was ready.

Entering the dinner room, still working on this memory, Harry found himself caught off
balance - registering a table set for four people. A second later, the other two appeared -
Désirée and another young woman.

Monsieur Armodéc introduced this woman as Beatrice, not bothering with family names.
Beatrice was placed directly opposite Harry's seat, giving him the opportunity to study her,
and to realize that she was doing the same with him.

When he addressed her as "Mademoiselle Beatrice," she said, "Just Beatrice, ‘arry." So the
mastering of his name wasn't common in Haiti, or she came from somewhere else.

Beatrice was not as dark as Désirée, or Monsieur Armodéc. Black-haired, with an extremely
short cut, covering head and neck like a tight fur. She wore a white dress, closing high at her
throat while leaving arms and shoulders bare. The fabric looked soft, following the contours
of her body so tightly that Harry had little doubt - the next layer underneath would be skin.
Her slender figure, her small breasts, together with the pronounciation of his name, raised his
suspicion that Beatrice was of Arabic origin, but then, nobody could call him an expert for the
Carribeans.

Monsieur Armodéc hadn't missed Harry's widening eyes at the end of their previous
conversation, hadn't forgotten either, and now asked for the reason. So Harry spoke about his
encounter with Firenze, about former encounters, one in which he had been riding the centaur,
and another in which it had been Cho. The conversation shifted to other magical creatures,
and Harry confessed that he was currently dealing with dragons.

Désirée asked, "Isn't it extremely dangerous, Harry? One breathing in the wrong direction,
and you'd burn to death alive."

"Oh no, they know what they're doing. At my last visit, | was flying with one of them -
Samuel's his name. He let me even ride - it was great. For him, it was as much fun as for
myself."

"I like riding too," said Beatrice, "though neither centaurs nor dragons."

Which left still more than one alternative, without even counting Hippogriffs.
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Then Monsieur Armodéc shifted the discussion to lifestyles, confessing that he had dedicated
his life to matters of taste and style. "Action, combat, violence - for me this always felt too
close to my state as a loup-garou. So | decided to use my time - and my money - for the fine
art of luxury. | studied the history of luxury, and I couldn't help noticing that the ultimate style
still has to be reached.”

Harry, definitely no expert in luxury, asked, "What would that be, the ultimate style?"
"I'm still looking for the answer myself," answered the host. *Avoiding decadence - that's a
basic prerequisite. For example, look how the Roman emperors celebrated their orgies -

terrible examples of decadence and bad taste.” Monsieur Armodéc almost shuddered.

Harry grinned. "Could you explain, Sire? Our Professor Binns was a bit short in that topic -
maybe because it was in the second year."

"They tried to do everything at the same time - eating, drinking, having sex, and as if that
wasn't enough, watching murderous games. Imagine - you're eating, all around you people
copulating, the most beautiful slaves walking around naked, and outside one gladiator killing
another - that's barbarian. Still worse - they were saturating all senses, rather than satisfying."
Not knowing any better, Harry asked, "Then how should it be done?"

"Very simple - one after the other, with time in-between to savour the experience, and to store
the memory. How could you concentrate on this dinner if Désirée and Beatrice would be
sitting there naked?"

Truth to be told, even a dressed Beatrice was taking a lot of Harry's attention away from the
delicious food. But then, maybe it had to do with the time lag.

"There's a time for everything,"” said the luxury expert, "for every single sense. Eating -
watching a naked woman ..."

"Or man," said Désirée.

"... watching a couple, engaging yourself in a sex act, all these tasks require your
undiminished attention. And afterwards, a tiny amount of desire must be left - gluttony's a
crime against taste."

"Then I'm a criminal,” said Beatrice.

Monsieur Armodéc smiled. "Are you?"

"Certainly. When watching a couple, all I have in mind is to join them. And when having sex,
| won't stop before the last amount of desire has faded."

"And you, Harry?" Eyes were resting at him.
Harry felt like a team member nominated one league too high. "I agree that there's a time for

everything," he said. "I don't think a Roman orgy would be my style ... Otherwise - er, you
may ask me the question again some years from now."
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Monsieur Armodéc laughed. "That's a facet in which you're ahead of me, Harry, and quite
naturally so."

"Which?" Harry expected an answer referring to age.

"This very British style - understatement.”

The time lag was giving Harry more trouble. According to his inner clock, he should be sound
asleep. So he felt more relieved than startled when Monsieur Armodéc, quite suddenly at the
end of the dinner, announced that it was time for a man his age, and disappeared together with
Désirée.

Which left him alone with Beatrice.

He looked at her. "I'm afraid it's time for me too - my body says it's three o'clock in the
morning. Unfortunately, Monsieur Armodéc missed to show me my room ..."

"I can show you - mine's across."” She stood up. "Follow me, ‘arry."

For a moment, he could watch a slim body moving in front of him, then they reached a room
which reminded him of the large guest suite in Hogwarts. Not by accident, as Beatrice made
clear, pointing to some doors. "That's your room, ‘arry, and that's mine." She walked to a table
with a jug and two goblets. "Let's have a nightcap.” She filled the goblets.

Harry examined the dark-violet fluid, which seemed to sparkle. "I'm not sure whether that's a
good idea ..."

"You've been extremely reluctant with drinking, ‘arry, but this one's different. It's a nightbane
potion."

"What's that?"

"It bans ghosts and demons. It bans yesterday and tomorrow, time and space. It leaves only
the night, and ourselves.” Beatrice's eyes met his'. "Drink, "arry."

Seeing her emptying the goblet, he followed.

For a moment, he still could hold the thought that this might give Hermione a sample how to
put taste and after-taste in a potion. The first sip tasted cool, smooth, smoky, inviting him to
gulp it down, then a fire started to glow, down his throath, down his stomach, into his groin,
burning away all tiresome feelings, blowing all his concerns to ashes, leaving empty space
outside this room, outside this moment.

The same fire glowed in Beatrice's eyes, in her hands which pushed him backwards until he
fell onto a chaise longue, which stripped off his clothes feverishly.

Still in her dress, she mounted him. ™You're my dragon, and I'm your rider. Breathe your fire
into me, ‘arry."
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09 - Cursing Items

Gliding on his Steel Wing over the school's restricted zone, Harry listened to the sounds from
the campfires, wondering if Monsieur Armodéc was right - and if so, which steps in an evil
plan were still missing. He couldn't think of any, maybe because he was tired, so tired.

The Muggles ... Today, Harry's answer might have been different, when asked about booster
potions. Still no expert, was he nonetheless wiser than before. His first answer might be yes,
there were some, except nothing comes for free - as with the dope from Lleyrin the Fist,
eventually a body challenged beyond reason would claim its recovery.

Harry's second answer would be a warning - never ever trying a booster solo, without the
partner using the same stuff. The thought alone, that he might have rejected the goblet after
Beatrice had emptied her own, was sending a shudder along his spine. But he hadn't, finding
himself prepared for an unforgettable experience.

Only the picture in Beatrice's remark had been wrong - the dragon wasn't Harry himself, no,
this had been her role, dragon and rider at the same time. Well, not all the time, they had been
riding each other, burning in a fire that refused being extinguished, bodies collapsing to ashes
which, shortly afterwards, started to glow again, to drown in a new wave of ecstasy.

However, the potion hadn't made him a phoenix. In the morning, Harry cured the bruises on
both of their bodies, and Beatrice returned the favour by offering another drink, "for
stabilizing," as she said, seeing his suspicious glance. And now he was paying - with an
aching body, with a numb mind, with trembling fingers.

Rahewa had noticed, of course. Seeing her amused glances, Harry could imagine what she
was thinking. Be it - as long as Rahewa couldn't imagine the details. He didn't think he would
repeat the experience ... Once had to be enough, Monsieur Armodéc was right, a tiny amount
of desire should be left. At least this stuff seemed not addictive, although Harry would know
for sure only in a week or so.

They were almost done with their patrol. Rahewa's glances hung at the campfires - she loved
sitting at a fire, listening to songs, and to guitar players. The sympathy was mutual, Rahewa
represented something like the good-luck charm of the camp, at least as popular as Harry
himself, probably more. And she was safe there - Muggles of both sexes would make any
molester pay dearly.

About to finish, having crossed their starting point, Harry sensed someone in the underbrush.
Another intruder, trying to break the rules of the game by crossing at a point where the patrol
had already checked. Well, fair play among Muggles wasn't Harry's problem. Silently, he
motioned Rahewa to follow, dived down, approaching the spot. Now he could see a shape in
his getsumai no michi.

"Come out,"” he called, "and get your showers."

The figure raised an arm. A tiny flash, a sharp report, and something wheezed past Harry's
head, leaving a ringing in his ears.

"Stupefy!"
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The figure collapsed on the ground.

Harry found exactly what he had expected, a young Muggle, the face unknown to him, the
right hand holding a large piece of metal. And only now, Harry realized what had happened -
the piece was a handgun, which meant the flash had been a shot, and the rush near his head
had been the bullet, missing close.

This Muggle had shot at him! Harry looked at Rahewa. "Do you know how to handle guns?"

"Only from movies." Rahewa had a murderous expression in her face, seemed ready to pay
back with a knife, not caring about the man's stunned state.

Harry pointed his wand. "Enervate."

With a moan, the man came awake, looked around, saw the two figures towering over him,
presented a mix of fear and expectancy. Harry asked, "Why did you shoot at us?"

"Why? Because you're Dirty Harry - it was a showdown, man. You know, you with your
wand, and | with my gun ... Okay, | missed - that's it. Make my day, Harry."

Blank Harry looked at Rahewa. "Do you know what he means?"

"He thinks you're going to kill him now." Rahewa's face didn't move. "Do him the favour,
Harry."

"Certainly not." He looked at the man. "Get up."

"You'll shoot me when I'm standing, huh? But I'm not getting up, you'll have to do it this way
... C'mon, man, that's not bothering Dirty Harry, is it?"

Glancing toward his partner, Harry said, "He's crazy."

Rahewa agreed - for her still more reason to kill him now.

Not for Harry. He stupefied the man again, then used a first-aid charm for accident victims,
trained long ago with Professor McGonagall, to carry the motionless bundle to Samantha's
hut, and to call, "Sam, come out! ... Sheriff work's waiting for you."

Samantha agreed with Harry's opinion, while not with Rahewa's. She handcuffed the figure.
"Leave him here. I'll talk with Dumbledore, but I guess we'll send him off tomorrow ... Who
wants the hassle of a trial?"

Harry handed her the gun. "Here - you know better what to do."

Samantha examined the piece. "That's a collector's item, Harry - an old German world war
gun, and still working."

"Does that tell us anything?"
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"Yeah, | think so ... Seems to be a fanatic with weapons, and gunfights, and all that crap.”
Samantha sighed. "To be honest, Rahewa's more right than wrong ... Harry - if someone
shoots at you the next time, just Kill him, okay?"

Rahewa looked satisfied.
Not so Harry. "Are you out of your mind? Do you know what you just said?"

"Yes, | do." Samantha stared at him. "He'll come back, Harry, and no matter how you look at
it - a bad dream every now and then means you're still alive, right?"

Yes, she was serious, something to think about while Harry marched into the camp, followed
by Rahewa. He wanted to talk with some other Muggles about gunfighters.

Reaching their preferred group, with Pete, Sally, and the others, they were welcomed with
hello - and with two cokes. Rahewa was quickest. "We just found a guy with a gun. He shot at
us."

Surprise, consternation, followed by fury. "Shooting at you?? ... Where is he? If the others
hear that he's been shooting at you, he's dead meat."

The group’s full concern was directed toward Rahewa. Nobody could imagine Harry as the
dead, or wounded, victim of a gun attack. And somehow, Rahewa couldn't find the time to
clear the misunderstanding.

The news seemed to race through the camp. More figures were gathering, wanted to have a
look at the water cops in their unhurt state.

Pete said, "I'm sorry, Harry. That's bad - not at all what we want to have here ... But some
people are just crazy - you cannot look into their head, until's too late. | really hope it doesn't
leave bad feelings - | mean against the others. You know, something like Muggles versus
wizards ..."

"No, I'm not going to generalize - I'm here to talk with you about such people. He said it was
a showdown, called me Dirty Harry ... Pete, what do you think - how many guns are in the
camp?"

The young man shrugged. "Very few, | think ... Knives, yes - but this is England, Harry. Sure,
in the States, you'd find lots of them, and many more maniacs like that shithead, but here ... |
figure he couldn't get it straight, for him, wizards and movie figures seem to be the same."”
Sally had listened. "Pity you didn't kill him, Harry."

"You too? Everybody's telling me that - what a crap!"

"But he'll come back, and try again."”

"Maybe so ..." Thinking about the suggestion, Harry said, "On the other hand, imagine I'd

come and say, | just Killed an intruder because he was shooting at me - that would give bad
feelings.”
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"You could be right. But by tomorrow, everybody knows that some dipshit has tried to kill a
water cop - which means, the next time, you can kill him and they'll give you applause.”

After some more discussion about armed lunatics, Harry left the round to find his bed before
falling asleep upright. He also left behind a beaming Rahewa who relished the attention, and
the opportunity to determine which songs to play. After all, according to the spreading
rumour, she had barely survived an attack from half a dozen sub-machine guns, and one of
them had been ready to throw handgrenades, hadn't he?

* k% *

Professor McGonagall looked a bit suspicious. She knew Harry would not lie to her, however,
she also knew about his very individual view of things. "You meet the Weasley twins, it takes
all day long, and this has to be counted as classes? ... Harry, that sounds like the impossible
trinity."

"But it's true, Prof - they can offer the best training place for putting charms into items ... By
the way, you know them only from Hogwarts. They're businessmen now - you should visit
Swashbuckle Sweets once, then you'd know."

After some more explanations, Harry's visit with the twins was settled. He informed his other
teachers personally - for reasons of politeness as much as for his aversion to ask Ron, terms
were a bit tense lately. Then, next norming after breakfast, he went for his training.

Walking toward the train platform, his standard jump spot, Harry swore to himself - the
portkey for Hermione, from Hogwarts to the lle de la Tortue, would only be his second. His
first portkey would be his very personal one, from his dormitory to this platform.

For this, he would have to talk with Dumbledore - otherwise, the portkey would never work.
The protective zone around Hogwarts relied on a kind of static wave charm, creating
interferences with all Apparition and portkey charms. The two linkports in the school - toward
Beauxbatons and toward Durmstrang - had been completed by the Headmaster himself, by
synchronizing them with the magic wave. Dumbledore and McGonagall were the only ones
who knew the specific pattern.

Would they tell him? ... This sounded very much like the Muggle technology of safes - a
combination of numbers, one out of a billion, supposedly the only way to open the safe. But
there were people who could open safes with a stethoscope and a pair of sharp ears, while
others were using brute force, explosives or a cutting torch. Harry would talk with Ray ...

Swashbuckle Sweets had already opened, looked almost full, that early in the morning. George
was selling, and Harry became aware that George's customers - adults without exception -
were enjoying his constant stream of remarks as much as the goods they had come for.

"... half-pound of Funny-Talks, here you are, sir, so you can finally tell your boss what you
really think of him, oh yes, without being present - although, what's the fun if you can't see his
face - which means, you'll need someone else to tell you, | mean after he's stopped wetting his
pants from laughing ... Helly Harry - Fred's in the rear room ... Galleons or pounds, sir?"

Harry had to wait a few minutes, then Fred found the time to give him first instructions.
"Harry, your main problem is that you have to test your own results. If you had to eat every
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sweet you've charmed, you'd be dead sick within twenty minutes - not taking into account any
side effects from your charms, that is ... That's why we'll do a basic training first. Look here."

Harry looked at a box with pastilles - white, could have been peppermints, could also have
been Go stones.

"That's raw material - light peppermint taste, nothing else. For starters, you'll colour them red.
Now watch." Fred placed a handful of pills on the table, pointed his wand, said, "Rubirate",
together with a smooth movement along the row.

The pills shimmered in fire engine red.

"That's it. If the pills remain red for five minutes, you know that it sticks. Don't bother with
this multi-hit touch - you won't need it for portkeys - | mean, you're not going into mass
production, are you? ... Okay, have fun - if you've managed, you'll find me next door."”

A box of white pills and a wand. Harry felt like an idiot - grateful to be alone. But there was
no doubt, Fred had been serious, and this elementary training was indeed a clever idea. Harry
took a handful of pills, placed each of them separately on the table.

"Rubbirate.”

The pill remained white, except it was no longer hard, felt more like a piece of rubber.

"Rupirate.”

The pill turned dark, coppery - and flat, hard, with an imprint. It had turned into a Muggle
coin of India. After a moment, it fell back to its original state.

"Rubbi-rate."

Like shredded in a mill, the piece crumpled to dust - without regaining its original shape.
Harry counted this as progress.

"Ruptirate."

The pill broke in two halves. Well, not exactly as planned.

"Rubirattle."

The piece was banging against the table, in a rapid staccato, astonishingly loud, not stopping.
After a moment, Fred appeared, stopped it with a movement of his wand and a grin. "You're
very inventive, Harry, by all means."

Well, at least, now he knew how to undo his attempts.

"Rubirats."”

A rodent with large red eyes was staring at Harry. He quickly made it disappear, however not

before it could issue a last squeak.
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Fred was there, grinning more than ever. "Harry, wanna tip?"
"Yes, of course."

"Speak it softly - keep your lips like a girl doing a blowjob - er, not necessarily a girl, that is -
know what | mean?"

Harry himself was reddening, although this couldn't be counted as progress. He waited until
his adopted brother had left. In Fred's presence, he just couldn't ...

"Rubirate."

Ahh - the pill changed colour! Brown, unfortunately, which wasn't good, returning to white
after a few seconds, which wasn't better. Maybe it had to do with his giggle at the last
syllable.

Half an hour later, Harry had gathered ten pills of equal colour. They weren't quite as shining
as Fred's, but then, painting pills wasn't the goal, was it? At least, they were stable.

Fred nodded. "Okay, Harry - that's been step one, storing a spell in an object. The next step is
to make the object work as a storage - so that the charm's kept only until someone uses that
object, thereby becoming the target of the charm."

"But a portkey should work for all people touching it."
"One step after the other, okay? ... And besides, couldn't you think of a one-time portkey?"

Yes, Harry could indeed - Sirius' mailbox had been such a portkey, otherwise, he would have
tracked him much earlier.

In his second training session, Harry had to charm the pills so that the red colour was given to
the first fingers touching them. Then the colour had to stay inside until someone was biting
into the pill, or licking it.

This someone was of course he himself. A fire-engine red tongue looked weird, really -
scaring more than vampire teeth. Still, Harry accepted Fred's statement - such pills wouldn't
sell.

Harry had intended to treat the twins in a restaurant. Only this wasn't realistic - not with
Swashbuckle Sweets open all day long. So Harry went for those delicious meat rolls, of course
buying more than they could eat. Fred and George assured him that the remaining rolls would
still be fine in the evening - cooled out of course. If you didn't like it that way, a little heating
charm would solve the problem.

The twins' shop provided an excellent training camp, as Harry became aware when Fred
advanced to the next level - multi-layer charms. The Funny-Talks were multi-layered, with a
layer for muting the person and another one to store the sentences in a bubble. This step
turned out a real challenge.

Unfortunately, it meant he had to eat the sweets.
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An hour later, Harry felt sick. By that time, he had managed to mute himself, and to store
something in the bubbles. It had even some similarity to his test sentence - The quick brown
fox jumps over the lazy dog, only the words were mutilated, and Harry's delayed voice
somewhere between squeaking and growling.

He stared hatefully at the tiny piece he just had charmed. The thought of its taste on his
tongue was almost good to throw up. He found Fred next door. "Sorry - I'm fed up for today,
in the literal sense of the word ... Anything else | could do?"

"Nothing | could show you, and you're not yet good enough for production work, Harry."

"Well, then ... I'll be back tomorrow morning. Thanks so far - bye."

Mid-afternoon. Returning to Hogwarts would mean joining classes - bah. This would be
followed by supper - arrghh. Then Harry found an idea how to spend the time.

First he went to Mr. Spinbottle's office. The lawyer was out, would be back early evening.

Then Harry reached his preferred shop for the kind of present he had in mind - a single
flower. Moments later, he stood in front of a house with an interesting mix of styles.

Mrs. Chang beamed. "A surprise at the right time, and such a nice one ... That's lovely, thank
you, Harry."

Gratefully, he accepted tea - strong, bitter, easing up his sickness. The woman laughed,
hearing about his training. "You should use magic sweets, which disappear after a few
minutes."

"Yes, right - like Binn's beer." Harry explained how the ghost performed his Muggle studies
in the evenings, described the situation with the camp around Hogwarts, and what was so
attractive for the young people.

Mrs. Chang enjoyed this afternoon chat very much, abandoning all Chinese - or western -
formality, as her question made clear. "Do these groupies reach their goal, Harry?"

"Erm - don't ask me, er, somehow, | wasn't in the mood to discuss it with the other students."

"I can't believe they're all too young for you. Since you're not the type for living in chastity,
Harry, there must be another reason to keep you out of reach for them."

Harry felt as if today's training was showing late effects - his face reddening, his voice unable
to speak.

"This conversation is just between the two of us, Harry. And | hope you're not suffering from
a culture shock - monogamy isn't exactly a Chinese virtue, but for all | hear, it's not a British

either ..." Mrs. Chang had the fine tact to look somewhere else when she added, "I know that
you haven't seen Cho for quite some time, so - but maybe I'm really too curious ..."

"Did you hear from her?"
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"She called several times, but she's very reluctant with details. So most of my knowledge is
guesswork - as if that's something new for a mother. Over the years, | could develop some
skill in that.”

Harry had found his speech. For compensation, he didn't know what to say.

Mrs. Chang patted his hand. "My daughter's a devil in disguise, except that the disguise
sometimes wears thin - I'm sure you've found out already by yourself, Harry. That's why I'm
so glad she picked you - I wouldn't know anyone else who could get along without losing the
fight within weeks ..."

He had to grin at that.

"... S0 my only concern is about - er, fundamental issues. Do you still love her, Harry?"

This answer could be given easily. "Oh yes, definitely. | miss her badly."

"That's all that really matters. In the meantime ..." Cho's mother didn't finish her sentence.

A thought made Harry grin again. "One of my projects is about portkeys, and summoning.
Then | had this picture - me summoning Cho, to ask her what was going on. Can you imagine
how she would look, summoned against her will?"

Mrs. Chang joined his laughter. "That would be a bad idea, Harry."

"Yes, | realized that much. I'd never do it - it was just this funny picture.”

The woman poured more tea. "Since you're so reluctant about your social life, Harry - how's
business? Does your money work for you?"

"Probably - as far as it's allowed to work."

"Some other individual project, aside from Groucho Spectors?"

"Erm - yes. But it's a non-profit case.” Harry explained how he had come to support Mrs.
Lightfoot, that is was only a question of time, as it seemed, and that - unless a small miracle

happened - Cho's joke would become the most serious issue of the world.

Mrs. Chang looked sad. "What a terrible fate ... If ... Do you have an idea whom to ask, when
- I mean if the time comes?"

"Yes, | have some candidates - of course, none of them has been asked yet. Anyway, the list
isn't long."

The woman looked at him. "Would you mind adding an entry, Harry?"

* k% *

The question was lingering in his mind when he met Mr. Spinbottle in the lawyer's office, to
hear that Mrs. Lightfoot's state was unchanged. Unchanged, that meant - the treatment did not
catch, at least not more than stabilizing her state for a while.

152



How long was a while?

"Shorter than what will follow, Mr. Potter ... I'm sorry that | cannot offer better news. You
should think about your plan seriously - when the day comes, a quick reaction from our side
will save a lot of hassle, particularly so for the girl. To avoid an assignment to a foster home,
we should be ready with our application coming out from the funeral - sorry, that's lawyer
talk, but it's true.”

"Okay, Mr. Spinbottle. I'll talk with my candidates."

Why did this thought feel like stealing a child from a mother? Harry had to push himself
forward mentally, made a first step the next day after his time in Swashbuckle Sweets, a time
in which he had reached the point that Fred and George would be ready selling Funny Talks
made by Harry.

His first candidates - where would he find them? In his house or in her apartment?

As if a failure would take more than a few seconds. Strange how your thinking kept to a habit
of walking, or flying at the best, even after you had mastered Apparition. There were wizards
arguing that this counted as proof for Apparition being an extremely unnatural art. But
according to this logic, Muggle electricity had to be rated similarly unnatural. Proof - humans
had no sense for recognizing current or voltage.

Harry tried Sirius' house first, striking gold. His godfather was at home, and Deborah with
him. They asked Harry how he was doing, and he said fine. Then they asked how Cho was
doing, and he said he didn't know, raising some eyebrows. Then they asked him how
Hogwarts was doing, and he said there were a lot of Muggles around, waiting to - er, figure
out how was sex with a wizard, or a witch, depending on the gender and the preferences.

Sirius nodded. "Yeah, the old pattern. Bring in something new, and that's what's bothering
people more than anything else. For Muggles, it's wizards and witches. For the westerners, it's
a slant eye, for the white man, it's a black woman ... Damn sex drive."

Harry was laughing.

Deborah too. "It's understandable, isn't it? Anyway, that's no problem for Harry - he has
checked off the list more or less.” She looked at him. "Isn't that so - slant eyes, in particular?"

"Well - erm, this groupie business isn't my taste, so the category Muggle is still open.” Too
late, Harry realized another category he hadn't excluded, which was correct, except ... And
Deborah had noticed, as he could see from the curious sparkle in her eyes.

Time for changing the topic. "While on the subject, so-to-speak ... Are you two going to
marry?"

A hit. They were staring at him, forgotten Deborah's question, at least for the moment. Sirius
asked, "Since when's this your business, young man?"

"Since recently - all I can say so far is, I'm asking for a good reason."
Deborah had blushed sweetly. "You find us a bit unprepared for that question, Harry."
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"Really? ... Are you talking for both of you? Would you say the same if | was here with
Nagini?"

Deborah's cheeks were burning. She exchanged a glance with Sirius, who suddenly
understood, his own face gaining colour, who swallowed and said, "Since my goddamn
godchild has a goddamn sense too much for my taste - the thought has crossed my mind too -
" he glanced at Deborah, back to Harry, "but | wasn't in a hurry with that. And for sure | had
planned to discuss it without you, Harry ... Why do you ask?"

"Because ... Erm, could you imagine adopting a daughter?"

Sirius scored first in finding his speech. "Maybe so - just to see how very unusual a certain
goldchild is ... Who is it?"

"Rahewa."

"Oh no - two of a kind, that's too much."

What Harry sensed in his godfather was surprise, shock, and something like fright, though no
horror, while seeing Deborah's face was enough to know - there was no fright at all,
apparently, she could warm up for the idea with astonishing speed. Her question confirmed it.

"What about her natural parents?"

Harry described the situation. "I spoke with Spinbottle yesterday - he said | should get ready
in time. Well - you're the first I'm asking."

Sirius' voice sounded hopeful. "So we're not your only candidates?"
"No - only those | wanted to check first."
Deborah asked, "Which are the others?"

Harry kept his face steady. "I think | shouldn't answer this question. You should find your
decision without thinking about other people."

"Yes, you're probably right." Deborah smiled. "Although - I'd be ready to guess some
candidates, with some children of their own."

Harry smiled back. "Sure - it's not that difficult. For them, | had to ask more people ... But the
list is longer, that's all I'm saying."

"That's interesting ..." Deborah's mind seemed busy scanning possibilities, apparently with
unsatisfying success.

Sirius had a more practical question. "How much time do we have, Harry?"

"Good question - no, it's not. Maybe two months, maybe a year. Maybe her mother comes
around - but that's very unlikely."

After some more minutes, in which Deborah was imagining scenarios with an adopted
daughter, disquieting her possible husband considerably, the conversation turned back to
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Muggles. Sirius described how the Ministry of Magic and the Muggle authorities were trying
to come together - at an agonizing speed, really, keeping like that, maybe in a century or so ...

Then Deborah was talking about contacts between wizarding press and Muggle press, and
suddenly she started to grin. "Harry, you like being interviewed, don't you?"

"Like a pimple at the - where it hurts when sitting. Why do you ask?"

"We're in contact with a Muggle TV station. They have a talk show - you know what a talk
show is?"

Harry didn't - not exactly, so Deborah explained it to him. Then she said, "They asked us for
wizard guests. That means, they're looking for people who are somehow known, famous,
popular in the wizarding world. Funny I didn't think of you first place, but you're the perfect
candidate ... What do you say?"

"No thanks."

"Pity ... You'd be a good candidate, Harry - you're used to press, and TV isn't that much
different. You'd be an ambassador of the wizards, better than many others - you know the
Muggle world ..."

"No."

"They're paying well, Harry. For someone as famous as you ..."

"Forget it - I'm already rich.” Only now, Harry became aware that the story of his money was
news to Sirius and Deborah. Too late - he had to tell them.

In spite of the criminal facts involved, even the chief of wizard police looked pleased. "That's
super, Harry - I'm glad you've earned something from all that, and this Crownshield can praise
himself lucky to be alive."

"Somehow, I owe it to your involvement. Wanna half of it?"

"Are you mental? ... Besides, | still have the whole compensation for my time in Azkaban -
wizards pay their cops better than the Muggles, believe me. No thanks."

Harry turned to Deborah. "And you?"

She grinned. "Thanks, but you know, I'm going to marry a rich man ... No, Harry, but if you
could say yes to my idea ..."

"Deborah, I'd pay money if you'd stop talking about that.”

"Think it over - by the way, would it help to say that for me, coming with such a talk show
guest, this would be a big hit?"

"No - it would make it still more difficult.”
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"What a pity ..." Then Deborah's face turned to a malicious grin. "Harry - if you say yes, |
promise you to change Sirius' mind, about Rahewa, that is."

Startled, Sirius glared at her. "That's a damned trick, so unfair ... | didn't even officially
propose for you, and ..."

"Save it, Sirius." Harry smiled, not too happy. "We've lost already, can't you see?"

* X *

It was very funny. The people from Seven-Eleven, the Muggle TV station, wanted to call him
- failing that, to send him a fax. Harry heard about it when talking the next time with Deborah,
after she had sent him a letter in which she asked for his visit in her Daily Prophet office.
"What do they want, Deborah?"

"The usual stuff - casting, pre-arrangement, test recording, test make-up, things like that.”
"For Heaven's sake - what have you put me into??"

Deborah grinned. "Why don't you ask your Cho - isn't she in the movie business now?"

"She isn't mine!!" Harry was almost shouting.

"No? ... Then whom else?" At this moment, Deborah registered Harry's face. "Sorry - it was
thought as a joke, but somehow, | seem to have stepped into the greasepot. Wasn't my

intention, Harry ..."

"It's okay - no, it's not, but I'm not mad at you - you were just the one | could shout at ... Well,
if I cannot tell you - we've shared enough ..."

A quick grin at both faces.

"... but if you keep some facts to yourself when telling Sirius, I'd be grateful.” Then Harry told
Deborah about the current state between himself and Cho - as an outline, that was.

Deborah's sympathy seemed split, though not in the middle. "She's fighting for her place in
the sun, Harry - | can understand that quite well. And besides - you seem to have found an -
er, interim solution."”

"Did 1?"

Woman that she was, Deborah couldn't resist. "Who is it, Harry? Almyra?"

Harry laughed. "Heavens, no! What made you think so?"

"Erm ..." Suddenly, Deborah looked embarrassed. "Somehow, I ... Almyra's the only coloured
women | know in your environment, and ..." Her voice trailed off.

"Ah, now | can follow up your thinking." Harry grinned. "Maybe you take things too literally
... Anyway, let's come back to this talk show."
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Deborah didn't really believe that she had been wrong - except for her guess, obviously so,
only the moment for asking was gone. "Okay - what can | tell them?"

"You're my agent in this thing - make an appointment, tell them that I'll come for the evening,
early enough for some talk before, and that's it."

"They won't like it - normally, they prefer to fix every detail in advance ..."

"Didn't you say it's a live talk show? If | understood you right, that means we're talking, and
they're broadcasting it."

"They hate surprises. Usually, there's almost no unplanned sentence spoken."

Feeling lightly at the burden put upon his agent, Harry said, "Well, this time they're in for a
surprise.”

Deborah sighed. "Okay, Harry - you're famous enough for such extravagancies ... And then,
there's the question of your payment.”

"Negotiate with them. It's all yours."
"That's ridiculous. Okay, you're rich, but ..."

"There's another reason," interrupted Harry. "I never told you." And then he explained how
Mr. Spinbottle had made his offer, representing a dead client, at least a dead man's money.

Deborah listened in astonishment. "Hmm ... | think you took the right decision - in a way I'm
glad you were asked first, because, to be honest, I'm not sure whether I could have resisted."

"At that time? | think you're guessing from today's state of mind. At any rate, do we agree
now that the money from them is yours?"

Suddenly, Deborah looked very pleased. "Yes, okay - that's terribly kind of you, Harry ... |
only don't know how to explain that to Sirius."

"Tell him the truth - he knows what happened with the fifty thousand."
"You told him?? Without telling me?"

Harry smiled. "No - he's never heard of that offer. But the fifty grand went into the
Enforcement Squad's widow fund, and Sirius will make the connection by himself."

The pleasure was back in Deborah's voice, together with a refreshed curiosity. "Look there,
our Harry - always full of surprises ... I'd like to treat you for a lunch, to celebrate my salary -
er, | mean yours."

Harry examined her face. "Celebrate, huh? ... | know exactly what's on your mind."

Deborah smiled mischievously. "Yes, you're right, but show me a woman who could resist the
temptation to squeeze you a bit. And you know that this conversation is just between the two
of us, don't you?"
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It sounded so familiar - women telling him this was a private conversation, before or after
milking him for details of his social life. But then, these weren't lies. So Harry accepted - the
invitation as well as conversation Deborah had in mind.

When he had finished his story about the night on the Ile de la Tortue, Deborah's face showed
some signs of - well, excitement. "Harry, I'd like to know that recipe."

"Would you? I'm not sure - if | had a bottle of that stuff, | don't think I'd want to use it - with
Cho, I mean. This experience was kind of once in a lifetime."

"Could be. But then - you made that experience, while | didn't. Aside from that - maybe Cho
would think differently ... Would you be ready to predict her own choice?"

Harry thought it over. "I'm afraid so, yes."

When he saw Deborah again, she had the appointment settled. "Wednesday in a week, Harry.
The show starts at ten in the evening, they expect you no later than seven."”

"Three hours in advance??"

"Yes, unfortunately ... This guy looks very professional, he doesn't like accidents, or
unplanned statements."

"Which guy?"

"The talkmaster, Harry." Deborah rolled her eyes for such ignorance. "His name's Winston
Winslow, and the show's called Late Listeners. Starting after ten, that means sex talk is
allowed."

"Allowed, huh? - Is it mandatory too?"

Deborah grinned. "That depends - you'll see, and you'll be part of it, won't you?"

"Winston Winslow - that must be a joke. Nobody has such a name."

"Maybe it's a pseudonym. But don't call him Lewis Losefast - he wouldn't take it well."
Harry chuckled. "Hey, that's good, Deborah."

"Not my invention - that's how they call him behind his back."

* k *

With the distinct feeling that he could await this evening, would not miss it afterwards, Harry
jumped back to Hogwarts, only to grab his Steel Wing and to zoom off. He wanted to perform
some experiments for his Poison ball project, needed a deserted place for that, and scanning
on a broomstick high in the air was a better method than jumping around.
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His project ... Until recently, it had been a twin project. Harry still hoped Ron would come
back. He thought he saw a chance - during meals, Ron seemed more polite than hostile, more
interested than indifferent. For all Harry knew, the real problem had to be Ron's
administration work, eating up all time affordable, and more. The little grudge would have
been cleaned away quickly, but Ron hated undeserved favours, for example a project in which
he could not contribute his full share.

The former Giants' camp looked deserted enough. No Muggle in sight, none that could be
sensed - if these people were still around in winter, this would change, as the huts were still
good to protect against bad weather. While for now, they could serve as the perfect training
area.

Harry grinned toward himself. Would there be some huts left, once he was done with
explosive balls? But first, he wanted to know whether he could compete with a technology
that seemed pretty simple - throwing small projectiles at high speed.

Muggles had guns, to shoot bullets weighing a few ounces at astonishing speed. From
Samantha, Harry knew that a bullet's initial speed was about thousand feet per second.
Compared to that, the leather balls shot for Lousy were miserably slow.

How fast were the bullets thrown with slings? Lleyrin's men had adapted this weapon of
Bulgarian shepherds, with remarkable success. Certainly less than thousand feet per second,
however fast enough to kill other Giants.

Of course, in a way, this was playing around. According to Samantha, Muggles used guns
sometimes to Kill, sometimes to wound, always at risk to hit the wrong spot, provided they
could hit anything. In comparison, a stupefying spell or a killing curse were more to the task.
And still ...

For starters, Harry made some tests with miniature water balls, very much like those he had
used against the gnomes in The Burrow, only at higher speed. They splashed against the wall
of Lleyrin's barn, his test target, to evaporate quickly in the heat, or to be sucked in by the dry
wood.

He concentrated harder on the speed, invested his full power. The popping sound grew more
impressive, and the wood showed dents where he had hit. Water was too soft.

Muggle bullets were made of lead - maximum weight in a small volume. The Giants had used
steel. Conjuring up metal was hard work, stone simpler - granite, for example.

Yep! Weight had to be the key factor - up to a distance of hundred feet, Harry could shoot
holes into the barn. In addition, he got a better understanding of the fascination that emanated
from guns.

Hitting the target was something else. Harry marked a target circle at the barn wall with the
glowing tip of his wand. Almost finished, he had to throw a medium-sized water ball - the
wood was so dry, it had caught fire.

Then he shot ten bullets. Too low, all of them. Yes of course - gravity affected even high-

speed bullets, the rules of ballistics applied here as for any other projectile made of matter.
Aiming spells was simpler, they didn't raise the need for a sight that had to be adjusted
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differently for varying distances. Suddenly Harry understood why the ballistics of water balls
had been so much more complicated than those of Bludgers - a Bludger had magic power to
compensate the impact from gravity, while a water ball was just water.

His next ten bullets were in and around the circle. Even so, Harry's accuracy was pretty bad,
compared to a marking spell from the same distance. Either he had to mount a sight at his
wand, or he'd never achieve precision. A wand with a sight? ... The thought felt too ridiculous,
time for serious work - explosive balls.

Ron had provided the basics of explosive materials before leaving the project. Conceptually,
an explosive was a material which turned to gas - so fast, with such a force that it could blow
walls of stone. Muggles used special chemicals, they were called gelignite, TNT, C4,
nitroglycerine, to name a few. And what, if you please, was TNT, or C4? Ron had said they
should try nitroglycerine - a fluid, its chemical formula pretty simple, and the impact on the
target would be enough to ignite the stuff.

And what if it was supposed to explode in the air?

Then Harry had to conjure a multi-layer projectile, with a nitroglycerine ball outside and a
fuse charm inside.

That was something to be trained, now, with his hard-earned knowledge about multi-layer
charms in objects. Except that Harry would keep to water - a heating-up charm would turn the
water to steam, which was a gas allright, and if the heating occurred fast enough, he had a
mild form of explosive, just good for training.

Heating up a water ball within fractions of a second turned out more difficult than expected.
Eventually, Harry found the trick - the water ball had to be not greater than Lousy's ball, then
he could blow it up to a nice cloud of steam.

Scanning through the barn, he selected a few test objects - a box, a large can, a bale of straw,
placed them outside.

His steamballs pushed the box further away, without tearing it apart. Well, he would try it
again another day with real nitroglycerine.

The bale of straw was the perfect target. The water ball hit, apparently getting into the bale
before blowing up, with the result that a nice fountain of stray shot up into the air, slowly
sailing down to the ground.

The can marked Harry's last target. It was lying at its side, with the opening toward him. The
first water ball was a miss. The second one disappeared in the opening. Next moment, steam
came hissing out, and the can was ringing like a church bell.

Great. Harry shot five more balls inside, grinning madly at each bang. His can bell had
chimed six o'clock, almost correctly.

Done for the day. He stored his wand.

Coming around the corner, Harry saw the man standing near the Steel Wing, a gun in the right
hand. The gun was pointing toward himself, freezing him in mid-step.
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The lunatic.

Damn, why hadn't his haragei warned him? Had he been so absorbed in his training that he
didn't notice, or had this crazy Muggle developed some jaho? Even now, Harry couldn't sense
clear emotions - there was a significant difference between the wavering echo in his mind and
this gun, aiming at him, held by an arm which didn't waver at all.

"Hello, Harry ... Did you spend a few training rounds? The noise you've made was certainly
loud enough.”

"Did you get your gun back, or is this another one?"

"I've got enough of them, don't you worry - okay, not a forty-four magnum, but I think it's
overrated anyway."

"What do you want from me?"
"I told you already - a shoot-out, high noon in Hogwarts, or whatever this place here's called."

High noon? This guy was crazy, it was close to six. But telling him so might not improve
things. Harry asked, "Do you have a name?"

"They called me hombre."
Mental, definitely. "And how do they call you now?"

For some reason, the question wiped off the smile from the man's face. "Very funny ... Draw
your wand!"

"What for?"

There was spit flying from the man's mouth. *You stupid asshole, you motherfucker, get your
wand out!"

Slowly, Harry brought his hands together, holding them close to his chest, as if wringing
them, or praying. Now he was ready. He exhaled deeply. "No."

The gun moved down, pointing toward the ground, hanging in the man's grip. "That's your
chance - draw your wand, you piece of shit!"

Slowly as before, Harry sat down, taking the lotus position, his hands always folded, pointing
at this lunatic, except that - for any Muggle, and for most wizards - he looked as if praying for
his life.

IINO.II

"What's this? You playing Mahatma Gandhi? ... Get up!"

Harry didn't move, all his attention at the man's movements, and at the unclear messages from
his haragei. According to what he could sense, this was a game, with one player upset

because the other didn't follow the rules.
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The distorted face looked as if crying any second. The gun came up, Harry had his mouth
already open to send the curse, to see, just in time, the muzzle aim toward something else.
Three, four rapid shots, rage in the man's face, and frustration. "You coward - stand your
man!"

"Thanks, but I'm sitting already."

And now the man really started crying. His shoulders slacked, his arm fell down. When the
gun was almost pointing at the man's feet, his finger pulled the trigger, and again, and again -
five times, until the empty gun locked. Then the figure turned around, walked away - slowly,
head down, a forgotton gun still in its right hand.

Harry watched the figure disappear. Everybody had asked him to kill this lunatic, should he
ever return. But Harry couldn't. Not as long as his own life wasn't really at stake. And it hadn't
been for a second - his haragei seemed more reliable than his eye report, registering a
deceptive appearance.

Unless haragei failed with someone insane, and he had made a bad mistake, not using the
opportunity.
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10 - Show Business

They were in Transfiguration, and Harry felt ready to make his first serious step in the process
which - finally, eventually, hopefully - would turn him into a dragon.

He waited until his young teacher stood close enough - there was no need having the other
students listening, not after they had laughed at him that way. Then he said, "Al - | think 1
have a feeling how a dragon's ticking. Now I'd like to figure out how to make a full-body
transfiguration.”

Almyra smiled. "Would be a small dragon, after all, wouldn't it?"

Harry smiled back - this kind of teasing felt totally different from the other students' reaction.
"Why not, for starters? ... Can you tell me how it's done?"

"There are several approaches, Harry. One is to ..." Almyra stopped, lowering her voice still
more than before. "This isn't the best place here ... Can you meet me at the old dragon camp -
after supper?"

"That mysterious? ... Okay - no, make it half an hour later, I've got a patrol right after supper.”

Almyra nodded, walked away toward other students, leaving Harry with time to think about
the particular type of dragon he would prefer.

Truth be told, he didn't care much. Dealing first with Carrie the Hebridean Black, then with
Samuel the Common Welsh Green, Harry had sensed little differences. Moreover, none of
them originated from such outside details, rather than from sex, or mood. For all he knew, this
question seemed as relevant as the opposite - assuming a dragon could turn into a human,
would it ponder details like the colour of the skin, or the shape of the eyes?

Okay, a Hungarian Horntail looked slightly better armed than other dragons. But then, wasn't
he dragon enough as a Hebridean Black? Or a Chinese Fireball - honestly, Harry didn't need
the appearance of a fire engine with wings, except that this engine had a different approach
toward fire. And then Ron's bad joke - no, black was beautiful.

How did a full-grown Norwegian Ridgeback look? Harry tried to remember Norbert, once
Hagrid's pet animal, couldn't come up with any detail that might distinguish it from a
Hebridean Black. Maybe not quite as dark, but at that time, the thought of coming close to a
dragon had been too scaring.

The memory of his Hungarian Horntail in the Triwizard Tournament showed more details.
Black too, except for the tail - no, the tail was black like the body, only the talons were brown,
each of them looking like a little bronze sword. And the tail was longer, thinner, a whip with
thorns rather than this muscular club of the Hebrideans.

Harry would take it as it came - if it came.

The patrol ran unremarkable - full daylight, and the camp people busy with their own food.
Even so, Harry scanned with full concentration, no longer feeling himself as part of an
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innocent game. Suddenly, a rising arm had a totally different meaning. Something to sense
metal would be nice ...

Rahewa appeared quiet too - small wonder, she would go for another visit in the Cambridge
University Hospital right after the patrol, knowing quite well what to expect. Harry knew
already, from Spinbottle.

With the patrol done, he didn't even dismount, waved goodbye to Rahewa and went for the
dragon camp. It was easier than walking, and maybe Almyra wanted to show him some tricks
as a falcon, or eagle. Or owl.

If so, they would come later. She was sitting in front of the hut, watched him arrive.
He dismounted, sat down at her side. "Hi ... | appreciate this conversation out of earshot from
the other students, but why this place here? What's wrong about the spot near Hagrid's grave -

does Lousy bother you?"

"Not the least." Almyra grinned. "Sometimes, | play with him - as a dog, that is. He's funny,
and very polite.”

"Really?" Harry stared. "I never saw you there."
"Of course not - I'm not doing it as public entertainment, you know."

"Well then - is there anything special at this place here? Like, talking about dragons has to be
done in a former dragon camp?*

"No, it's ..." Almyra hesitated, continued, "You'll see in a moment. Okay - Animagus
techniques. They're all similar, of course, but you can distinguish three different approaches."

"Three? That's a lot."

"Yes. The first method is to change into the animal of your choice, and then to scale your size
up or down, depending on what's required. The second is just the opposite - scaling your size
first, and then to change your shape. Most often, it doesn't matter which sequence to take, but
for a change as extreme as what you're planning, Harry, they're both a bit risky. Imagine -
scaling yourself up to dragon size, | guess that'd be dangerous for your organs as much as for
your bones."

"But there's a third, isn't it?"

"Yes, and that's what I'd recommend to you. It's the most advanced, in a way more
complicated than the others, but safer - and | have reason to believe it's simpler for you,
because ... you'll see in a moment."

"You really make it mysterious. What's your own method?"

"When | started, it was one of the other two - | tried both. But some time ago, | changed my

technique - actually after your case study, after | heard your descriptions of these travels
through the void. In a way, it's similar."”
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A thought crossed Harry's mind. "Al - did you invent this technique?"
"Erm - not really."”
"Not really, huh? ... Yes, I didn't invent the Golden Patronus either."”

Almyra looked pleased. "That's a good comparison ... And now I'm going to show you how it
works." She stood up, then, to his astonishment, she started to undress.

"Hey, what do you have in mind?"

"You can't see it when I do it in clothes - you get the special treat, Harry, because it's you, and
because the others were laughing that much ... If you tell anyone ..."

"I'm not stupid - well, not that stupid ... You have my full attention.”
"I bet."

Then she stood before him, naked. "I'm going to change into a dog now - watch carefully,
what I'm trying to show you will be visible only for the shortest instant.”

"Okay - go ahead."”

Before his eyes, the perfect, bronze-coloured body of a young woman changed to a dog. A
moment later, Almyra was back in her own shape. "What did you see?"

"You disappeared, and you reappeared as a dog - at the same moment, I'd say."
"Not bad - but you missed the essential point. Watch again."

Harry concentrated, pushing aside details like breasts, hips, a black triangle, watched a human
body disappear, and reappear.

"And now?"
"There was ... I've seen something, but don't ask me what it was."

"Shit ... It's so short, it's subliminal. | wish Cho was here with a high-speed spector camera,
then we could watch it in slow motion."

"Yeah ..." Harry rolled his eyes. "Would be interesting to hear what she'd say, seeing us here."
Almyra grinned. "That's a lesson, nothing else."”

"Sure - except that Cho had some trouble with lessons in the past, remember?"

"This is Transfiguration, and if you don't keep to the subject ..."

"I do - as much as I can.” Honestly as ever, Harry added, "It's not that simple, | can tell you."
"Thanks for the compliment, but you better come up with an idea how to watch faster, Harry."
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Watching faster - a funny idea. As if you could see, or hear, with different speed. Then he
realized - there was indeed a method, not faster but slower. "'l know! ... Wait a minute or so -
when you see mee motionless, do it again, okay?"

Harry took the lotus position, calmed down his mind, slowed down his body system, until he
had stripped off all individual activity, had reduced himself to a sensor for external or internal
perceptions, only that his mind kept idle.

"... come up, Harry ... Hey, do you hear me? - Harry!"

He returned from his trance, came awake. "Yes, I'm back."

"What did you see now?"

"Lemme see ..." He fetched a perfect recording from his memory, or maybe his unconscious.
And there it was - very short indeed, but perfectly clear. "You disappear - you don't just fade,
no, it's sort of becoming translucent, until the shape's gone. And then - there's a pulsing
sphere, in the centre of your body. Then - the sphere changes shape, no, size, shrinks, and then
it's gone, and a dog appears - translucent first, and then it gains substance, until it's real ...
That's it."

Almyra beamed. "Excellent - you're the perfect high-speed camera, Harry."

"Am I1?" He grinned, looking at her body. "As a low-speed camera, I'm not bad either."

"The show's over.” A moment later, dressed again, Almyra was sitting at his side. "You've
seen it, Harry - your description was accurate to the point ... That's what you have to do."”

"I've seen it, yes, except | don't know what it means. What's happening in that time?"

"The essential trick is, you have to abandon your appearance, that means your human body, of
course without abandoning your being. At the end of this step, you appear as a sphere. This
done, you decide to appear in the shape of your choice ... And when returning, it's the same."

"How does it feel?"

Almyra looked at him. "How did it feel in the void, Harry? | think it's very similar, but you'll
be the first to tell me - and I'm looking forward to that."

"Would it be possible to stay longer in the sphere state?"

"Guess what? - If | could keep a sphere for ten minutes, do you think I'd made this show here?
No, we're beings who need a body and a shape to exist, that's why the sphere isn't stable."”

"But what if you don't decide for another shape?"

"Then you fall back to your own body. That should be your first training goal, Harry -
reaching the sphere state, and back ... The dragon comes later."”

"How dangerous is this training?"
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Almyra beamed. "That's the beauty of this method - it's almost safe. Failing simply means you
don't reach the sphere state, or you don't reach the shape of your choice. But nobody keeps
stuck in a sphere, because it's not stable ... With the other methods - Harry, there are horror
stories about failed attempts, but that's not your problem."

"You said almost safe. Where's the risk - in creating a misshape, rather than the proper one?"
"No, that's extremely unlikely - seems as if the sphere can change only into a functioning
shape, that's why this method is so great. | call it the digital transfiguration - there's no state
between human, sphere, or animal.”

"Then what else? Why doesn't everybody use it?"

Almyra laughed. "There's a tiny little problem, Harry - it's difficult to change that way.
You've been in the void - okay, your body kept its shape and its position, but ... There's just
one risk."” Now she was looking solemn.

"Which is?"

"Could be you like the animal shape so much that you won't come back."

* * *

Deborah drove Harry to the Seven-Eleven building. It looked smaller than expected, with
large satellite dishes on the flat rooftop. Harry wondered whether they were functional or just
decoration, at any rate, they looked impressive and very technical.

Deborah found a parking lot. "I'm your press agent, Harry - what they call a public relations
manager, okay?"

"Sure - what else?"

"I mean, if they start making suggestions - for anything outside this talk show, you'll tell them
to deal with me, right?"

Harry grinned. "Yes, of course ... Calm down - I've been to a moviemaker party, | know how
they do business. 'Wanna make a movie? No? - Then wanna fuck?"

Deborah twisted a bit. "That's not Hollywood here, but I think you've got the basics."”
Harry grinned broader. "Why - do they talk only about movies - er, TV, | mean?"

"Sometimes you're ... Never mind, but from now on, expect microphones everywhere, Harry.
Deborah opened the car, climbed out.

The lady at the reception desk was all smile. She spoke in her headset, called a young man
who escorted them into an elevator and then into a visitor's room, all smile and attention,
otherwise giving a damn, as Harry could recognize easily with his haragei.

They had to wait a minute, were offered champagne. Deborah sipped a bit, Harry didn't.
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Then the machinery started chewing them through. Harry's contribution was a hello and a nod
here and there - according to his standard, he offered smiles too, except they seemed pale
compared to the wide open mouths, sparkling teeth, barking laughters they were greeted with.

Deborah did the talking. She also did the signing - of some papers which left them the right to
breathe while present and to leave the building unmolested, as far as Harry could follow.
However, Deborah did it only after a short negotation. "We need a recording of the show,"
she said, "on a tape cassette."

"That's unusual, Miss Beckett."
"Well, we are unusual."

"Hmm ... You know that you're not entitled to use it for any commercial purpose, neither in
your own name nor ..."

Deborah could present her own teeth as good as these Muggles. "Don't worry - it'll be used
privately ... Or in court.”

What for Harry had sounded like a menacing threat caused the opposite effect - settling the
issue within moments. Then they seemed ready to show some talk, only that it would take two
more hours until Late Listeners could begin.

They had to wait again for some minutes.

And, finally, the great moment - the maestro himself, Winston Winslow. Surprisingly young,
slim, middle-sized, open face, a boyish grin, dark blonde, and a pony tail! Harry felt sure this
man had more groupies of his own than Hogwarts together.

"Miss Beckett, hello ... Mr. Potter - nice to meet you." Winston Winslow examined Harry's
appearance - wizard robes from scalp to toes, nodded appreciatingly. "Very good - perfect.”
He turned to Deborah, smiled. "It's a relief to work with a pro - imagine he'd come in jeans."

For a split second, Harry felt like a piece of furniture, delivered by a truck service which had
come to the right place, and just in time. Then the moment was gone, though not before
realizing that this hadn't been his own feeling.

"Then we can start with our preparations - if you'd follow me, Mr. Potter? ... See you later,
Miss Beckett."

They reached another room - comfortable chairs, more champagne, declined as before. The
man didn't drink either. "Well, then, Harry - may | call you Harry?"

"Yes, of course, Winston."

A thin smile. "Later, when we're on the air - during the show, | mean - please keep my name
out of your answers, Harry. I'll use yours as often as possible, and those of the other guest,
because the audience cannot remember these names longer than twenty seconds, except mine,
of course ..."

"Of course."
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An apologetic gesture. "That's TV - nothing personal. A name has magic - " Winston smiled,
"and I'm just the moderator, the source of questions - that's all. A talk show is no real
conversation."

"Who are the other guests?"

"Two more people - a man and a woman, that's all I can tell you now. It's a rule of Late
Listeners - none of the guests know in advance whom they're going to meet. But I can tell you
- you're today's star guest, and the other two are there to squeeze you ... They'll try what they
can to give you hell - is this okay with you?"

Was the question more than rhetorical? "How should I know in advance?"

"Yes, how should you? ... Harry, it might happen their questions are aimed below the belt -
actually, that's quite typical. It's part of the show, the audience’s waiting for that - what I'm
trying to say, don't expect the manners of some dinner guests ..."

After some dinner recently, this metaphor seemed totally out of place from Harry's
perspective.

"... and don't confuse it with my style as a host. I'm not your host, Harry - I'm an evil-minded
moderator. Okay?"

Open-minded cruelty - the words in perfect sync with what Harry could sense. "Okay,
Winston."

"Good - you see, | apologize in advance, and | know what I'm doing ... Now, coming to
general rules - you'll be getting upset, and it's okay to show it, but I can tell you - the calmer
you can stay, the higher's your scoring in the eyes of the audience."

"Yes, | see the picture."”

A grin - boy to boy. "Harry, just from this casting, | know you'll be perfect - you're so self-
assured, not at all what you'd expect from a school boy."

Harry didn't think of himself as a school boy, wondered if this slip, wrapped into thick
flattery, had come by accident.

"Then - no bad language, Harry."
"What's bad language?"

"No swearing. If you want to insult someone, do it politely. A dick's a penis, and a pussy's a
vagina. That's the rough picture.”

"And a stupid jerk is a person with limited intellect, right?"
Winston Winslow laughed. "Wonderful - this is really your first talk show, Harry?"

"Oh yes - and maybe the last."”
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If Harry had planned his reply as a polite insult, he failed miserably. With a shining face, the
talkmaster said, "That's fine with me - Late Listeners, the only talk show which managed
having the famous Harry Potter as guest ... There'd be nothing wrong with that, really."

Then Harry was informed what to expect from his moderator. He would be asked why he was
famous, how it was to be a wizard, how it was for a wizard to meet Muggles, and so on, and
so on. Winston Winslow didn't like leaving any detail to the mercy of fate, had to defend a
hard-earned reputation as well as viewing figures his competition could only dream of.

Harry felt like a cat, permanently stroked against the fur. He reminded himself that he did that
for the wizarding world in general and for Rahewa in particular - Sirius and Deborah were
only one alternative, however an important one.

Finally, the man was done with his coaching. He escorted Harry to a technician who looked
friendly without showing rows of teeth - a relief after so much heart-warming excitement.

Sitting test. Lighting test. Recording test - camera only, microphones only, both together.
Harry got his own microphone - astonishingly small, fixed at his robe. Another microphone
test.

The technician looked satisfied. "Allright, young man - don't play with it, and don't curse it -
okay?"

It came with a nice smile, and Harry couldn't help feeling this remark was given to each guest,
which was interesting - Muggle technicians seemed ready to believe in hexed microphones
without having heard about wizards.

Make-up turned out the next station. An older woman powdered Harry's face, doing
something with his eyebrows, even with his lips. Then she started to work at his scar. He
asked, "Are you trying to make it disappear?"

"No, sweetie. All I'm doing is to make you appear in the camera as always. Without that,
you'd look like death warmed over - if | wouldn't dampen this scar a bit, people would think
you'd escaped a car accident, or Dr. Frankenstein's surgery."

"Who is Dr. Frankenstein?"

"Never mind, honey ... Okay, done."

Some more minutes to wait. Some more champagne offered, although this time, they had
mineral water ready. Then someone held him, pushed him forward when a signal light came
on, sent him on stage.

Applause - from people sitting in rows, the studio audience. As Deborah had told him, the
camera would show these spectators and their reaction after statements of the three guests, to
keep those watching at home informed about when to laugh, to smile, to be upset, or terrified.

"... Harry Potter! - Good evening, Harry - may | call you Harry?"

"Yes, sure."
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So the casting had really been a necessity. Without that, his answer would have been very
different.

"And here, ladies and gentlemen, comes our next guest - Dr. Stanislav Humperdinck!"

Under another applause, an elderly man entered the stage and sat down in the chair to Harry's
left. The only appropriate term was multi-coloured - suntanned face, white hair, similarly
white goatee, but a coal-black moustache. Harry came to the conclusion that white and black
were both artificial colours.

"Dr. Humperdicnk is professor of psychology at the Westham University. Dr. Humperdinck
has specialized in what's commonly called esper - people who claim some extra-sensoric
perception, and our guest has a reputation for uncovering hoaxes and frauds ... Dr.
Humperdinck, what do you prefer? - Stan - Stanislav - Doc - Doctor?"

"Well, mostly I'd prefer my name - Dr. Humperdinck."

The man's surprise and uneasiness was palpable - no doubt, this hadn't been part of Dr.
Humperdinck's own casting, which left only the conclusion that smarty Winslow had trapped
him on purpose. A low murmur in the audience indicated that this formality ranked quite
unpopular.

"Fine, Dr. Humperdinck, we'll keep to that. Then we come to our third guest of the evening -
Mrs. Eleanor Goodridge."

A woman with a plump figure and a better-looking face entered the stage, sat down to Harry's
right. She was expensively dressed, Harry could smell her perfume. The woman's hair
shimmered in a light brown, at least as curly as Hermione's.

"Mrs. Goodridge is undersecretary of the Science and Education ministry - she's been one of
the first voices who made suggestions how to incorporate Harry's people into our community
... How may I call you, Mrs. Goodrigde ..."

"Doesn't matter - as long as you don't call me Elly ... Eleanor’s fine."

She was scoring remarkably better. Then Harry realized how it worked - if the moderator
beamed, like now, the audience applauded wildly. If Winslow didn't move a face, the
audience kept silent, and if he dropped the edge of his mouth, the audience would probably
moan in protest.

Was there anyone with an independent mind? Certainly not in the rows Harry could see
slightly better, now that he'd adapted to the spotligts. Maybe in the Muggle homes.

"So we're complete for this evening - but before we really start, a short break for the
commercials ... Stay tuned!"

Attendants appeared with drinks - mineral water was the only kind asked for. The woman
used the time to say hello to the professor and to Harry - keeping in her seat, although with
some effort. If the guests hadn't been instructed for that, she would have walked around,
bursting of energy. In Harry's perception, the parallels with Hermione were growing.
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After two more endless minutes, the break was over.

Winston Winslow's face looked neutral. "Harry, | introduced you as a student of the Hogwarts
School of Wizardry and Witchcraft, but I'm sure many spectators would like an explanation.
What does that mean?"

"Yes. Hogwarts - that's the wizard school of Great Britain. Students attend that school at the
age of eleven, after elementary school, that is. There are seven classes - I'm in the seventh ... |
think it's perfectly normal."

"Normal, yes ..."

The audience took it for a joke, lauged.

"... for wizards. These terms, Harry - wizards, witches - is this the official terminology for
your people?"

"Yes, sure."

"So a woman with magical power is a witch, right?"

"Yes." Harry's expression made clear that these questions sounded pretty stupid in his ears.
"Calling a woman a witch's normally pretty insulting. How do you deal with that?"

"For us it's a neutral term. Witch - that means it's a woman, or a girl, and it's no Muggle.
That's all.”

"Yes, right - Muggles ... Is this term also neutral?"
"Yes."
"Really? ... It sounds a bit - er, contemptious."

"No, it's not. There is another term, a very insulting one, but Muggle just means non-
magical."”

"Would you tell us this other term?"

"NO_"

"Why not, Harry?"

"Because it's very insulting."

"Is it correct to say Mudblood is this term, Harry? ... Mudblood?"

With some effort, Harry kept his face steady, and his mouth shut. This Winston had trapped
him too! Well, that guy had warned him in advance, still ... Harry's silence was his own
genuine reaction after this blow, as much as the result of Deborah's instructions. "You're our

ambassador, Harry - keep that in mind."
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"No comment, Harry?"
None indeed.

"Well, no answer's as good as an answer, I'd say ... Then let's come to your role, Harry. You're
famous, we've been told. Is it true?"

"In the wizarding world, yes."
"Of course. Would you explain to our spectators why you're famous?"
"Yes. For that, first | have to explain what's a dark wizard. You'd call it a criminal, but it's

more - | mean, every wizard can become a criminal without being a dark wizard. It implies
dark magic - black magic ... For what | know, the term's common here too, so | think it's clear

"Black magic - does it mean forbidden magic?"

"Not really - there's some forbidden magic, but it's not necessarily black. I'd say, the main
difference is in ethics - black magic is evil, has an evil purpose, and is always destructive ...
Anyway, there's a very powerful dark wizard, his name's VVoldemort. He ..."

"Voldemort?"

"Yes - it's a pseudonym, his real name's Tom Riddle. When | was one year old, this
Voldemort killed my parents, and then tried to kill me. Only it didn't work - all I got was this
scar here," Harry pointed to his forehead, "while Voldemort's spell fired back and almost
destroyed him ... That's my - er, fame."

Winslow's face seemed fascinated. "You say this powerful - er, dark wizard could kill your
parents, but he couldn't kill you - a baby of one year. Did | get that right?"

"Yes."
"And what happened to that Voldemort?"

"He wasn't dead, but no longer alive either - I mean, he no longer had a body of his own.
Took him twelve years to recover from that.”

The moderator turned to the multi-coloured professor. "Dr. Humperdinck, would you like to
comment on that, or ask some questions?"

"Well, not really. Mr. Potter has lost his parents, we can take that as a given, and this
experience - not at that age, of course, the experience of not having parents like the other
children - obviously traumatized him. For compensation, he has invented a story which
explains why he's so special, which provides a benefit for this severe disadvantage.”

The moderator's question fell into Harry's disbelief. "What's your answer, Harry?"

"I'm - well, baffled, to say the least ... He's right in one point - if you have no parents, the
other children can really traumatize you. But otherwise - no, | have an answer. | was eleven
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when | heard about my fame for the first time. Until then, I didn't even know that I'm a
wizard."

The woman asked. "What happened with you after the attack, Mr. Potter?"

"I was raised by relatives. They're so scared of magic, they didn't tell me anything - the
invitation to Hogwarts was the first time | heard about myself."

The woman smiled. "They're not the only ones. Our Dr. Humperdinck here doesn't believe in
wizards - this might explain why he has to work with traumatizing and compensating.”

"What??"

A maliciously looking undersecretary turned to the man at Harry's left. "Dr. Humperdinck, |
think you can explain your own position better."”

"Yes, thanks." The professor looked at Harry. "Mr. Potter, for me the so-called wizards are
perfectly normal people. The only special thing is - they're either the victims of a mass
psychosis, or maybe mass hypnosis, or they have caused it by themselves. But one's for sure -
there's no such thing like magical power. It's nonsense."

Harry couldn't help - he was giggling. The response from the audience came strongly, with
laughters and similar giggles, although the moderator hadn't followed Harry's example.

The professor recognized it, looked detestful. "Modern science - physics, for example - has
examined questions of cause and effect well enough. There are atoms and molecules, and still
smaller particles, as we know, but there's no place left between them for magical charms.”

This explanation had given Harry time for recovering. He wasn't ready to perform a
discussion about sub-atomic particles, no sir, but he didn't think this doctor was. "Is there
place left between them for God?"

The woman caught the thread. "Maybe Dr. Humperdinck doesn't believe in God either.
Maybe for him, Christianity is a mass psychosis too, and why not, it's hard to prove that God
exists. When ..."

Winston Winslow had little mood for a conversation - at such a critical point - in which he
wasn't steering. "That's our keyword - giving proof. Harry, could you give proof of magical
power, of your magical power?"

"Certainly, but ..." Harry turned to his left. "Dr. Humperdinck, can you give me an example
which kind of proof you'd accept?"

The man looked satisfied, as if seeing his expectations confirmed. *No, | cannot - simply
because it's impossible. Sure, you could demonstrate some tricks here, and without the proper
equipment, I'd be unable to reveal their true nature, but it wouldn't mean anything. Every
illusionist could do that."

The moderator looked into the camera. "Our spectators might be not quite as unbelieving, so
we should do a test anyway. But first," he turned back, "you do magic with a wand, isn't that
so, Harry?"
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"YeS'"
"Would you please show your wand?"

Harry drew his wand, held it up, until a sign from the camera man indicated that the close
zoom was done.

"Harry - what would happen if one of us would take the wand?"

"Nothing - here, look." Harry passed the wand to the woman who passed it further to the
moderator, but only after inspecting it by herself.

Winston Winslow held the wand, moved it, murmured something, of course not causing any
effect. He examined the piece with these exaggerated movements that seemed mandatory for
the slow spectator's mind, then said, "Can you explain how it's built, Harry?"

"Sure ... It's made of wood, with a magical core. Mine is holly, and the core's a tail feather
from a phoenix. Actually, I know the phoenix from which it came, its name is Fawkes ..."

The professor started to laugh.

Harry suppressed the urge to give him a pair of flap ears. "There are other types too, of course
... All kinds of wood, and other cores - unicorn hair, for example."

The moderator still held the wand. "This black top - does it have a meaning?"

"Er, yes. Two years ago, | had a fight with Voldemort. Our wands melted into each other - the
black top's all that's left from his wand."

The professor was grinning. "Brilliant, really ... Absolutely fascinating, the story's perfect, by
all means."

The moderator seemed to have the same thoughts as Harry, and probably as most spectators.
He passed the wand back. "Harry - could you do a spell toward Dr. Humperdinck? Maybe he
won't be convinced, but for us ..."

Harry resisted the immediate temptation. "Cursing another person is impolite, to say the least,
or insulting - some spells are even criminal. I mean, imagine I'd be a gunfighter, would I have
to shoot him just to give proof? Maybe something ..."

The professor smiled. "No problem, Mr. Potter, none at all ... Go ahead."

"You're sure, Dr. Humperdinck?"

"Yes, definitely."

"Just for the record, sir - you allow me to do a harmless spell toward you, something that can
be reversed easily?"

A fleeting instant of uncertainty flicked through Harry's haragei, then he was told, "You have
my permission, young man."
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"Well, then ..." Harry pointed.

A moment later, the scientist's hair looked fire engine red - easy work, after Harry's training in
Swashbuckle Sweets. The goatee was black, only the moustache remained unchanged - in
colour, that was, while it had grown in size so that Dr. Humperdinck looked like a Chinese, or
Tatar, after a failed treatment in a hair saloon.

Some gasps, then the audience roared in applause.

Dr. Humperdinck, due to lack of a mirror, wasn't impressed at all. To change that, the
moderator asked him to walk to a control monitor, asked the control center to provide a
camera shot that showed this guest his new appearance.

The professor's eyes widened. His hands touched his moustache, felt the strand that was
hanging down below his chin. Watching him, Harry sensed surprise, uneasiness, a second
later replaced by a determined effort to stabilize.

Dr. Humperdinck walked back, sat down. "Very clever, | must say. Of course ... that's ... well,
better than | thought."

Harry asked. "Shall | reverse it, sir?"

"What? ... Oh - don't bother, Mr. Potter, I'm sure I'll be my old self in a minute or so."
"No, unfortunately not. Please let me correct it, Dr. Humperdinck, I didn't mean to ..."
"No!" An impatient wave. "I'm sure my hair's still okay - leave it."

Winston Winslow's voice cut in. "He likes it that way - and we like it too ..."
Laughter, applause.

"... S0 maybe we can have a more neutral example. Harry, any idea for something impressive?
You know, something no stage magician could do, while the camera can follow?"

"Hmm ..." Harry looked around, had an idea. "See that empty seat over there - in the last row?
Maybe if a camera could ..."

He waited for the sign from the camera man, then he apparated to the seat. The woman next to
him squeaked, almost jumping into the lap of her left neighbour.

Harry smiled. "Relax - I'll be gone in a second.” He stood up, waved, then he jumped back.
Moderator and co-guests were staring at him.

"It's called apparition.”

The moderator swallowed. "I think we have sufficiently demonstrated that there's something a

wizard can do, what we normal people cannot - the rest's for scientists ... Harry, what can
magic do?"
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"Well, how should I answer that? It can ... Wizards use magic the way Muggles use tools -
engines, in particular.”

"Can magic do everything?"

"No, there are limits. If someone's dead, he's dead - there's no magic to make him alive again
... And there are lots of Muggles techniques which are more efficient than magic, while ..."

"Really? Which, for example?"

"Which? ... Erm, a copier, for example. | wish we had a normal Muggles copier in Hogwarts.
It's such a nuisance if you have to duplicate your own writing."

Heads shaking in disbelief, and pleased looks. Technology beats magic - apparently this
message raised quite some spirits.

"What can magic do against people, Harry?"

"Almost everything - of course with the said limits."

"Is there a spell that can kill people?"

Harry was fully aware of this question's critical nature. "There is such a spell. It's the wizard
equivalent to a gun, and the rules are pretty much the same. The spell is forbidden, except for
self-defense, and using it always causes a trial."

"Can every wizard do this spell, Harry?"

"No. That's one difference between tools and magic - everybody with a gun can kill, but
learning the Killing Curse is very difficult.”

"Can you do the spell?"

Harry had awaited this question, had the answer ready since Deborah's coaching, smiled. "A
wizard's skill is a very private issue, I'm afraid."”

"Hmm ... Our spectators would be very interested to hear this answer, Harry."
"Yes, | bet."
"Are you a good student, Harry?"

"No, I don't think so. | get along allright, but ..." Harry shrugged, feeling how this answer won
him back sympathies lost a moment ago.

"That seems to be understatement, Harry. Would you say that the average student can do the
things you did, or seem to know? Then what can the excellent students do?"

"Erm, well, | have a few special skills - each time | have an encounter with VVoldemort, | seem
to inherit something else. But it doesn't make me a good student in the sense of a school, you
know?"
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Winston Winslow turned to the woman. "Eleanor, you're the expert in that. How would you
scale Harry in our system?"

The undersecretary of Science and Education seemed more than ready to do that. "Mr. Potter,
is your knowledge in school issues private information too?"

Harry grinned. "No, madam ... Please call me Harry, so it feels more like school."

Laughter, applause. These spectators were easily entertained, really. The woman looked
pleased too. "At your age, Harry, the teacher should call you Mr. Potter - that's the rule in our
schools."

"Oh, they do - except, hearing me addressed like that, | know I'm in trouble."”

More laughter.

Mrs. Goodridge smiled. "So the system of teachers and students is the same across all cultures
- well, that's little surprise ... Now, Harry, what was the topic of your last essay?"

"The last ... Oh yes - it was a five-parchment piece in Divination, about a Tarot picture. My
friend and I, we had played sixty-six rather than working on it."

Thundering applause, and shouts of excitement.
The woman was politician enough for the proper timing of her next sentence, easily on a par
with the moderator. "Another similarity - good to hear that, although - Divination's not

exactly what I'd expected."

Harry nodded. "You're not alone in that - most wizards don't believe in it, and I dropped this
course later."

"What about English Literature?"
"What should be? | read a lot.”
This time, the woman had a fit of laughter. *No, | mean the course.”

"There's no such course in Hogwarts. The students can read and write - otherwise, they're on
their own. Okay, there's Study of Ancient Runes, but that's rather weird."

"Is it? I'd never guessed.” The woman sobered up. "What about Math?"

"Yes, and Astronomy too. | attended Astronomy for some time."

"Sciences? ... Physics, chemistry, biology?"

"Physics - that's not a course of its own. It's represented in others, mostly Astronomy.
Chemistry, that's Potions, and biology has even two - Herbology and Care of Magical
Creatures."

An approving nod. "What about foreign languages?"
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"For that, you're on your own - Hogwarts doesn't offer courses for that. But it's no problem to
learn them."

"Is it? ... Which languages do you speak, Harry - in addition to English?"
"French, and Parseltongue.”

"Pathel what?"

"Parseltongue - snake language."

"Ahyes - er ..." The woman looked suspicious. "Could you say something in - er, that
language?"

"I need a snake for that - it doesn't work toward humans.” Seeing the woman's face, Harry
added, "Seriously - I'm not joking, madam."

She seemed a bit mollified. "How did you learn these languages, if they're not offered in
school?"

"For Parseltongue, I'm not sure - for all 1 know, | inherited it from VVoldemort, as a result of
this attack. Well, and French - I hired two fairies for a week, as a preparation for a visit in
France ... They used full-time techniques, deep-sleep training, all that stuff."”

He had her attention - suddenly, Mrs. Goodridge looked greedy. "One week? And then you
were fluent?"

"Yes - if a fairy talks into your dream, and she's talking French, you learn pretty fast, believe
melll

The undersecretary rattled something in French, violating the rule about not using bad
language.

Harry rattled an answer, matching her style.

The woman grinned. "Just a little test, Harry - you've passed, really. What about social
sciences?"

"Sure - History, Social Ethics - it's a bit dry, but maybe that's because the teacher's a ghost."
Dr. Humperdinck started to giggle, almost hysterically.

After a glance to the red-haired figure, Mrs. Goodridge was back at Harry. ""So then, which
courses are on your schedule, Harry, in this last year for you at school - and what are your
topics in them?"

"The topics are very individual, because in the last year, you're doing projects, integrated
projects which can span several courses. For me, that is ... Charms is the most fundamental
course for wizards, my project there is portkey programming ..."

Harry had to explain what a portkey was, could do it easily after his demonstration before.
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"Then, in Potions and Defence against the Dark Arts together, my project is about some
poison balls - one of Voldemort's weapons. It has to do with sulphuric acid, but we're still
training with water - my friend and I, that is, because we work together there." And if it wasn't
true currently, then maybe again in the near future.

"Then there's Transfiguration and Care for Magical Creatures, which for me is one project - a
transfiguration into an animal.”

"A transfiguration into ..." Mrs. Goodridge's voice faded for a moment. "What's that good for,
Harry?"

"Well, what's school stuff good for?" Harry waited until the laughter had faded. "At any rate,
it might come in handy - if you have to walk, doing it as a dog's easier than on two legs, that's
for sure.”

"Yeah, probably ... And what's your animal, Harry?"

He smiled. "I'm still working on it - until then, I'd like to keep it to myself."
"Understandably ... And what else?"

"What else ... Yes, there's sports, and dance. That's it."

Winston Winslow hurried to regain control. "Isn't that a fascinating portfolio, my dear
spectators? ... So, Eleanor, what do you make of it?"

"Well, it's not as bad as expected - these people are quite advanced in their methods. Working
in projects, team orientation, integrating different classes - these methods can only be
approved, no denying ... But otherwise, it's a mess. Once we've taken over authority, we'll
have to restructure it from scratch. Imagine - no ..."

Harry wheeled around. "Once you've what? - As if we had waited all this time to be ruled by
Muggles! No thanks, madam."

The undersecretary showed a fine smile. "Maybe this won't be your decision, my dear Harry.

The moderator was quick to catch the steering wheel. "What would you do, Eleanor, to
consolidate these people into our system?"

"Isn't it obvious?" The woman looked astonished. "Apply our system to them - as simple as
that. Education system, school system, police, administration - everything. Our government is
there, and it works ... Those few wizards more won't make a difference."

"They have a Ministry of Magic. What about that?"

"Well - if that's required to make them happy, why not? There have been ministry jobs for
lesser issues ... But of course, such a ministry won't keep authorities which belong into one of
the established departments. To talk about my own - there's just one Ministry of Education,
and it's in charge of all children in this country, no matter which colour, race, skill, and origin.
Segregation - that's the last thing we need, really. The United States of America used that
system, and what ..."
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The moderator, expert in dealing with politicians, turned to the professor with the many
colours. "Dr. Humperdinck, what's your opinion?"

Then man twisted, apparently disturbed in thoughts. "Huh? ... Oh, I don't see a need for any
action, as there's nothing special - which doesn't mean there won't be a lot of politicians who
take the opportunity to profile themselves, as we're about to witness.” The direction of his
glance left no doubt whom he had addressed with this remark.

"Well, Harry - are you looking forward to this prospect?" Winston Winslow's expression was
friendly, questioning, in some contrast to the waves Harry could receive.

He tempered himself. "I'm looking forward to a cooperation, a system in which a school like
Hogwarts can have a copier, and phones - even TV. Otherwhise ... | don't think Mrs.
Goodridge knows what she's talking about - she's starting from the wrong premises ... After
all, we're no immigrants."

The woman's head jerked up, very much to the moderator's pleasure. Before she could give a
sharp reply, Winston Winslow said, "Okay, you're no immigrants, but why should our
constitution, and our government, not apply to all British citizens?"

"Because some of them are different - a difference which goes deeper than the colour of the
skin, or the shape of the eyes. Our own system'’s been stable for thousands of years - we've
been there all the time, knew about you. New is only that you know about us."

"Then what do you suggest?"

"For a beginning, we should find out what happened - why suddenly the wizarding world is in
the focus of the Muggles. Once we know, we might have a bearing how to proceed further."

Winston Winslow nodded. "Yes, this question might be the right topic after the next break.
But before coming to that, Harry, what if our government in its eternal wisdom finds it
appropriate to enforce our own system? You see, there's less than one wizard in thousand
Muggles."

Harry smiled humourlessly. "If the result is that we have to learn English Literature, in

addition to our own courses - that's something you can live with ... If it's more, if our system's
at risk - well, thousand Muggles might find it difficult to put force on a wizard."

* * *

Deborah was angry with him. "Harry, you've been the perfect representative - until you had to
threaten them. Was it really necessary?"

"Threaten? ... | thought | was polite."
She mimicked him. "Thousand Muggles might find it difficult ... Of course they might find it

difficult, but you just don't say it. I'm disappointed, really - macho talk from you, of all
people!™
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Harry twisted up. "That's unfair! All I said was it won't be as simple as this woman tried to
make it look. Imagine - if they'd really try it, with sheer force, we'd see a civil war ...
Compared to that, I'd say my remark was very moderate."

"Yeah, maybe ..." Deborah sighed, then smiled. "Okay, Harry - for someone with as little
experience in public relations as you, it was very good."

Harry grimaced. "Stop flattering me - it's even worse than shouting at me ... Say, I'd like to
see the recording, and maybe I'd know some people who'd like seeing it too. How can we
arrange that?"

"Very simple." Deborah's eyes were shining. "Sirius has a TV, and a video recorder. Come to
visit - say, Saturday afternoon?"

Harry grinned. "Are you entitled for invitations to that house?"

She pushed him playfully. "That's not your problem, young man ... Whom can we expect?"
Suddenly Harry knew what Deborah had in mind, apparently hoping to meet someone about
whom she knew very little - only that this person was female, and closely related to himself.
He smiled. "I'm not sure yet - could be | have to disappoint you again ..."

"Bah - Harry, you're just too clever.”

"I didn't say | won't try - I'm playing openly, as you know, I'm fed up with hide and seek. But
it's not my decision alone."

Deborah looked startled. "Openly? ... Say, how openly are you playing, Harry?"

"You mean who knows about a certain dream?"

She nodded.

"Cho, for example. | wasn't singing it around, but I'm not going to lie when I'm asked."

"Oh no ..." Deborah looked very unhappy. "Harry - er, is this the reason why ..."

"No. If you feel better - Cho and I, we - er, we've been together after this dream.”

Deborah looked so relieved, she didn't even tease him for his careful selection of words.
Harry grinned. "So, the talkshow's over, and you owe me something ... By the way, I think
this invitation is a good opportunity to show you the girl - but for God's sake, don't mention it
toward her."

Deborah glared at him. "Maybe I'm a journalist, but I'm not heartless!"

As it turned out, only Ron, Ginny, and Rahewa followed the invitation. There were more
people interested to see the recording, except that Dumbledore had promised to get a TV plus
recorder installed as soon as possible - a simple necessity, now that the Muggle world was
breaking in. With this alternative in view, other people could wait a few more days -

Hermione for example, or Almyra, or Marie-Christine.
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Rahewa's presence offered enough excitement for Deborah. True, she didn't mention illnesses,
or adoption, while no neutral spectator would have rated her behaviour normal and innocent.
But then, there was no neutral spectator.

For Harry, this visit provided the first opportunity to watch the beginning - but only for a
moment, until the header faded and Winston Winslow entered the stage to welcome the
spectators. At the same moment, a red alert went up in Harry's mind.

Ginny, with a choking sound, jumped up and left the room.

Neither Ron nor Rahewa had noticed. Deborah looked wondering as Harry left the room to
follow his step-sister. He found her in the kitchen, leaning against the table, trembling, a
tissue between her hands, which were balled to fists.

"Ginny - what's wrong?"

"This ... | can't watch it, Harry. It's too ... He's the one - except he didn't call himself Winston
Winslow."
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11 - A Rare Guest

Hearing Ginny's words - here in Sirius' kitchen, Harry's first reaction was to grab her, to hold
her tight, sending waves of reassuring and comfort. When Ginny's trembling faded, he asked,
"Did you come with a bag or so?"

"No, why?"

"Because I'm going to take you back to Hogwarts - right away."

"But | ..." Then Ginny became aware of the alternatives. "You don't have to do that, Harry - |
can travel alone.”

"Probably, but I'll certainly feel better coming with you ... And | can be back in a second.”

Ginny looked grateful. "I'd feel better too." A moment later, they were out of the house. So
far, nobody had paid attention.

Sitting in London Linkport, waiting for the gate to Hogsmeade, Ginny asked, "What are you
going to tell the others?"

"That you were sick. That you couldn't stand the sight of this man. That you met him once,
and that he humiliated you."

Ginny looked almost green. "No - please, Harry ..."

"I'm not going to tell details, Ginny. That's buried with you and Samantha - and some of them
with me. But | have to tell them that much - and afterwards, it's no longer eating you up ...
Besides, there's nobody who'd tell Ma Weasley, or your father.”

"Can't you find another way to explain them?"

"None that would be convincing. Believe me, Ginny - it's better that way. When you know
that some other people know, you don't have to carry it alone. It's only the first moment that's

bad, but afterwards, you're going to win back some freedom that's been lost before."

Ginny nodded, sighed. "You're totally right - only that moment ... I don't know how to look
Ron into the eyes, when he comes back."

"But it's getting more difficult, the longer it takes ... He'll come to you, and he'll hug you ...
And he'll be angry with me because I didn't tell him."

Ginny looked like crying any moment. "I'm sorry."

"Nonsense - | said it only to give you something else to worry about ... Besides, we had a little
row recently, Ron and I, so he has more than one reason being angry."

Ginny had recovered a bit. "That's good to know - | wouldn't have noticed by myself, never, it
looked all so normal between you two."
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Harry smiled. "That's better."

"Just for my comfort - what was the reason?"
"Comfort, huh? Likec-u-r-i-o-s?"

Ginny tried looking innocent. "Does it spell that way?"

"Yes, | think so ... Allright, then - he made a bad joke about me and Cho, only it was the
wrong moment. So | blew him a water ball, only I did it with full force."

"Uh-oh ..." Ginny presented an almost genuine expression of wondering. "Say, are you really
seventh-years - those students who're supposed to be adults at the end of the year?"

"Yes ... You know, could be worse - in most other criteria, we qualify quite well."

Reaching Hogwarts, Harry made Ginny promise to have a chat with Samantha, then he
jumped back.

Deborah opened the door, asked him where he had been, and Harry was forced to explain for
the first time. And of course, Deborah had her own pictures of what the details might have
been, looked startled.

Harry kept his voice low. "No, it wasn't rape, not much better either. He was playing psycho
games with her."

Deborah didn't ask for more, and Harry felt grateful for that, grateful also that Sirius still
wasn't there, would meet them later, or maybe not at all - Sirius attended a meeting with his
Muggle colleagues.

Then Rahewa asked Harry where Ginny was, and finally, Ron's attention was drawn away
from the screen for a moment. So Harry explained again.

The talk show was forgotten - reduced to pictures of a single man with a boyish grin. Ron
stared at Harry. "Since when do you know?"

"That this is the one? Since a few minutes."

"No, | mean the other - what he did."

"Since it happened, or a day later."

"Why did she tell you, and not me?"

"She didn't tell me. But she felt horrible, so I took her to Samantha ... Sam has quite some
experience with bad treatment from men. And afterwards, | heard enough to know the outline.
Then I had to promise Ginny not to tell anyone. And some minutes ago, | could convince her

that it's better to tell you at least that much."

Ron was breathing deeply. "I'm mad, Harry - at you, and although that's nonsense, because
you're not the one to blame ..."
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Rahewa's eyes were fixed at Ron, her body at full alert.

Harry nodded. "I know. | had the same feeling some weeks ago, didn't even have a name then,
or a face ... It's okay." He touched Rahewa's shoulder. "Don't - it won't make things better if
you'd stab him."

Ron twisted a bit, blushed - as much as Harry's words had sounded like a joke, a look into
Rahewa's face made clear - she wasn't joking. Ron turned to Harry. "I'm ... just gimme a
minute ..."

"It's okay, Ron - really, I'm glad you know, and we can talk about it."

"Harry, was it ..." Ron stopped, looked at Rahewa.

Even so, Harry recognized the question. "No, it wasn't rape - that's why Mr. Winston Winslow
will live to remember."

"What are you going to do?"

"Dunno yet ... You know, until today, there was just a - a figure, and | kept saying to myself,
this man should be taught a lesson never to forget, only Ginny wouldn't tell me anything, no
name, nothing. And then, by some accident ... I guess she'll be mad, but now | have a name,
and a face - now it's only a question of time until I know what to do with him."

"What us will do with him," said Ron pointedly.

"Exactly," said Rahewa.

Three people were staring at her. Two of them, Ron and Harry, said almost unison, "No."
Rahewa looked at them. "Is this a family feud? Ginny's a friend of mine, and a team member
... If you try cutting me out, you ought to be fast with your own plan, if you know what |
mean - otherwise, maybe you'll have trouble finding him."”

Ron looked at Harry, more desperate than disbelieving.

Harry grabbed the girl by the shoulders. "Rule number one - you're in ... Rule number two -
no solo action ... Rule number three - he'll survive to remember ... Do we agree on that?"

A grim nod. "Yes."

Suddenly, Harry became aware of something he had forgotten. "Rule number four, that man's
keeping all his parts, okay?"

This time, it took a moment longer, then Rahewa nodded, although with some
disappointment.

With the basics settled so far, the rest of the video cassette was watched by a very attentive

audience. Even so, it seemed as if none of Harry's remarks in the talk show could raise any
emotion.

186



A while later, Harry had a moment with Deborah alone. He said, "Well, you've seen her, and
heard her - more than what I'd planned. Still interested?"

"She was serious, wasn't she? Without your intervention, she would have cut his ..."
"Yes, and with a smile.”

"In a way, | was thinking the same, but - | just thought it, knowing I'd never be able to do
that."

"She's a very serious girl ... So what do you say?"
Deborah exhaled. "Yes, still interested - under one condition."
"Which is?"

"You come to visit often enough for establishing some rules. She listens to you - at least in the
issues a twelve-year-old shouldn't know."

* k% %

They were sitting at Harry's favourite place near Hagrid's grave - Harry himself, Ron, and
Rahewa. It looked very innocent, in particular since Lousy was with them, stretched down in
the grass after having zoomed around for leather balls. This time, Lousy had selected a spot
near Rahewa, whose hands were caressing the dog's ears, cropped long ago for a barbaric,
senseless fashion.

But their topic had little to do with innocence.

"Here's what | got from Deborah,"” said Harry. "Winston Winslow - a pseudonym for his
public appearance, his real name's Fitzgerald Fraenkel. He has a house in London - under his
real name. Then he has a weekend house in Burnham on Sea, also under his name ..."

"Where's that?" asked Ron.

"It's near Weston-super-Mare, at the Bristol Channel - which is no surprise because he has a
sailboat, likes sailing trips, in some company.”

"A sailboat, huh?" Ron's question was more than rhetorical.

"Yep ... It's quite roomy - | checked it. I also checked his weekend house, and how to travel.
The next linkport is Bristol - you'll need broomsticks."

"Hey - wait a minute! That sounds as if you know already what we're going to do, and we're
here just to listen to your instructions.” Ron stared angrily at Harry.

"I have an idea, that's right." Harry was much concerned to keep terms with Ron as good as

possible - delicate as they were, and with such a critical project. "And we have a few
restraints, that's why this weekend house is the most likely place."
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An assistant administrator could be as stubborn as a sufferable plan-it-all. "Why? What's
wrong with his house in London?"

"Neighbourhood's too close. Cries will be heard next door."

Rahewa said, "Then it's out of the question.” Her voice sounded matter-of-fact.

Ron glanced at her, back to Harry. "Why does it have to be at his home? For example, doing it
in public, so that all people can watch - imagine, you'd visit him again for another talk show,
and then you'd tell the story in full view of the camera ..."

"No. Ginny isn't going to be an object of public pity."

"We can leave out her name."

"Certainly. But he has to know which particular girl's the one who's paying back - okay, not
personally, but that's unimportant. In this regard, it's just nice that the - er, Weasley fingerprint
is so characteristical." Before Ron could twist up, Harry added, "And in my idea, you'd appear

as her brother, and he'd know it allright, no question about that, with this hair ..."

Rahewa grinned, seemed very expectant to hear Harry's plan, however had the good sense to
let Ron catch the hook.

Who did so, with sinker and all. "I'm her brother, huh? ... Comes to avenge her, and really
does, right?"

"Well - almost."

Realizing how neatly he'd been trapped, and wrapped, Ron grinned. "Okay, Harry - you're
ahead of me in nasty little tricks ... Tell us."

This compliment showed some thorns. Even so, Harry didn't lose time explaining what he had
come up with. It took a while, and Ron had some questions, doubts, concerns because of some
technical problems involved.

Rahewa had no worries, saw no problem, just beamed.

Harry looked at her. "You're the only twelve-year-old | know whom I could ask for that - and
| can justify it to myself only because your own idea was still worse ..."

Rahewa grinned. "Your version's better, Harry."

"Is it? This seems to be the day of compliments | might as well do without ... Anyway - if
Dumbledore ever hears about that, I'm expelled, and you too."

Rahewa knew, didn't blink. "He won't."

Ron asked, "What about a few anonymous letters in advance, to remind him, and to let him
cook in his own sweat a bit?"
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"Hmm ... | wonder if he's the type to get scared from something like that - I don't think so ...
But you're right, we should revive his memory. One letter, with a picture of Ginny, so he'll
recognize you when it's time. | mean, who knows, maybe he does this kind of trip twice a
month ..."

Ron looked fierce. "Yeah ... Harry, that's not enough. He needs a few reminders afterwards,
just good to shit his pants.”

"And what?"
"Yes, what?" After a moment, Ron's face lighted up. "I know whom to ask for help."
Harry was startled. "For Heaven's sake, Ron, you cannot ..."

"Don't - er, calm down, | mean." Ron grinned, apparently equally careful to avoid sharp
remarks. "It's a girlfriend, and she won't tell anyone."

"Janine??"

Ron beamed. "No, sir - I've come to know some other girls too."

When Ron had explained his idea, Harry felt relieved - this teammate really could keep a
secret. About Ron's idea itself, he was full of admiration. "That's brilliant - if you can
persuade her."

"You think that's a problem? No, not at all.”

Rahewa looked not quite as admiringly as Harry, however, Ron had obviously scored in her
opinion, enough to climb a rank or two in her scale.

"Okay - " Harry looked at the others, mostly at Ron. "And no word to Ginny, no hint, no ..."

A short moment of a glare, than Ron nodded. "Don't worry - if | cannot keep my mouth shut,
I'll let it out on you." Then he grinned. "A fair deal, isn't it?"

In Harry's opinion, it was, while Rahewa seemed to scale Ron's freshly earned rank down
again, maybe to a final position.

If Ginny had seen the three of them together, they could have told her as well everything. So
Rahewa left first, reason enough for Lousy to get up, to stretch, presenting two impressive
rows of teeth - which next moment grabbed the leather ball, to drop it in front of Harry. Time
for another shot.

Harry obeyed, turned to Ron. "While on the subject - of shooting balls, | mean ... Does it
make sense to talk about the project?"”

Ron seemed busy with his fingernails. "Er - yes, only it'd be a short talk, I'm afraid ... Harry, |
just have no time - if I'd say yes now, | would do you no favour."

"Well, hm ... And a sleeping partnership?"
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"Thanks for the offer.” Ron looked up. "I really appreciate it - you know, now that we have a
plan what to do with that guy, | can think straight, and ... Harry, | promise - as soon as | can
breathe easier with my office work, I'll be back."

Harry felt better. "That's a deal.”

And Ron felt better too. "How's your progress?"

"I was training explosives - only water so far, steamed up as fast as | could manage. But that's
still too slow, a bale of stray was all | could blast."

Ron laughed. "Yeah, the expansion speed of nitroglycerine's a bit higher." He stood up to
leave. "I'm looking forward to that."”

* k% *

Five minutes difference between Ron and himself seemed about right in Harry's opinion,
should Ginny see them coming from the same direction. At the end of this time, he added
some more minutes for the sake of a dog which couldn't get enough. When Lousy's panting
started sounding really hazardous, Harry denied another shot, headed toward the building.
Entering the Great Hall, he stopped dead, staring in disbelief.

Cho.

She was sitting with Almyra, talking. It looked almost as in past times, only they were sitting
at the teachers' table.

Had Cho developed her own haragei? She was looking up the moment Harry came in. Seeing
him, she turned to Almyra, who looked up too. Then Almyra said something to Cho, rose, and
left. And if it wasn't haragei, Cho had been waiting for him. Harry preferred this explanation,
approaching her.

Cho's face showed a half-smile. "Hello, Harry."

He took the chair Almyra had been sitting on, stared at Cho. Like driven by themselves, his
hands moved forward to grab her, his head bent forward to kiss her.

Her response struck him as convincingly as her smile. She felt restrained, as if holding herself
behind a barrier. Harry tilted back, straightened. "What's wrong? Remember - it's me ..."

A grin, uncomplete as well. "Yes, | remember, and if not, your name tag would have told me
... Can we talk?"

"Sure. Where?"
"QOutside - walk and talk."
"But it's full of Muggles."

Cho nodded. "That's fine with me - I'm walking under Muggles quite a lot, lately, and it's
surprising how you can have private conversations in a crowded room."
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They wandered along the lake, as so often before. Harry would have liked to put his arm
around Cho's shoulders, or take her hand in his', or ... Instead, he kept at her side, waiting for
her first words.

Cho seemed having trouble to find the beginning, or the right words. Finally, she came to a
halt, turned to him. "Harry ... It's - it's about business."

He felt startled, seeing her stance, her pained expression, her hands balled to fists, knuckles
almost white. "What is it?? Did something happen?"

"Yes, something ..." Cho's shoulders sagged. "I'm ... Harry, we're broke - there's nothing left.
Your investment ... I'm afraid it's lost - I don't know if I'll ever be able to pay it back.”

That was all? ... Just in time, Harry had the presence of mind not to ask the question aloud.
"What happened?"

"A burglary - they took everything, our complete equipment, our cuts, our copies. And then
they put fire in the building, probably to destroy the traces.”

"What about the other two - Sylvie, Jesamine?"

"They're okay ... They've been in a restaurant, and when they came back - must have been
planned carefully, they knew the routine, that it would take more than an hour before Sylvie
and Jesamine would be back ... Well, that's it."

"That's all?" Harry took care keeping his voice neutral.

"Maybe not quite, but for business, that's all, yes ... I'm ..." Cho's face was a mask, to hold her
expression, to hold back rage, and despair, maybe tears.

Except Harry couldn't hold back himself any longer, took her with both arms, hugged her.
"No - you're not broke ... Your investor has a lot of staying power, and he's not going to give
up on you. Are you ready to start again?"

She still felt tense, at least, she didn't push him off. "You should be more careful with your
investment, Harry, and ..."

"Allright, so we'll hire guards, and whatnot - it's just ridiculous to think a few wizards cannot
protect a building against Muggles.”

Cho tensed more. "Before you make your offer - there's something else. Not business - it's, er,
more private."

He held her tighter. "So there is - something I don't know, something you don't know. But
there's something that hasn't changed - you know what?"

Cho pushed herself off. "No, | don't know what's the same as before - and there's nothing you
don't know, but maybe there's really something | don't know yet - although I've heard some
news, or maybe something old, whatever ..."

"What did you hear?"
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"Guess what?" The words were almost spit out. "I had a conversation with Marie-Christine. It
just so happened that | met her first."

Wonderful. "And what did she tell you?"

"That you were sleeping together, and probably will do it again as soon as ..." Cho's voice
broke.

"That's all she told you?"

Cho's head snapped up. "What else could there be? - Are you keeping her informed - maybe
about your groupies?"

For Harry, this question felt like a short break in a battle. “So you've heard about our Muggles
... Anyway, | have no groupies."

"I heard it differently.”

He shook his head. "If | have groupies, then they're not particularly successful in their efforts -
that's what I'm trying to say."

"Are you telling me Marie-Christine's the only one?"

Harry swallowed. "No ... All I'm saying is I'm not going for a trophy hunt every evening."
"Then maybe every second."

"No."

"Then who ... No, don't tell me, I don't want to know. Does Marie-Christine know?"
"No."

"So you're cheating her too - what a ..."

"No I'm not!" Calmer, Harry added, "I'm not cheating her - and if I'm cheating you, then only
with her."

"Now that's an interesting scale - can you explain ..." Cho stopped. "Then what is it Marie-
Christine could tell me?"

Suddenly Harry realized that Marie-Christine's confession perhaps wasn not meant as public
as he had thought. "Ask her."

"l will ... That's it?"

"No. What | said before still holds true - about a new investment, about something that hasn't
changed.”

"I don't want your investment, and | don't want to hear old stories - I'm too busy with new
ones."

192



"So it's all my fault, huh?"
Cho looked startled, blushed a bit. "I didn't say that ... No, it's not.”

"I still ..." Harry stopped, rephrasing in his mind. "I still desire you, and | was waiting for you,
while all the world had fun and sex - or if not fun, then ... Anyway - | tried to keep it within
acceptable limits."”

"Only that somehow you couldn't, huh? ... Who are the others?"
"I thought you didn't want to know?"
"Maybe I've changed my mind."”

While cleaning up, two more dirty dishes shouldn't make a difference, only that Harry's mind
couldn't find the mood, or the time, to draw this parallel. He said, "There were two - er, cases.
For both of them, I claim myself innocent in the sense of the accusation - if you want to know
details, we have to find a more private place, and a bit more time. These weren't simply one-
night stands."

Cho bit her lips - Harry even knew why. There was still an unspoken agreement that hadn't
changed, both of them fully aware of it - he didn't lie to her. So if he wasn't right, at least he
had a story, or two, and curiosity had gripped Cho. "We really should do that ... Your
investment ..."

What was the sense in a parry if not striking back? "You're not in the position to reject it, Cho
- it's the only way to save the original one. And there are two other shareholders of Groucho
Spectors - I'm pretty sure they'll accept it."

"Aahh - that's what's been missing. Blackmailing."”

Harry grinned. "Show me someone who'll agree that investing hundred grand is some new
kind of blackmailing - you might as well say replacing the equipment is another burg ..." The
thought made him stop in the middle of the word.

Cho noticed his widening eyes, his grin. "What's so funny? - | could do with a laugh."

"This burglary ... You're trying to sell spector technology, right? And now they've stolen your
equipment - don't you see what it means?" Harry's voice grew more urgent with every word.
"There's someone very interested - only they're trying to get it without paying.” He laughed.
"Cho - they'll fail, because Muggles cannot do the magic ... You've won, Cho, there's business
waiting - we only have to find them, or maybe they come by themselves."

Cho stared at him, a tentative grin spreading her face ... Then it stopped. "Harry, each time I'm
ready to Kill you, you come up with a goddamn story, and what's worse, it's always true ... |
hate you."

He smiled. "That's close enough - for now, | mean ... I love you."

This confession didn't twist a muscle on Cho's face. Before Harry could figure out whether
this was a good sign or just the opposite, she started thinking loudly. "It's still a hell of work -
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we don't know who's interested enough to hire thieves - we don't know if they are the only
ones ..."

"But we can find out - pretty quickly."

"Yeah, sure - we'll visit them, and ask ..." Cho looked up, suspicion and glare in her face.
"How come you're talking about we, and how come I'm doing the same?"

Harry could feel it - he was gaining ground, this glare wasn't directed entirely toward himself.
"I can tell you only why | said we - simply because it's true. But we're not visiting them,
because we don't know who it is - no, they'll come to us!"

"Definitely so - first thing tomorrow." Cho nodded, mimicking an acknowledgment of the
obvious.

"Maybe not just tomorrow, but a few days from now ... You'll invite all of them to a party,
and you'll invite me too ..."

Harry saw how it dawned on her.

"...and I'll come, together with Nagini. When this party's over, all that's left is a nice talk with
certain people.”

Cho examined his face. "You'd do that?"
"Sure."
"The last time you said you'd never attend another movie business party.”

"Then | was a bit premature ..." Next moment, Harry found an answer he liked better.
"Besides, this is no party for me, it's detective's work - that's something else."”

He could feel how Cho was suppressing a smile. "You and your classifications - a party's not
a party, a fuck’s not a fuck ..."

"It's true, and you know it! ... It's the intention that counts."

Cho came closer. "So you were doing it on purpose only with Marie-Christine?"

"Yes ... We were second choice to each other, but - well, ..."

These words seemed pouring some balm on some wounds. Regaining a bit of her own self,
Cho asked, "Wouldn't it be interesting to see what happens if the two first choices would
meet?"

It was out before Harry could stop himself. "Meet? - It's the same person in both cases."

Cho grinned. "What does that mean? Are you ..." Her voice trailed off, while Harry could
watch in her face how the nickel was dropping. She gasped. "Really?"

"Ask her."
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"I'm not sure whether I'll do that.” Cho looked thoughtful.

He waited silently.

After a moment, she looked at him. "We still have to talk a lot, I'd say - business and
otherwise. I'd like to invite you to a dinner in the Three Broomsticks - | rented a room there."”
Seeing his expression, she added, "And don't start having funny ideas."

"Well - thoughts are free, right? And maybe funny's not the right term in this ..." Harry
stopped, seeing Cho's murderous glare, hurried to say, "Yes, I'd like to come - although it's
not the food, as | know for sure since my lunch with Deborah."

"I'm sorry - | can't apparate yet."

If Cho was really sorry, then not at this moment, so much for sure. "Okay, then ... Want to see
the camp?"

Yes, she wanted to see, or maybe Cho just wanted to wander through together with him, or
maybe she wanted herself to be seen in his company, or himself in hers ... All Harry knew for
sure was that Cho nodded, followed him.

While heading toward his preferred group, he was busy saying hello here and there, seeing
appreciating smiles, admiring glances, hearing some whistles. Cho watched with interest.
"You're popular here, huh?"

"Rahewa and | - we're the water cops."

"Of course - who else ... And when will you adopt her?"

"l won't, because I'm too young. But I'm looking for someone, because her mother's dying,
and her father's a drunkyard."

"Oh ..." After a quick glance in his face, seeing confirmed that this was no joke, Cho said,
"I'm sorry, Harry, I didn't know."

"Of course not - I'll tell you later, under the topic otherwise.” Harry smiled to show that it
wasn't meant as a sharp reply.

Pete saw them first. "Hey, Harry - wow, that your girl? ... Great, man, super - well, that
explains a lot."

Harry grinned. "Hello, Pete - that's Cho ... Cho, that's Pete, something like my Muggle
partner."”

Pete looked pleased to hear himself addressed that way. "Nice to meet you, Cho ... Where
you've been hiding?"

Cho smiled. "In California."

"Yeah, that's the right place, isn't it? Only a bit far away - although, you people can jump
around the world, for what I've heard. | wish I could do that, if only to the next beer shop.”
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A voice from behind, female. "Harry, did you change your mind?"

Only a step later, Sally saw that he wasn't alone. "Oh, sorry - well, | think I've got my
answer." Even so, she seemed in no hurry to leave - not Sally.

Harry grinned broader. "Hello Sally - that's Cho ... Cho, that's Sally - she had a sunburn, that's
how we met."

The two girls greeted each other, with some more friendliness at the Muggle side, however
with mutual interest. Then Sally nodded. "Yeah, I don't need magic to predict - | can save my
breath with Harry ... A pair of eyes's enough to see that." She shrugged. "So what - you cannot
always win."

Cho said, "Things can change."

"Sure, and pigs can fly - Cho, you just don't look that stupid, so save that bullshit, okay? ... No
offense intended."

Cho's face showed a smirk. "None taken."

* k% %

The food seemed better than Harry remembered. Since his own taste could not possibly suffer
- not with the house elves as the rule and Monsieur Armodéc's dinners as the exception - the
only explanation Harry could think of was that Madam Rosmerta had improved with the
grown number of guests. The Three Broomsticks were busy, with more Muggles than wizards
at the tables.

"Which topic first?" asked Cho.

"Business ... Money business, then party business."

"Money money money money - money makes the world go round, the world go round.” Cho
had been singing loud enough to turn some heads - and with a clarity that took Harry by
surprise.

"Hey," he said admiringly, "I didn't know you're a singer."

She smiled. "I didn't know you're an expert.”

"We get a lot of music recently, from the camp people. Guitars, singers ... Rahewa's crazy
about them." Harry giggled. "On our first visit, she got drunk - from beer."

"And then?"
"Well, some of the girls helped her to get rid of the beer. Then I took her to the lake for
sobering up in the water.” He giggled again. "I'm not sure what's been more efficient - the

water or her embarrassment, to be seen drunk like her father or to be seen naked."

"So there's at least one girl who's embarrassed to be naked in your presence, huh?"
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Remembering another scene, Harry giggled again. "Right - but she's the only one, really."”
A fire started glowing in Cho's eyes. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Erm - a certain Transfiguration teacher gave me a lesson in advanced techniques of
Animagus transformation - a special one, so-to-speak.” Seeing Cho's face, Harry felt in a

haste to explain the dry facts of this juicy lesson.

Cho looked partly amused, still more upset. "Can you imagine - your best friend, and then ...
It's no wonder ..." She stopped.

"It's no wonder - what?"

"Er - nothing. We said business first, right? ... No, something else - what's with Rahewa's
mother?"

"Well, in a way, it's business too." Harry described the situation, and how he was looking
around for candidates.

"What a sad story ... | wasn't aware of me qualifying for divination.” Cho's face showed
concern, further something which - quite easily - could have been confused with love. "But
it's in the best hands I can imagine. What about other candidates?"

"Well, there's an obvious one, of course - although I didn't ask in that direction yet ... And
then there's a very surprising one."

"Surprising? ... Beats me."

"Let me quote - not literally, only the meaning ... First a devil in disguise, then a devil without
disguise, there's nothing wrong in that combination ... Now can you guess?"

Cho couldn't, for a few seconds. Then her eyes started to widen. "Are you ... you're not saying

Harry smiled. "Yes, | am. | was baffled too. But then ... What do you think of it?"

Cho had a short laugh of surprise. "Well - she never discussed this ... Yes, of course ... It
comes so unexpected, | don't know ..."

"I hope it's not upsetting you. You're the only one I told about, and I'd like to keep it that way
- but I thought you're entitled to know ... Anyway, it's still entirely open, and maybe there's a
miracle which makes this idea obsolete."

Cho nodded. "I appreciate that, Harry ... No, I'm not upset - the more | think about ..." She
smiled. "Devil in disguise, huh? | bet those were her actual words." Seeing Harry's
expression, her smile turned to beaming. "What else did she say?"

Harry grinned. "The rest's confidential, sorry."

"Is it? Then let me guess - as if I didn't know my mother that well ... Erm - something like -
you're the right man for me, with anybody else, it would be a desaster ... Am | right?"
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Just good that he was grinning anyway. "I'm listening to you."

Suddenly some fury was back in Cho's face. "Then listen to that ... It's the same the other way
around - there's no girl but me who'd get along with you in the long run, so much's for sure."”

Attack, parry, counter attack. "And what about the short run?"
"That's ..." Cho exhaled. "Let's talk about business."

"Okay ... You need hundred grand, right? Then let's say hundred and twenty, so there's
enough for guards, security, insurance, whatever ... That's the sum. The conditions ..."

Harry had learned from Japanese teachers about attack and defense, from a Chinese teacher
about business, and from another Chinese teacher about blows out of nowhere. "It's no loan.
I'm going to buy twenty-six percent of Groucho Spectors Ltd."

"NO,"

"This is a blocking minority, plus one percent more. Whenever | don't see a reason to block a
decision, you'll be the one to represent this share."

In Cho's eyes, Harry could see numbers clicking - just as his own mind had done in
preparation for this dinner, only that Cho's calculator might run a bit faster. With his share of
twenty-six percent, Cho's own - a third of what was left - would be twenty-four and two thirds
of a percent. Representing both shares together, which summed up to fifty and two thirds, Cho
would control the enterprise with the smallest possible majority of votes.

And Harry would be able to prevent any action, should this ever be necessary. It was the
deadly strike in this negotiation - he knew it, and she knew it.

Except for the noise. "You dirty ... You're blackmailing me, and you're corrupting me at the
same time! It's disgusting! This is our company, not yours. Isn't it enough that you're the
world-class hero in fighting dark wizards? Why do you have to mess around in my business?"
"I'm not messing around in your business. I'm not telling you what to do - okay, except for
that party. My name doesn't appear anywhere, except for some ledger ... | have just two
reasons, and they're legitimate."

"Which are?"

"It's a perfectly normal offer. This money included, I'll have invested almost a quarter of a
million, about half of my fortune. Okay, | owe it to your father, but he'd be the first to agree
that it's only reasonable. Even so, that's not my prime reason.”

"No, of course not. What you have in mind ..."

Harry interrupted her. "What | have in mind is very simple. If there's an important decision -
and there'll be quite some the next time - the result is that the two of us will meet. That's all.”

"That's all?"
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llYep.ll
"It won't stay that way. You'll start to make suggestions, to have a saying, to ..."

"No. These meetings will split in two parts. In the first part, about business, all you'll ever
hear from me is Yes or No. That's a promise."

Cho calmed down. "Really?"

"Yes. Maybe I'll be disappointed because you're going to start some porn movie business.
Maybe I'll be disappointed because you're not. Whatever - you'll hear no more than Yes or
No." With some growling, Harry added, "And that's the last time I'm going to confirm a
promise of mine."

Cho twisted a bit. "Sorry - | didn't mean ... | know you keep your promises, it was just -
maybe | didn't trust my ears ... Okay, so that's part one of these meetings. And the other?"

"Part one's business. Part two's - er, miscellaneous."

"Miscellaneous or mischievous?"

"Whatever - I'm not that good in spelling.”

Cho seemed still suspicious. "Do | have to sing and dance for my supper in that part?"
"Funny you're asking - you treat me here, you're singing voluntarily ..."

"You know exactly what | mean!"

Harry became aware - for dealing with a devil, you needed a long spoon and a long wind. "I
listed my conditions already - there ain't no others."

He saw how Cho was stopping herself before asking once more for a confirmation. Had to be
something developed while dealing with Muggles in the movie business. Then she nodded.
"Okay, Harry - we have a deal.”

"Fine. Now to that party ..." They agreed to invite all people which might have an interest,
and which might qualify as the driving force behind the burglary. Cho would rent a house for
this occasion, there was a woman who made a living from offering a large house for parties
and other social events - Cho's grimace told Harry enough about their kind. Harry would
come with his snake, and they would prepare a nice set of questions.

"There are just three possible candidates,” said Cho, "plus two more that have to be checked,
if only for the sake of completeness ... | hope they'll send people who know what's going on -
| mean what happened."

"Then announce the party as something at the eve of your breakthrough. You know - at
midnight, some deadline's running out, and then you can announce with whom Groucho
Spectors will do business. That'll make sure they'll send someone whao's informed. Until
midnight, we'll have figured out - and then, you announce them as your business partner."
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Harry beamed. "You can say they've already got a sample set, are preparing for the mass
production.”

Cho stared at him. "It's a brilliant idea, Harry, but that was a lot more than Yes and No."
"Dammit - I'm talking about fighting with a bunch of criminals, and that's indeed my
specialty. I didn't try to tell you how to run the business, or how to negotiate with them once

they're detected.”

"Fighting? Criminals? ... Harry, where's the borderline between fight and business, between
criminals and high-finance business people?"

"Dunno."
"There isn't any."

Harry sighed. "Yes, you're probably right ... Okay, from now on, I'll restrict myself to Yes and
No."

Cho's head was turning left and right. "Oh no, young Potter - just when the business part's
settled, huh, and when I'm waiting for some detailed explanations, without even knowing how
to ask ..." She leaned forward. "You're telling, and I'm listening."

"You're sure that's senseful?"

"You said there are two cases in which you - how was it, didn't do it on purpose? Sounds like
a physical impossibility, doesn't it? ... | want to judge by myself, to say the least."

"Allright, then ..." Harry told Cho what had happened with Ginny, what he had done
afterwards, not leaving out any detail he knew. He finished, "So, in a way, of course it was on
purpose, but the intention was something else."

Emotions were fighting in Cho's face. "That's hard to swallow - Ginny, of all people ...
Somehow, your curing methods are questionable, from my perspective - it wasn't that hard
with Deborah.”

"Why?" Genuinely astonished, Harry asked, "What's so different?"

"What's so different? Ginny's competition - that's different ... And a very tight one.”

"No - she's not. Not from my standpoint ... There's no competition."

"Ha! How reassuring - so God help me if there's ever competition, huh?"

Harry met Cho's eyes. "I truly believe it was mandatory - at least the only method I could
imagine. Not knowing better, I'd do it again."

"The noble hero! Do | have to expect that whenever there's some traumatized girl? Would you
do it also if Rahewa'd be raped?"

He stared at her. "Is this a serious question?"
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"Of course it is!" Cho's voice came loud enough to make some heads turn again - unknown
ones, thank God.

Harry sighed. "I don't know ... For the next four years, certainly not - | cannot imagine that it
would cure anything. For all I know, it wouldn't help either afterwards."”

"Would be interesting to hear the other side, what do you think? Shall I ask her?"
With considerable effort, Harry held his own fury under control. "No."
"And what's the second case?"

He felt no longer interested in tailoring his words. "I'm running these errands for Hermione, as
you know. One of them's a Monsieur Armodéc - old, rich, young woman - werewolves seem
to gain virility. | have to pay him with stories - and he tried to get me into sex games from the
very first moment. Then | had to stay overnight because | should watch him drink that potion
- for some reason, it looked as if he wasn't using it at all, his interest in a healing seems
limited. And of course there was another woman ... Well, | said good night, but she offered
me a last drink. It - it was some stuff, worse than the Giants' dope, and different ... Switches
off your brain, switches on your body - all night long ... Afterwards, you're dead for almost a
week."

Cho's face kept working. "Then you must be looking forward, for the next visit - | mean, the
week'’s over, you should be recovered sufficiently ..."

"Stop it! I'm not looking forward, and it won't happen again - I'm not going to fall for the
same trap twice. If I'm looking forward to something, then it's ..."

"Forget it!!" Cho tempered herself, if only for the sake of the people at the neighbour tables.
"It was a very interesting evening, Harry - thank you for your company ... You better leave
now."

"What?"

"You heard me ... Whatever you had in mind - maybe it would work with that dope, but
otherwise ..."

Somehow, Harry managed to come up without shooting his chair across the room. "You asked
me," he snarled, "so I told you. Don't ask me again, because that's been the last time |
answered ... Our deal remains unchanged - good night."”

His rage still felt undiminished when reaching the lake. He jumped to his favourite place,
walked a bit further not to disturb some people, envy boiling in his blood. He stripped naked,
jumped into the water.

Anger made for short wind. After several attempts, Harry felt calm enough to pump air into
his lungs for a real dive. When he burst through the surface again, his chest was hammering.

Three dives later, he had himself under control again. Edgy like a burned cat, yes, but his
muscles no longer trembling. He climbed out, dried himself with a hot-air spell, dressed, and
jumped to the point closest to the school buildings.
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A figure rose from the stairs outside. "You look so upset, ‘arry."

Marie-Christine.

Was it his decision? If so, it wasn't a conscious one. "Yes | am - just in the mood to be rough
and violent. You promised me a lesson - now I'm ready."

Marie-Christine held something up. "Then come, my savage student.”

Harry recognized it instantly - the picture card, opening a small guest suite, in fair distance
from the next dormitory.
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12 - Stealth

Fitzgerald Fraenkel, publicly better known as Winston Winslow and as the moderator of the
popular show Late Listeners, creased his forehead when he heard the doorbell ringing. This
damned girl arrived too early - it didn't really matter, only he just couldn't stand such
irregularities. But she looked very promising, was just the right age - as young as possible
without raising a legal conflict ... Well, he would have the opportunity to teach her the rules.

Before walking to the door, he made an effort to smooth out the creases - they weren't helpful
in the camera, and they weren't helpful with that girl either.

It was a girl allright, however not what Fitzgerald Fraenkel had expected, no resemblance
with his new, promising acquaintance. Much too young, although ... And she looked as if
jumped out of a western movie - very Indian, with a leather skirt, a leather shirt. A bit skinny

"Mr. Fraenkel?"

"Yes?" He examined the face, these coal-black eyes which could have been very disquieting,
if you were prone to a bad conscience.

A hand came up. "I was asked to deliver this letter, and to wait for an answer."

"A letter?" Fitzgerald Fraenkel opened the envelope, found a single sheet inside - no, a
picture. It showed a - damned, that girl, the same picture he'd received days ago, together with
that letter which had caused some worries - if only for a short while.

He looked up, ready to shout, or maybe pull the girl inside first - totally unprepared for this
piece of wood which was pointing at him.

She said something.

A tight jacket of velvet-coated iron was covering his body, his mind, blinding his sight,
deafening his ears, blocking ...

* k% *

Hardness - under his back, under his shoulders, under his aching head. Something tight at his
wrists, also at his ankles, somehow locking him ... Then Fitzgerald Fraenkel came fully
awake, to forget such minor unpleasantries instantly because something more urgent sent an
icy thrill down his spine.

He was lying on the wooden planks of his own party room, in the basement of his weekend
house - the same where any moment another girl might arrive - would arrive, and hopefully
catch the situation well enough to call for help ... Because he was lying spread-eagled, his
arms and legs tied to the floor.

And before him - no, between his legs, sat this girl, looking more Indian than ever with her
crossed legs, her unblinking stare.
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His voice sounded shrill even in his own ears. "What's this? - What do you want from me? -
Where are you? ... Untie me, quickly!"

She just stared.
"What's that supposed to mean? - Is this a game or what? ... What do you want here?"

"I'm here to send greetings from a friend of mine. You know her - you saw her picture some
minutes ago."

The icy thrill turned to a terrifying tingle in Fraenkel's entire body. With some effort, he
gained his self-control - years of TV weren't lost on him. "Greetings? ... That's a weird kind of
greetings - okay, tell them, then untie me and get lost."”

"No, I'm afraid it takes longer.” Suddenly, the girl's eyes flared, and a horrible giggle escaped
her throat.

Was she insane? Dear God ... Pushing the thought aside, Fraenkel complained, "That's
unbelievable! How long do | have to lie here, until you've managed this damned greeting?"

"Let's see ..." Suddenly, a mean-looking knife appeared in the girl's hand. "First - first, I'll cut
off your left ball - or maybe the right?" Another giggle, and this questioning tone in her voice
- as though this was a light conversation ...

Then Fitzgerald Fraenkel's mind caught the meaning in these words, and his strength turned to
water.

"That'll be tomorrow morning - there's no sense in cutting off a ball if you don't have time to
think about it." The girl giggled again. "Then you know how it feels, so you can appreciate
the time until the other one is due - maybe in the evening?"

"You ... you're mad ..."

Suddenly, the knife was at his throat, and the girl's head above his own, a frightening
expression in her face. "Don't say that ... don't say that ever again, or I'll show you what's
madness!"

She was really insane - insane, and he was in her power, unable to ... "Okay, okay - I didn't
mean it, you know, | was a bit upset - | mean, this situation here ... It's a bit scaring, really ..."

She was sitting again, playing with that knife. "That's the purpose - but don't you worry, I'm
not going to kill you ... The next day, you'll be free - after I've cut your pecker."

Into Fraenkel's agonized moan, the face appeared over him. "Unless you'd say that again ...
Nobody's going to say that to me - nobody ... Hear me? Nobody!" The knife was dancing over
his face, but the girl's high-pitched voice felt worse.

"No - I'm sorry, my mistake. You're a reasonable girl - I'm sure we'll get along."

"Oh yes, we will." Her smile, the sudden white in her eyes - the words were dying in
Fraenkel's throat.
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Somewhere upstairs, a doorbell.
The knife was back. "Who's that?"
"A ...aqgirl - I was expecting her."
"That's not good - she has to go."
"Yes - I'm sure she will - tell her ..."

This horrible smile again. "No - | am sure she will." The girl left the room, not making a
noise.

Should he shout? Fitzgerald Fraenkel felt like stupefied, unable to catch a clear thought.

Voices upstairs, a door closing ... Steps, a squeak - some banging, then a cry. "... no, please,
no ..." A scream, another, then a choked sound, horrible, like steam bubbles in boiling water
... Another banging.

Light steps ... Some shuffling ... Water running somewhere, then it stopped.

The girl appeared in his view - knife in one hand, a paper tissue polishing - no, drying it, in
the other, dark stains all over her dress. "It's okay - she's not bothering us any longer ... I'll be
back - now I have work to do.” And she was gone.

He couldn't suppress a single sob. Pretty soon, he was going to wet himself ... Why not now? -
Because there was some pride, and some hope, fading quickly at the bumping sounds from
upstairs.

Fitzgerald Fraenkel came awake. In a former part of his life, he had been better known as
Winston Winslow, but this part seemed long ago, and no matter how long it had lasted,
regardless of how much it had brought fun and excitement, money and fame, it had been
rather unimportant, compared to this time now, which had started yesterday.

Less than a day, and he had even slept for a while - surprisingly - but these few hours had
delivered a new experience every minute.

How it was to be helpless, in the power of a lunatic. How it was to fight shrieking panic
because this lunatic was an under-age girl, giving him the creeps worse than any grown man.
How it was to lie motionless, hour after hour, until muscles started to cramp, sending
unbearable pain through his limbs. How it was to be hungry, to long for a glass of water like
never before. How it was to wet himself.

How it was to be scared shitless ... Except, unfortunately, it wasn't true - sooner or later, he
would have to smell his own stink ... And before or afterwards, or most likely at the same
time, he would learn how - how ... The thought made Fitzgerald lose control of his bladder
again.
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And suddenly she was standing there. These inaudible steps - he would have twisted, if not
for his tying, would have trembled uncontrollably, if not for his stiff muscles.

And there was this knife, and this horrifying smile. "Allright, I figure it's time for a little
knife-work, isn't it?" A giggle, then Fitzgerald felt the blade cut his trousers, not even bruising
his skin. Another flash of the blade, and his underpants laid cut open. He could feel how his
testicles were trying to hide in his body.

"Eeeek - you're dirty ... Maybe | should clean you first - my friend said you did that with her
too, although that's not a seemly work for a girl my age, but ..." She left the room again.

Fitzgerald could hear water running upstairs.
She was back, a towel and a dish in her hands.
The ringing of the doorbell stopped her.

Knocking at the door, then he could hear the door opening. Had she left it open? Dear God ...
A voice. "Hello? ... Is there somebody? ... Mr. Winslow?"

His mouth was too dry, he felt unable to choke a single sound.

"Mr. Winslow? ... Savannah? ... Savannah!"

The girl seemed to shrink, was curling down, her face turned toward the door.
"Savannah, where are you? - Come out, | know you're here!"

"Hchch."” Fitzgerald Fraenkel tried to find some saliva. "Heeah."

For a terrible instant, the girl was staring at him, then she froze again, curling more. Then
steps, a figure in the door frame. "Sav ... Oh my God!"

And now Fraenkel recognized him, remembered the voice - this young wizard, what's-his-
name, Harry something ... Didn't matter, was even better - a wizard wouldn't ...

"Just a second, Mr. Winslow - | have to take care of Savannah, before ..." The young man was
grabbing her shoulders. "You bad girl - what did you do? ... Now, now, it's okay, don't start
crying - just come with me, everything's allright, ¢'mon ..."

His eyes almost popping out of their sockets, Fraenkel watched the young man guide a
sobbing bunch of misery out of the room.

The young man came back a minute later. Next instant, Fitzgerald Fraenkel was released from
his tying, although still unable to move.

The young man made efforts to help him. "I'm terribly sorry, Mr. Winslow ... Savannah - she's
a bit - er ... And then she was gone, and all | knew, it had started after we'd been watching this
video cassette - but she had mentioned your name, and fantasized a bit, weird stuff, really ...
Here we are, just sit down, okay ... Yes, and when she was gone, | was really worried because
- er, well, she's ... Anyway, I've found her before ... Are you okay?"
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No, he wasn't. But yes of course he was, alive and complete.

"Mr. Winslow, can | leave you alone for a while? | have to take care of Savannah, before ...
I'll be back in half an hour, and then we can go to the police, and ..."

"No!" A croaky shout.
"Er - what do you ... Wait a second, I'll get you a glass of water."

Aaah - water, wonderfully wet water, giving him back some of his speech. "Take her ... just
take her and leave."

"Sure, Mr. Winslow, it won't happen again - | still don't know, maybe she had help from
outside ... But shouldn't we report this accident? | mean ..."

"No - er, Harry, no ... Just go, okay? I'm allright - if the press ... No - just take her away and
make sure she's not ... The sooner the better, and the less is said about ..."

"No, she's not going to escape again, and nobody would believe her anyway, so ... Are you
sure, Mr. Winslow?"

"Harry, do me a favour and go - now. I've got an urgent ... You were just in time, nothing
serious happened, and there's no sense in suing a ..." Fraenkel still couldn't muster the courage
saying it aloud. "Thank you for your help, and now go."

"If you think so, Mr. Winslow - well, then ... Goodbye, sir."”

Fitzgerald Fraenkel was alone. He couldn't really walk, every step another hell, but nature's
pressure kept pushing him forward.

* k% *

Forty minutes later, he was ready to face a new part of his life - showered, dressed, a gallon or
so of water in his recovering body. In a while, he might be able to eat something.

Entering the living room, he froze - still too weak for more. A whimpering escaped his throat.
A figure in a chair - a young man, sneering smile, a wand pointing - amazing how quickly you
could learn being scared from a pointing wand. But the worst - this hair, these freckles - he

looked like ...

"Hello, Fitzgerald - here we meet at last ... Wasn't easy to find you - my sister won't tell me,
but by some lucky accident - well, never mind, I'm here."”

Fraenkel started to tremble. "What ..."

"Why I'm here? ... Now guess why, Fraenkel-boy - what do you think I came for? Can't you
imagine?"

Yes he could, didn't dare.
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The young man glanced around. "Say, have you seen a young girl? Looks pretty Indian -
Savannah's her name ... She said she'd - well, maybe ... Oh, what's that?" The expression in
the young man's face changed to disbelief. “She was here, wasn't she? And she tried to - but
somehow you managed to turn the knife around, huh? ... Well, I think I have to be careful
when it's time."”

And then Fitzgerald saw it, following the young man's glances - stains, splashes, a puddle -
dark red, almost black. He slumped down into a chair, his stare fixed at the bloody mess ...
Lucille, or what was left of her.

The young man's voice made him turn. "Well - remarkable, really - | hadn't thought someone
could ... You were lucky, because - you don't want to know what she had in mind, believe me
... While me, I'm going to do a quick and clean job - won't hurt much, for what I've been told,
but you never know in advance, right?"

This wand was growing and growing in Fitzgerald's view.

"Well, then, Fraenkel, no sense in wasting time, right? ... A last prayer?"

"Please ..."

The young man looked angry. "Now take it like a man - | thought you were a control freak ...
Won't take long, really. No prayer? ... Okay."

Something like a flash, and a cloud.

Fitzgerald still could see, was however unable to move. Was this death? ... Probably not,
because he also could hear.

"... just to be safe, since this killing spell's a bit complicated, and I'm not that good at it. But
let's see ..." The wand was pointing again, the young man murmuring something.

Nothing happened.

The young man was looking at his wand, held it up, turned it, inspected the top closely. At
that moment, a flash burst out, a green cloud, hiding the figure ...

A terrible scream, fading.

When the cloud was gone, the chair was empty. Where a moment before a body had been
sitting, the upholstery and the armrest were etched like from some acid, and a horrible scent
hung in the air.

So Fitzgerald could smell too, only he couldn't move.

Would someone pass by? Or was he bound to die from this stupid spell, after surviving two
attacks?

Half an hour later, he felt a tingling in his arms and legs. Soon afterwards, he could move
enough to reach the bathroom and to throw up - only water, not much either, very painful.
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He felt like a wreck. He was too weak. He couldn't eat. But he had to look where the rest of
Lucille might be hidden.

Almost an hour later, Fitzgerald Fraenkel slumped down in the chair again, staring at the dark
stains. He had found no body, no traces ... Maybe that girl had been a better - er, witch, had
used a better spell, something which didn't leave traces.

If he could get rid of these stains, and this damaged chair ...

At dusk, Fraenkel gave up. No matter how much red he would wipe off, the stains seemed
undiminished, as if burned into the floor and into the wall. He would need new wallpaper, and
a new rug or whatever.

After a short meal, he fell down on his bed, was asleep minutes later, only to wake with a
scream, his pyjama damp of sweat, the bedcover too. Was it only sweat?

* k% *

Next day, Sunday, proved hell. The after-shock had set in - Fitzgerald was dropping things,
couldn't hold his cup steady. When closing his eyes, he saw an Indian girl in his view, when
opening them, he was imagining green clouds. And this smell in the air, not fading although
the windows were wide open ...

Monday morning, he was trying to decide whether to return to the city when the doorbell
rang. He lost his grip at the teacup - it shattered to pieces at the floor, splashing tea around.

A bobby outside. Fitzgerald steadied himself, opened the door.

"Mr. Fraenkel? ... Good morning, sir. We're looking for a young woman, Lucille Hearst.
According to our information, we might find her here. Is this correct?"

"Er - no, constable - er, yes, we had planned to meet here, but she didn't appear.”
"When did you expect her, sir?"

"Er - Friday evening, but she didn't come."

"And you weren't worried?" Two hard eyes staring at him.

"Er - no, constable. Well, you know, I thought she'd changed her mind, so - er, | saw no sense
in calling after her like a schoolboy, you understand?"

"She's not inside?"

"No - | told you, she didn't come.” Fitzgerald started regaining balance - police was something
familiar, something he could handle.

"Mind if | have a look inside, sir?"

"Yes, indeed. She's not here, | didn't see her this weekend - that's all."
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The man's eyes were like stones. "It's your right to say that, sir ... Another question is what it
makes me thinking ... I'll be back, sir, with the required document. You're not going to leave,
are you?"

"I have to drive back to London, pretty soon, actually.”

"Then we need your car's sign, sir ... Please don't be afraid if you see a car following yours - it
won't be criminals, sir, quite the opposite. And if you tell me where you hide your spare keys,
we won't have to replace the doorlock, once you've left ... Good morning, sir."

Fitzgerald Fraenkel closed the door, leaning against the wall inside, out of sight from the
street. These stains ... He needed a story, and he needed it quickly. There was no corpse -
without that ... The stains were the leftovers from a movie scene, he hadn't found time to let
them clean up. No, he didn't know what these movie people used to fake blood ... Awfully
thin, that story, but good enough - and he would present someone who confirmed it.

Unless, of course, the police was more successful in finding the corpse. The thought made
him tremble again - driving a car in this state, he was likely to find himself in the crash
barrier. He had to calm down - control was mandatory now, only he couldn't muster enough
control to stop shaking.

Not too far away from Mr. Fraenkel's destination - should he arrive unhurt - Sirius returned
from his bedroom, after changing back into civil clothes - wizard clothes. He looked at Harry.
"I can't help thinking that my performance was highly unlawful. This man looked like a wreck
- had | been a real cop - er, | mean, had | been there on my own duty, |1 would have taken him
with me."”

Harry didn't grin. "Unlawful - you played a Muggle cop, you, a wizard cop. A petty crime, |
think."

"Will I ever hear the rest of the story?"

"I don't know - it's not my decision alone ... All I can tell you - it was for a good reason, and a
lot of Lucilles would have to thank you - believe me."”

Sirius' expression hardened. "That's information enough, Harry - maybe | know already all |
need to know ... Makes me think I'd like to know what happened with that man during the
weekend."

A fire glowed in Harry's eyes. "Something he'll never, ever forget ... But we played by his
own rules - no injury, nobody hurt - outside, that is.”

"He looked haunted ... I wonder if he's going to continue as a talkmaster."

"Who cares? ... And haunted? Maybe by his own memory."

After jumping back to Hogwarts, Harry walked to Ron's office. He found his friend inside -
together with Moaning Myrtle. She wasn't moaning at all, looked quite expectantly at him,

except somehow the name stuck.
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Ron asked, "Did it go allright?"

"Yes. Sirius squeezed him with these few sentences so much - I'll do a spector recording for
you and Rahewa ... There's just one thing - I think Myrtle should wait a few more days."

The ghost girl looked surprised. "Why? - I'm ready to play my role."

"No doubt about that ... No, if you haunt him now, he might be a bit close to suicide, or it
might drive him over the edge ... That would go too far, and a breach of a promise.”

Myrtle wasn't too disappointed. "Allright, then - it gives me time to study my role a bit longer
... Harry, 1 might find a taste in that."

Harry grinned. "But not more than two visits to this man, okay?"

* X *

So the fancy clothes from Gerry's Fashion hadn't been bought for nothing, this added one nice
aspect in that party. And Harry was here for a purpose - one less than expected when
suggesting the idea, but he had a task to perform, still one more than the last time.

Meeting Cho hadn't been the most pleasurable experience. Also, Harry didn't know what to
expect from the other two women. They suprised him pleasantly. Sylvie grinned. "Hello,
Harry - good to see you, and good to have you on board."

"Hello - er, Sylvie. You're not upset about your reduced share?"

Sylvie, once Madam Hooch for Harry, laughed. "Twenty-four and two thirds percent of a
running company's a lot more than a third of nothing. It's still good to become obscenely rich,
mark my words ... And besides - we've been blocking each other with our minorities so often
..." Sylvie stopped, registering a glaring flash from a pair of eyes.

Jesamine, formerly known as Professor Grubbly-Plank, hadn't noticed, or didn't care. "The
same's true for me, Harry. A board of three women - | wonder if this has been the best idea.
Two women and a man, or two men and a woman, that would be ideal. Now it's three to one -
fine with me."

Harry felt pleased enough from this welcome, and prudent enough to keep his mouth shut
while invisible smoke was fuming out of some nicely shaped ears. He wore his light-grey suit,
perfectly prepared for his role. And he had been busy with some more preparations, thanks to

his knowledge of Japanese culture, thanks to a conversation with Cho. It had taken place in
his hotel suite.

"Harry - three of our five candidates are Japanese enterprises."
llYes?ll
"Yes. And the one we'd like to close the contract with is one of them, right?"

"Yes."
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"People told me it would complicate the negotiations considerably if ..." Cho seemed choking
at every word, "... if a woman's the spokesperson. | think you know this stupid habit, don't
you?"

"Yes."

"So ... Erm, well - Sylvie and Jesamine suggested to let you take over that role. What do you
think?"

"YeS'"
"Yes what? Yes, you think the same? Or yes, you take over?"
"Yes. Yes."

For a very short moment, Harry expected to see a grin in Cho's face, only it didn't come. "Can
you say a bit more?"

"Yes."

"Would you say a bit more?"

"Yes."

Cho's mouth opened to breathe some fire, closed again. She swallowed. "Then please do it."

"Their representatives are native Japanese, right? ... Then we need tea cans, tea cups, tea, and
a geisha."

"Just one - for all of them??"

Harry controlled his face, his voice, his words. "She has to do the tea ceremony, that's all -
nothing else, I mean, but she has to do it properly."

This was the land of the unlimited possibilities, and California the state which had brought it
to perfection. An hour later, everything was settled.

Their prime candidate was Narita Industries, not quite the biggest of the three Japanese
competitors, however the one with the best reputation for high-quality devices. The other two
interested parties represented more the mass market, while spectors were planned as high-
priced luxury systems - in the beginning, at least.

They could talk with Narita in first place, or last in row. Either position would imply no loss
of face. Harry decided to take them first. It robbed him of a chance to test his own
performance, but it would simplify the other talks.

He stood waiting in the room, Cho a step apart, when Sylvie guided the three men inside.
Harry bowed, received bows in return.
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He stripped off his shoes, sat down in the lotus position before the low table. The men did the
same, recovering from the surprise - no chairs, just cushions, and a moment later, the geisha
came in to perform the tea ceremony.

Strong, bitter, burning hot.

Their guests sipped in joyful excitement. For Harry, this was more a memory of an island in
the south of Japan than a refreshening drink, while Cho, kneeling on her cushion - the only
decent position with a business costume - seemed to suppress a grimace.

They exchanged polite pleasantries.

Mr. Nakajima, obviously their speaker, looked at Nagini. "A remarkable example, Potter-
san."

"Her name is Nagini. She is my talisman in business conversations, Nakajima-san. Contrary
to snakes' reputation, she reminds me to keep words and mind in harmony."

Maybe the man couldn't decipher the message to its full extent, however his reaction made
clear that he had recognized it as such.

The cups were empty. The geisha filled them again, then left the room - the signal for the real
beginning. Harry said, "Nakajima-san - at midnight, Groucho Spectors will announce the
signing of a contract with a partner, a joint venture to start the market for spector
entertainment.”

His opponent bowed.

"Until then, both sides are still entitled to change their mind."

Another bow.

"Groucho Spectors won't change their mind, since our perception is clear for quite some time.
The same isn't true for the announcement ... This might be a situation in which words and

mind have not yet reached the perfect harmony."

This message had been clear enough. Mr. Najajima’s eyes had been widening for an instant,
now he looked expectantly.

"But then, it's not midnight yet."

The ball was in Mr. Nakajima's field, and he took it without hesitation. "Narita Industries has
a strong interest in new and growing markets. It sees its natural role in a leading position, in
particular with markets of advanced technology."

Harry bowed.

"By weighing chances and risks, and by looking for reliable partners, Narita Industries was
pleased to see that Groucho Spectors can take a severe blow, and still is standing upright.”
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Harry showed the faintest hint of a smile. "For weighing his decision, a prudent man takes all
the time given to him ..."

Mr. Nakajima responded with the tiniest bow.
"... while the warrior looks at his opponent's wakizashi, waiting for the dai-katana."

This time, Mr. Nakajima beamed. "Potter-san, you show an admirable knowledge of bushido.
This gives me reason to assume you're also aware of the only possible way how Narita
Industries and Groucho Spectors could join in a partnership.”

Harry wasn't aware. However, reconsidering the words, he had little doubt what this Nakajima
meant, and he didn't like it. He said, "History and mythology give us many examples how the
most powerful giant was led by a small child through unknown territory - with great success."

Mr. Nakajima rewarded the parry with an appreciating smile. His next words made clear that
the time of metaphors was over. "True, Potter-san ... But people treat modern business
differently from myths, that's why Narita Industries can imagine a joint venture only with a
share of fifty-one percent on their side.”

Which could have been counted as a great success. Only that Cho would kill him. So Harry
said, "New technologies open new horizons. They also may require a new flexibility."

Mr. Nakajima's smile grew somewhat sadly. "There are strong traditions in Japan, Potter-san -
as you're obviously aware, considering this invitation. It would be too great a loss of face
when returning to admit that Narita Industries will earn less than half of the profit.”

Was this a signal?

When in doubt, suggest. "That's understood, Nakajima-san. For this reason, we offer a triple
split. Forty-nine percent at both sides, with full entitlement - profit and vote. The remaining
two percent are split again - profit at Narita Industries, vote at Groucho Spectors."

Mr. Nakajima exchanged glances with his two fellows. Harry could watch the wordless
conversation easily - one of them was ready to agree, the other was not.

Mr. Nakajima looked at him. "The prudent man weighs his decision as long as there's time
left, Potter-san. There's still some time until midnight.”

Harry smiled. "Indeed. He also weighs one decision at a time - that's why this offer remains
valid only for the next hour. Afterwards, we'll weigh our next decision, if it's still necessary."

When the men had left, Cho stood up, stretched herself, grimacing. "I should have come in a
kimono, only that our other guests would confuse me with someone from the next hostess
service."

Harry kept his face expressionless. "What an absurd thought.”

Cho's eyes were flashing. "It's just a matter of location. Here - in contrast to the Carribeans ..."

She stopped herself, with some effort. "Okay - they didn't steal our equipment, right?"
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"NO."
"And now we have to wait an hour before we can talk with the others?"
"No."

Cho glared at him, for a moment at a loss of words - at least of those she seemed ready to
speak out. "What else? ... This is a question that cannot be answered with Yes or No!"

"They'll be back in half an hour."
In fact, it took forty minutes. One additional condition was that any public statement would
keep to the version of fifty-one percent for Narita Industries, which was acceptable. Another

was that the joint venture had to be run under the name Narita Spectors.

Harry looked at Cho, saw her nod, was grateful for this neutral name Groucho. If the name
Chang had been in the company title ...

Anyway, the deal was settled.

The next two conversations, with the other two Japanese candidates, were short, polite,
eventless. They hadn't sent the burglars.

Then some chairs were moved back into that room, adjustments to the expectations of western
businessmen. The next company on the list was Helix Inc., the only survivor of an US-
American entertainment systems industry.

They had sent two men. Cho was about to ask the first trap question when one of them said,
"Miss Chang, we can shorten things. Mr. Armstead's waiting for your visit - we'll drive you.
To make sure you'll follow the invitation - Miss Grubbly-Plank's already there. So, if you
want to have her back ... It's not too far away."

Both Cho and Harry were staring at the man. They had found the people behind the burglary,
Nagini hadn't been required at all.

The man opened his jacket to show a gun in a holster. "Let's go - quietly. You just have to
sign a contract, you'll be back within an hour."”

Harry stood up. "Okay, then."

The man's head was shaking. "Only her. You stay here, and keep quiet, if you know what's
good for her.”

Cho said, "He's a shareholder with a blocking minority. If he doesn't agree, the signature's
invalid."

The man hesitated. Apparently, he wasn't fluent enough in high finance math, was more at
home with guns and errands. Then he nodded.
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Reaching a large limousine, they were stopped, their bodies were scanned for weapons -
quickly, professionally, while the other man held his own gun ready. The first man found their
wands. "What's this? ... Are you wizards?"

Harry said quickly, "Yes."

"Doesn't matter - without your woods, you ain't but nothing.” However, the two men were on
full alert, as Harry could sense during the drive of fifteen minutes.

Mr. Armstead's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Miss Chang, you're going to announce a spector
deal with a partner at midnight. Is this correct?"

IIYeS.II

"Since you didn't talk with us, the partner must be someone else. That's not acceptable for
Helix. We took measures to change your mind. And we have prepared a contract - here ... All
you have to do is to sign this contract, and of course to announce us as your partner. Takes
just a minute - then Edgar will drive you - and Miss Grubbly-Plank - back to your party."
Harry asked, "What are the conditions?"

Mr. Armstead looked at him, back to Cho. "Who's this clown?"

"A silent partner. He holds a blocking minority."

"Then he's better not blocking. The bottom line's that we have a sixty-forty split, and guess
who's on which side?"

Cho said, "I want to see Jesamine before I'm going to sign."”
"Why not?" Mr. Armstead turned to the second man. "Bring her in."

The man walked to another door, opened it, called something, waited. A moment later, Harry
saw Jesamine appear - escorted by two other men, one at each side, holding her arms.

This was the moment ... Edgar alone, behind him. A triple group at the door, and Mr.
Armstead, hopefully unarmed.

He wheeled around, his hands together like praying. Only it wasn't a prayer, left no time for
any prayer - the Killing Curse disappeared in Edgar's head while Harry was already turning
toward the group.

The other man was pretty fast, his gun coming up, almost aiming at Harry when the disarming
spell pulled it out of his hands, sent it through the air. Harry caught it, to drop it in Cho's lap,
his attention back at the group.

He lost a precious fraction of a second while registering the scene, lost another until he could
trust his eyes.

Jesamine Grubbly-Plank was gone. But there was a skunk, ducking low, tail up in the air,
shooting a fluid into the faces of the two escorts, raising shouts of surprise and pain.
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Checking on Mr. Armstead, Harry saw the man's hand reach for a drawer in his desk. And
Cho had the gun, seemed to know how to use it, which meant she would shoot next moment
Only they needed Mr. Armstead alive.

"No." Harry barely touched Cho's shoulders to make clear what he meant, then he was flying
over the desk, legs first, kicking Mr. Armstead plus chair away from the drawer.

Harry landed, wheeled around. The gun in Cho's hand was aiming at three men, two of them
busy to rub their eyes, their faces burning red. And a horrible smell in the room.

Harry stupefied all three of them. Then he walked over to the dead Edgar, to take his' and
Cho's wand. Until he had reached Cho, and delivered her wand, Jesamine was back in her
own shape.

The fight was over. Not so the negotiations.

Harry went to Mr. Armstead, who still was trying to come up. He helped him up. When the
man was standing, Harry's flat hand hit the reddened face with his full force.

Mr. Armstead staggered, kept upright with some effort.

"You only survive," explained Harry, "because we need someone to tell your cronies, and
because there's something to do ... At midnight, we'll announce our partnership with Narita. If
you ever try that again, you'll have to deal with them as well."

The man's face, as bad as it looked, made clear that he knew what this meant.

"Until Tuesday evening, our equipment's back. Until then, you'll have transferred five
hundred thousand dollars to Groucho, for compensation. If any of that's missing, I'll be back
... Say yes."

Silence.

Harry shot a water ball - medium size - into the face, waited until he was sure the man could
hear again. "Say yes."

"Fuck you."
Harry's wand pointed at the glass wall with the magnificent view to the nightly downtown of
Los Angeles. Next moment, with surprisingly little noise, the wall disappeared. Fresh air

streamed in - a relief with this skunk smell.

Harry pointed his wand toward Mr. Armstead. "Either | hear a yes in three seconds, or you'll
find yourself outside there in mid-air ... One ... two ..."

"Okay - okay."

"Your man will escort us downstairs, and your chauffeur will drive us back. If something else
happens, something that's upsetting me the least bit, I'll come and play with that building. And
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if that happens, you can only hope to have enough money for a repair, because no insurance
will cover it - there's no policy covering damage by wizards. So think twice before having
another funny idea.”

Then Harry had time for Jesamine, beamed at her. "That was brilliant, really ... A skunk - for
two years, | kept wondering which animal's your choice."”

"Yes, a skunk - 1 just liked this shape, and the colours.” Jesamine grinned. "But you can
understand why | was so reluctant to admit - | mean, who'd appreciate a skunk?"

"I - a minute ago. Without that ... It was tight enough."

Driving back, Harry sat alone with Cho in the back compartment of the limousine. Jesamine
was driving in her own car - the same in which she had been kidnapped. This was even better
- as unlikely as another attack seemed, two independent cars were some kind of guarantee.
And it allowed a more private conversation.

Cho looked at him. "Why did you kill that man?"

"Stupefying would have taken too long, disarming even longer - the Killing Curse's the fastest
by far, and with the others ... Besides, if these people do not really suffer, they just don't take
you seriously."

"Do you think they'll deliver?"

"Oh yes ... Funny how it's always a detail - | could have tortured him, without any effect, but
a missing wall in the twentieth floor, and him two steps away, was convincing more. | could
feel how he was surrendering."

Cho looked thoughtful. "Half a million ... We could return your first investment.”

"Not quite. Half a million dollars is less than hundred thousand galleons.”

"Is this the reason why you didn't ask for more?"

Harry felt perplexed for a moment, thought about Cho's argument. "Maybe you're right - Ron
says I'm always asking too little. But I didn't think of my investment at that moment."

"No - it was a joke ... Sort of." Only Cho couldn't laugh. "Harry the fighter, and Jesamine the
Animagus, while I'm sitting there ..."

Harry's voice was sharp. "Stop it! ... You've brought me into the car, and you've brought
Jesamine to us."

"Did 1?" Cho looked wondering. "It wasn't anything planned - | was scared to be alone with
them, and I really wanted to be sure about her ... You've saved me again, Harry, so | guess |
should be thankful ..."

"Don't bother - | had perfectly egoistic motives, if that's some help."”
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Cho laughed, changed abruptly into sobbing.

Harry grabbed her in a reflex. "It's okay - it's over, we have won ... They won't come back,
they're not going to mess with Narita Spectors."

Cho didn't resist, seemed to find comfort in his hugging. Which didn't mean anything - just an
anti-climax after a terrifying situation, in a minute, she would sober up, angry at herself for
crying in Harry's presence, angry at him for ... whatever.

Nothing was over. Not the party in which Harry had no more function. Not the battle between
him and Cho. And the memory of the dead Edgar hadn't even begun.
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13 - Confrontation

The summer was gone, had been replaced by an autumn with unfriendly days and cold nights.
Gone with the good weather were the Muggles around Hogwarts - most of them, that was.
Some tents still could be seen when looking out the windows, however not enough to keep the
medical service and the Witchcraft Information Centre running.

The change had taken away Pete, Sally, and the others, as well as all the guitar players. No
more music, no more fun ... Whatever motivated the few Muggles to stay in their tents, it
wasn't the desire to exchange things with the wizards, or conversations, or emotions. Binns -
temporarily re-baptized as Boasting Binns - was no longer seen outside in the evenings.

On the other hand, the change had brought Ron back into the Poison Balls project. The only
schedules still to be administered were a patrol or two per day - across the Hogwarts territory
and along the few remaining tents. The Muggles in them didn't play the game, they didn't
greet, didn't smile - the idea to offer them medical treatment inside Hogwarts, should it be
required, seemed ridiculous.

But there was something else on Ron's mind first. "'l think it's high time to get our team settled
and to start Quidditch training."

Harry said, "No, | don't think so.”
"What??"

"I don't see us doing training sessions outside ... | don't see us running a Quidditch cup - not
here outside, in full view of the Muggles."

"Why not?"

"Because ... I'm not sure, it's just a feeling, but I'm ready to bet ... | talked with a lot of people
- Samantha, Armodéc - they all said we should watch out, and now - don't you read the
newspapers? ... Something's coming."

Reading the newspapers, in particular the Daily Echo together with the original articles in the
Daily Prophet, made clear that terms between Muggles and wizards were cooling rapidly.
There hadn't been a summer at all - the initial spring, with excitement and hope at both sides,
seemed to change straight into winter season. Negotiations between Muggle government and
the Ministry of Magic were stuck in a deadlock, with no progress whatsoever.

Well, unsuccessful political meetings were hardly upsetting anyone.

But every politician without a saying of his own, every lobbyist, and many columnists in the
Muggle press kept themselves busy pointing out that it was high time to get these people
under control. To nobody's surprise, the same people had lots of suggestions how this should
be done.

Wizards were using the same streets as anybody else, but did they pay taxes? No they didn't,
bloody shame, that was. How long would the righteous citizens still tolerate such a
parasitism?
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The wizards refused to be treated by Muggle law. They claimed to be special. They payed
taxes allright, oh yes, sir - to the Ministry of Magic, of course. No, they didn't know in detail
what happened with that money.

The Taxpayer's Interest Group, one of these bigmouth congregations that could be found so
richly among Muggles, apparently as large as unimportant, started a campaign to put pressure
on the Ministry of Magic, claiming a percentage of that money to be delivered for public
services. They never got an answer.

Encounters between Muggles and wizards started raising more and more conflicts. The
number of complaints, filed from both sides, was growing every day. It seemed a dorado for
lawyers, except that so far, all these lawsuits were piling up in some office, due to lack of
applicable laws. Everybody and his uncle had a story to tell, while the press reported only the
biggest cases, or the most bizarre ones.

A row between neighbours had escalated to a case of arson and bodily injury. A Muggle, mad
for years that the dry leaves of his neighbour's tree always came to rest in his own garden, had
found out that this neighbour was a wizard. Suspecting some spell which sent the leaves the
other way each autumn, one night he had used the axe to solve the problem once and for all.
The wizard had come to tell his neighbour what he thought of such a behaviour - through the
chimney of course, disappearing the same way after shouting insults. Unfortunately, the fire
used for his leaving had caught a pile of newspapers, which in turn hat set the room on fire. In
this turmoil, not only the Muggle had panicked but also his cat, leaving bruises and
clawmarks in his face and neck.

A US citizen filed a complaint against a book store, about two million dollars, because he'd
been bitten by a book, and there hadn't been a warning sign Attention! This book may bite
when touched.

A group of real estate agents announced to sue the Ministry of Magic. They claimed to be the
owners of the ground on which the ministry was built, presented old documents, and new
ones, and announced to sue every shop in Diagon Alley as soon as this first lawsuit was won.

Maybe if the Muggles had seen immediate benefits for their own life ... But no such luck.
Magical Tours, for example - a direct connection London - New York, travelling time just a
few minutes in the linkport, this could have been the dream of businesspeople and tourists
alike, good to raise a signal in the growing waves of upheaval.

Unfortunately, linkports didn't transport Muggles.

They didn't hurt them either, thank God - a Muggle just kept stuck in the gate cabin until the
other passengers made room to let him walk out, with moans and shouts at both sides.

Magical Tours were working feverishly to find a solution. What a market, waiting to be
opened!

It made Harry think about the problems in his Portkey Programming project. So far, he hadn't
managed anything close to a portkey - not for wizards, that was. Wouldn't it be the biggest
joke if, by some accident, one of his failures had been just what the Magical Tours engineers
were searching so desperately?
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Fat chance, really.

He visited Ray, who looked happy because he had nothing to do - literally, as the ministry
was playing hide-don't-seek in public appearance. Harry and his inofficial teacher spent an
afternoon with Ray demonstrating how to turn a wooden stool into an ejector seat - okay, not
into the air, just to the other end of a large workroom, while Harry tried watching with all his
senses.

Ray said, "Don't get me wrong, Harry, but I'd be deeply frustrated if you had already managed
- it took me an awful lot of time to become an expert."”

"Yeah, sure - although, imagine it would work now, then I could explain why it won't be a
surprise ... | can apparate, | can pursue - not my own work either, the credit goes to
Voldemort."

"That's a comfort, really, that is ... Try it."

Harry tried, sat down on the stool. It shot forward - just a few feet, enough to let him heel
over. Thank God for favours like aikido training - falling down from all positions without
getting hurt.

He came up. "Well, a portkey's something else, but it might open a new technique - sending
things rather than people. What do you think?"

Without answering, Ray moved to the stool, spread his arms for balancing, sat down.
The stool twisted a bit, was motionless again.

Ray stood up. "Not bad, Harry, not at all ... It doesn't stick yet, and your accuracy's poor. But
still - you'll set a new speed record, no doubt."

Harry's other attempts were failures altogether. He couldn't even reproduce the initial effect.
Maybe it had to be rated an improvement, in the sense of his true goal, at any rate, the
frustration was entirely on his side.

He went to Swashbuckle Sweets - walking, to have a look at the street scene in the Diagon
Alley. He saw nothing unusual, maybe less Muggles than recently.

The front room was empty.

"Yes," said George, "shop customers have dropped almost to zero - hardly a Muggle, few
wizards." He grinned. "But don't you worry - mail order's booming. The Muggles don't want
to be seen buying in a wizard shop, which doesn't mean they don't want wizard goods ...
Sometimes we feel as though running a porn shop - all very secretly, no names, no faces."
They agreed that the small-scale investment had been a lucky decision, just the proper size,
already paying off - mail order and wholesale business had exceeded the former shop business
volume by far.

Harry wanted to know how the atmosphere felt with Muggle customers.
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"There's almost none," said Fred, "no longer - those who still come give a damn for public
opinion. And of course, the entire street is wizard territory, so any single Muggle, no matter
how upset, would be careful how to behave."

George's face was sombre. "Unless they come in a mob."

* X *

The Poison Ball project offered a lot more fun with Ron. Since they had worked together in a
weekend house near Burnham on Sea, with Ron as the visible part and Harry under his
Invisibility Cloak, the air was clean between them. And Ron was careful with his remarks
about dragons of either shape. Actually, he made none at all recently - about Cho, that was.
Maybe as a result of his tests with granite bullets, and his discovery of the gravity, Harry's
score in hitting Ron's water balls jumped up to eight out of ten - good enough to try the real
stuff, sulphuric acid from Ron and sodium bicarbonate from Harry.

It worked - provided Harry managed to conjure up real bicarbonate, which was not always the
case.

"C'mon," said Ron, "concentrate a bit - sodium bicarbonate's really not the most complex
combination, what are you going to do if we start with nitroglycerine?"

"Let's give itatry."
They did - blasting off huts and barns in the former Giants' camp, quickly learning to be very
respectful with that stuff, and to size down the balls in order not to create deep craters in the

ground.

Then they had to get rid of a squad patrol, sent by Viktor at Dumbledore's order - the
explosions could be heard in the school, and nobody had announced this kind of training.

Yes, Harry had trouble with the chemical combination. Only every third ball or so was really
explosive, the others did no more than wetting the target.

"Just imagine the molecular structure,” said Ron.
"Listen, | do what I can - it just so happens that I'm better in physics than in chemistry."

Ron grinned. "Really? Then please tell me, what's so special in the orbit coordinates of
Uranus?"

"I'm talking about power, gravity, impulse ... Ready for a longshot contest?"

"That's unfair."”

"Why?"

And Ron was at a loss to argue convincingly why such a contest between him and Harry had
to be rated unfair. Yes, Harry had of course inherited a very indecent amount of magical

power from VVoldemort, but Ron had inherited a clear understanding of planetary orbits,
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electron orbits, molecular structures, and such. That's why each of his balls was explosive,
only it didn't fly that far.

They were still discussing the issue at lunch. Ron had found his argument - inheriting from
parents was okay, learning from teachers was okay, inheriting from VVoldemort was unfair.

Hermione listened with little sympathy. "What a crap - you take it where you get it, and then
you use it."

"That's your view!" Ron was arguing heatedly. "Mine's a bit more orderly, has a broader basis
in ethics, if you get my bearing."

Challenging Hermione ... "What's so ethical in your five grand from Harry?"
Ron flushed. "That's ... Anyway, we were discussing skills, not personal favours."

"So you're better with the stuff, and Harry's better in shooting? Then why don't you combine
your strengths - you making the balls, and Harry sending them off?"

Harry and Ron looked at each other, beaming. Their afternoon program was settled.
Harry smiled at Hermione. "Genius at work."

She looked satisfied. "Yes | am. And while on the subject - your next trip's due soon, so get
your schedule settled."”

The next trip to Haiti ... Harry had collected the results of the previous test pretty quickly, by
telling Monsieur Armodéc that there would be only one dinner per test - when he brought the
flasks, and that it would be a dinner, nothing else. The man had accepted with a smile, and a

shrugging.

The results themselves had been different again. Caprien Mar(t reported some progress - the
same effect as before, although considerably shorter. Monsieur Armodéc also reported the
same effect as before, meaning none.

Harry turned to Hermione. "Know what I'm thinking - this Armodéc's drinking the potion, to
figure out the taste, and then he's using something else to throw up again ... He never planned
to lose his condition.”

Hermione looked thoughtful. She knew that Harry wasn't going to watch the man again, knew
that something had happened, had some idea, maybe, was clever enough not to stress the
subject - fully aware that her deal with Harry ran totally out of proportion. Not that it made
her feel guilty, no - just careful.

Then she grinned. "Doesn't matter. Gimme time, Harry - I'll come up with a mix that works
instantly, or at least that's adapted instantly so the body has time to respond to it ... This man's
not going to fool us all the time."

Of course not. Was nobody supposed to fool Hermione, least of all a tricky old loup-garou.
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Next morning, sitting at the breakfast table and reading the Daily Prophet, Harry saw that the
press - Muggles and wizards alike - had their first real sensation. Bank robbery at Gringotts!

Attempted bank robbery, to be precise. Twelve men had entered the building, had taken some
hostages - customers in the hall - and had ordered the Goblins to fill the two waiting trucks
with gold. The result was a bloodbath. Three hostages dead, two others seriously wounded.
All twelve assailants dead, only four of the corpses complete enough to be identified. The
number of dead - or wounded - Goblins was unknown.

Since then, as Harry learned a day later, the entrance to Gringotts was guarded by mean-
looking Goblin warriors. They detected every Muggle who was trying to enter - nobody knew
how - guided him into a room with a metal detector, and let him pass only after delivering
everything that might be a weapon. Still worse, while inside, the Muggle was permanently
escorted by an armed Goblin.

After the first shock, an outcry went through the Muggle press. Goblins! Mean, evil creatures,
the wizards were responsible for them, didn't do their duty, a threat for every innocent citizen!

These news gave Harry reason enough to visit Mr. Morony as well as Mr. Chang. He learned
that the traditional business between Goblins, wizards, and Muggles hadn't changed at all, was
running as before, contrary to the uproar in public. Which didn't help a bit - the pot was
boiling.

The failed bank robbery provided the main topic in the conversation between Harry and
Monsieur Armodéc - this and the Goblins' way of handling things. They speculated how
Goblins might get along with the Muggles in the future, and Harry told stories of former
encounters with Goblins - however being very reluctant to reveal details of his bond with
them. He wasn't aware of any rule preventing him to tell, except that Monsieur Armodéc
didn't strike him as the trustworthy type either. Not dangerous, not evil, not mean, no real risk
- just someone toward whom this topic felt too intimate.

Monsieur Armodeéc asked, "What's your guess, how will it continue between the Muggles and
the Goblins?"

"I asked some people. They do business as before - and with the other Muggles, I'd say that's
it. They won't have another chance to rob a Goblin bank."

"What makes you think so?"

"I've seen them fight, and I've seen them taking measures. They won't allow this happening
again."

Monsieur Armodec looked doubtful. "The wizard currency is based on gold - nothing but
gold. Yes, galleons are made of an alloy, but only because pure gold would be too soft for
practical purposes. And gold has weird effects on people ... Some hundred years ago, not too
far from here, several cultures were extinguished for the greed of gold - the Aztecs, for
example. A few dozen warriors, and all they had were muskets ... And now? The Goblins
have bows and arrows, like the Aztecs, but today the Muggles come with machine guns and
grenades."”
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Harry shook his head. "No, Sire. The history of the Goblin wars shows what would happen if
the Muggles tried. And the Goblins have more than bows."

"Such as?"

"They're not afraid of high technology - not at all. And they have us, the wizards."

* k% *

Back in Hogwarts, Harry could read press articles, quoted in the Daily Echo, that wizards - for
years and years - had made fun of Muggles. They were selling them keys which vanished at
the next worst opportunity. They liked to throw items in their path to make them stumble and
fall. Another popular game of them was to block wastewater pipes, preferably at weekends,
when the repair service was not available or three times as expensive.

The next day, he found new reports of the same kind. Wizards were selling trash on purpose -
furniture which broke during installation at home, gold watches which turned to some cheap
metal over night, auto polish and other chemicals which etched the paint off, rather than
protecting the surface.

Harry visited the dragon camp, to deepen his understanding of dragon minds as well as to hear
how Rex might get along with the new atmosphere.

Rex wasn't even aware that the wind had started blowing harsher than ever - with the camp
officially counted as Muggle territory, nobody was bothering them. Carrie presented herself
friendly but uncooperative. Pretty soon, she would have to guard her eggs. Samuel was more
cooperative and more excited - flying with Harry, he had fun with a few close misses of
roaring firejets. At least, Harry could ride him again, taking the opportunity to watch the
movements of wings, body, tail during the flight - after all, who said that dragons could fly by
themselves?

A leading tire manufacturer had to call back more than hundred thousand cars, due to some
dangerous failure. The company claimed damage by wizards as the reason, denying any
responsibility for that.

A leading software manufacturer explained the desastrous state of their main product with
sabotage by wizards, offering error fixes together with a disclaimer that they were not to
blame for subsequent malevolent changes by the same wizards.

Harry had taken to inform his friends about the latest rumours, giving a summary at breakfast,
after having finished with his Daily Prophet. Hearing his newest report, Hermione giggled.
"My parents use it, in their offices and at home. They're cursing that thing about every other
day ... What do you think, maybe they've rudimentary magic, enough for damaging computer
programs?"

"Could be," replied Harry. "Technicians in TV stations are ready to believe that everybody
can hex a microphone.”

Ron grinned. "Hermione, if your parents have read that crap, they'll ask you to fix their

softwear next time you're at home ... And why not, should be a piece of cake for a genius
witch."
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Strangely enough, Hermione couldn't join the laughter of Ron and Harry.

Harry couldn't laugh either - next morning, reading the newspaper, when Ron asked, "Say,
what crime did we commit today? ... Switching road signs, so people get lost? ... Hexing
alarm clocks, so people don't wake up? - That's what seems to happen with mine."

"No - worse. Today it's hexed toys - teddybears, puppets, that stuff.”
Seeing his expression, Hermione stopped grinning. "And what's the effect?"

"They come awake at night, start moving, and frightening the kids ... And of course, the
moment someone else comes into the room, one of the parents, they freeze.”

Ron no longer had fun. "Uh-oh, that's bad ... | can remember how it was for me, in the dark
room, and my toys weren't hexed, that's for sure.”

Harry could remember his own fears as a child - real ones, of living people rather than toys, as
he'd never possessed anything close to a teddybear. Even so, the thought of a loved toy
turning into a threatening creature was enough to send a chill down his spine.

He travelled to Haiti for the new results. Caprien MarGt looked friendlier than ever, the raised
salary seemed to pay off, and the last potion had turned him back to human shape within
fifteen minutes. Monsieur Armodéc - surprise - reported no effects at all, but he offered a
drink to discuss the latest news. "Now you see, Harry, how the plot works. After the most
secretive wizard has opened up, revealed himself, someone's spreading FUD."

"Fud?"

"Fear, uncertainty, disinformation - although one or the other details's true. But this is a
controlled campaign to raise bad feelings among the Muggles. Pretty soon, they'll respond
with some action ... Harry, your old friend has placed his worst strike expertly."

Monsieur Armodec's words were echoing in Harry's mind. If he was right ... Harry spoke with
Dumbledore.

"I'm not yet convinced," said the Headmaster. "So far, this so-called press campaign has
revealed a few harmless details, and a lot of nonsense. People are jumping the bandwagon -
Muggle companies which find this a good opportunity to blame someone else for their own
mistakes ... | won't exclude the possibility, but there's more evil in the world than just
Voldemort."

"If it's not him, then who else?"

"It's not a single person's doing, that much I'd agree with this Monsieur Armodéc. But why
shouldn't there be different people behind, even different intentions? ... Imagine this - some
people, with wizards as parents but without magical power of their own, are deeply frustrated,
enough to undermine the efforts to keep us hidden. After the first reports, other wizards
support the movement - with the best intentions, they want to bring the two worlds together.
Then, when the first group realizes that the two sides are trying to come together, they spread
rumours of the worst kind, and finally, Muggles start to blame us for everything."
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"Erm - sorry, Prof, but it sounds a bit far-fetched for my taste."”

Dumbledore nodded. "For mine too - but can you exclude it?"

"Certainly not - not more than | can prove Armodec's theory."

"You may try another approach ... Don't try to find the culprit - exclude the alternatives which
are definitely wrong, or totally unrealistic, and see what's left. For example, | would exclude
the Goblins as the guilty ones instantly, and not only because they were the first to suffer.”

"The Goblins??" Harry felt perplexed. "They weren't even on my list."

Dumbledore smiled. "Of course, but there are wizards who suspect them - indicating that
during the Goblin wars, they used similarly treacherous methods ... It's just an example.”

"What would be a proof that it's Voldemort's doing?"

The Headmaster laughed humourlessly. "If he'd appear in a talk show, to describe what the
Death Eaters did with Muggles.” More seriously, Dumbledore added, "I don't think this will
happen - but if there'd be some articles revealing more truth about how wizards treated
Muggles, then I might accept the theory."

Not any wiser, Harry spoke with Marie-Christine. "It's possible," she said. "It's even likely -
that's all I know."

"Why is it likely for you?"

"For two reasons. A simple scientific principle says, if you don't know what's happening, take
the simplest explanation and keep it until it's proven wrong - or right ... From VVoldemort's
perspective - he has tried everything to make himself the leading power of the wizarding
world, and what's the result? - He's unimportant. And now he's trying to destroy this world,
because that's all he still can do."

"And how would you prove that?"

Marie-Christine smiled. "Not at all, my dear 'arry."

"Why not? Ain't you interested to know the truth?"

"Sure, to some degree ... But the only proof I can imagine is sending you to him, together with
your snake, to ask him - and that's the last thing I'd do. | know better methods to use your
time."”

"Do you?" But Harry's mind was fixed on the current topic. "Where should I look for him?"

Marie-Christine shrugged. "In some nice, comfortable castle - most likely here in England,
after all, that's his home country."

Scanning all English castles, plus those estates which came close enough, was an impossible
task - even with a high-speed broomstick like Harry's Steel Wing. Maybe with the help of the
Goblins - even VVoldemort would need money, had perhaps a need for exchanging galleons
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into Muggle money ... He would use Wormtail for that, so the Goblins had to look for
someone with a silvery hand ... Nonsense, Wormtail would wear gloves.

If Harry could travel through the void, and if he had a bearing that would mark VVoldemort's
position, or location ... The thought reminded him that the next step in his Dragon Animagus
project, the spheric state, was waiting to be mastered, and he spent time on this.

Giving up your body shape - easier said than done.

Some days later, Harry found articles which described in detail how wizards were using
memory spells after encounters in which Muggles had witnessed magical events.

The growling in the Muggle press grew louder and louder. It seemed like bitter irony - a large
Muggle industry kept working day and night to invent lies and half-lies, as the only method
selling stupid ideas and products, nobody seemed interested in the truth if another version
would offer more excitement, or fancy - but memory spells?

The press called it brainwashing.

The initial reports were pretty realistic, describing scenes like Arthur Weasley's daily work. A
garbage can couldn't fly - if it did, a watching Muggle was charmed to forget the scene. Then,
naturally, thousands of Muggles claimed to be victims of such a brainwashing, after having
witnessed something - from flying saucers to naked witches dancing around a cauldron.

Nobody cared about flying saucers, while naked witches made frontpage stories for
magazines and TV stations.

Then the first report appeared which described how wizards maintained the habit of
sacrificing Muggles for magic rituals.

Then a report appeared which described how wizards used to steal newborn babies,
introducing a memory in the parents that the child had died, and sell the babies to the Goblins.

It was the spark to ignite the cloud of hate.

Wizards found themselves attacked in public places. Street gangs devastated wizard shops,
with Muggle police watching idly. At night, Muggles came to known wizard homes to shout
insults, to break windows, to throw fire bombs. It reminded Harry of the times when
Dementors had done something similar.

He visited his step parents - The Burrow was undamaged, nobody had come so far. He visited
the twins, saw the shop was okay - however, it had a new glass pane. The Diagon Alley
appeared locked against Muggles - by wizards from inside, by Muggle police from outside.

Next morning, Harry read about uprising and street fights in the Goblin quarter of Paris.
Muggle police had stopped it - but only after Goblin warriors had started shooting Muggles.
Several Muggles dead, among them a policeman, many wounded, the casualties at the
Goblins' side unknown as usual.
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Harry dropped the newspaper, turned to Ron. "There was some fighting in the Goblin quarter
of Paris. I'm going to check on Fleur and Bill - now. Please excuse me in classes - family
business.”

"Wait - wait a minute." Ron was scanning the article, his lips tightening, cheeks pale. He
looked up. "Let me come with you."

"I'm not going through linkports - takes too long." Harry saw his friend's expression. "Ron -
it's not a good idea to walk through Muggle territory now. I'll jump directly to the house."

"Shit - if I only could apparate.” Ron seemed mad at Harry who could apparate, and mad at
himself because he couldn't.

Harry touched Ron's arm. "I'll be back soon - most likely, they're okay. I'm sure Fleur was in
the house and Bill at Gringotts when it happened."

"Hopefully." Ron nodded. "Okay - come back quickly."
Harry couldn't find the patience required to walk to the Hogwarts Express platform, took his
Steel Wing instead. Diving down to the platform, he wondered if it was possible to apparate

from mid-air, at full speed on a broomstick. Something to be tried, though not now.

He appeared in front of Fleur's and Bill's house. All blinds closed, probably as a protection
against stones thrown by a howling mob. Had they been closed in time?

Walking to the entrance, Harry heard a shout from behind. Until he had turned, his wand was
pointing, his body ducked low.

Two figures - Goblin warriors, crossbows ready, aiming at him. Then they seemed to
recognize his wand - the bows dropped a bit.

He dropped his wand too, waited for them.

They reached him, examined him. One of them asked, "What are you doing here?"
"Visiting relatives, to check if they're okay. Are you guarding the street?"

The answer was another question. "Who are you?"

"Harry Potter's my name - it's this house here,” Harry pointed, "and my relatives are Bill and
Fleur Weasley."

He saw the glances to his forehead, registered the change in the warrior's voice. "Harry Potter,
you should go back where you came from. This is no good place currently ... The house is
empty."

"Empty? - You sure? Do you know where they are?"

The Goblin didn't know.

"Mind if | have a look?"
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A shrug - more French than Goblin style. The two warriors were already walking back to the
street corner where Harry could see some more Goblins, and some barricades.

The door was closed. No response to his ringing. No echo in his scanning senses.

About to unlock the door with his mental power, Harry became aware that there was a simpler
method. Next moment, he had jumped inside.

Some disarray, like from people leaving in a haste. Nothing that would tell him where they
had gone. He scanned some more rooms. Nothing broken, no signs of intruders.

What now? The Gringotts residence seemed the most obvious place to check, except Harry
had never been there, which meant he had to walk through Muggle streets. But where was
Fleur?

The Delacour castle! He jumped from where he stood.

A mean-looking figure inside the stable, only its upper half visible behind the half-height
door, a wand pointing at Harry. "Stop! One more step, and you're a fat cloud of smoke."

Harry raised his arms, slowly. "I'm a wizard, and a friend of the Delacours.”
"Show your wand!"

He obeyed.

"Come closer - and don't ..."

Rather than walking, Harry apparated the few steps, right to the door, face to face with the
man. "Is that proof enough?"

A gasp, and a half-step backward. "Hey - slowly, young man ..."

"Watch out for Muggles - I'm none." Harry turned, walked to the house.
Jean-Baptiste opened the door, his own wand in the other hand. "Oh - ‘arry, come in."
"Salu, Jean-Baptiste. Please pardon my untidy arrival - is Fleur here?"

Monsieur Delacour wasn't smiling. "Yes, she's here." He had a strange expression in his face.
"Upstairs, ‘arry - Elienne's with her."”

Harry felt his neck hair rising. "What's with her? Is she okay?"

"She's ..." Fleur's father bit his lips. "She lost her ... she had a miscarriage.”

Fleur had been caught by a mob on her way back from shopping. Seeing her state, the men
had done nothing, aside from shouting and waving their fists. Not so the women ... They had

grabbed her, beaten her, with shouts like, "Now you'll learn what it means to have a baby
robbed from the mother."”
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Harry was standing there, breathing deeply, to master a wave of murderous hate. It wouldn't
be helpful to meet Fleur in such a mood. He found Elienne upstairs, felt grateful that she let
him alone with Fleur. Steadying himself, he entered the room.

Fleur was lying in bed. Outside, she looked almost normal. Inside, Harry found sorrow, pain,
a wordless wondering - and some determination. He stepped closer, took her hand. "Hello,
Fleur ... I'm so sorry."

A tiny smile. "Salu, 'arry - good to see you."

"Are you okay? Some other damages?"

"No, I'll be fine, the doctor said ... We'll try it again, 'arry - when this madness is over."

That reminded him. "Where's Bill?"

"I sent him off, to the Goblins." Fleur smiled a bit more. "He was driving me crazy - either
busying around me, or muttering dark curses against the Muggles."

The latter came pretty close to Harry's own feelings. "Would you recognize them?"
Fleur shook her head. "Even if I did, what's the sense - it won't bring my baby back. They

believed the stories, and it was my bad luck that there were women too ... 'arry, be careful

with women, they're not shying off from anything, but I think | told you so in the past, didn't
1"

The joke was too bitter, or none at all. "Fleur, can I do something for you?"

"Yes, ‘arry. Find the one who's responsible for these horror stories.” A sparkling was in Fleur's
eyes. "And if possible, bring him to me. If not, kill him as slowly as you can."

"You're not serious, are you?"

Fleur grimaced. "Don't count on it ... Okay, ‘arry, just kill him. What I had in mind would be
asked too much - you're a man, you cannot be as cruel as a woman, in particular not as a
Veela."

Harry swallowed. "You're probably right. Okay, I'll try ... Something else?"

"Er, could you find Gabrielle and send her - no, better you escort her on her way to the castle.
It's compl