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INTRODUCTION TO THE
SEQUET,

This is the sequel to Resonance, which I'd recommend reading before reading this.
In very quick summary though: (SPOILER ALERT for Resonance) Harry defeated
Voldemort at the end of sixth year and, while he was stuck at Hogwarts over the
summer, he and Snape came to an expected understanding. This understanding was
helped by an episode in chapter 2 where Snape has to get Harry through a bad night
after he has been maltreated by Crabbe and Goyle seniors. This understanding,
through Dumbledore’s prodding, becomes an offer of adoption. Many amusing scenes
follow where various parties learn of this odd adoption, including Harry’s friends,
whom Harry hesitates a bit in telling. Harry gets through his seventh year with a
parent around as a teacher, gets to visit the continent, applies for and is accepted into
an Auror’s apprenticeship with the Ministry and begins his training. Through this,
Harry dates a number of people, but his heart is still stuck on Tonks, whom he is not
allowed to date because she is now his boss. Not every loose end of Death Eater evil
was tied up, and revenge found its way into Hogwarts and Snape is almost killed by
one of his former associates. Harry sees all of this in his mind (in this AU he can see
the Death Eaters as shadows) and comes to the rescue. In the end Snape not only
gets far more than even with James Potter while beyond the veil, he even comes to
feel guilty about it. Harry no longer sees Snape as a Death Eater shadow, so Snape
in his risking becoming a ghost to return to Harry has actually, finally, redeemed
himself.



CHAPTER Z,FRO

This storyline is clearly now AU with the advent of book 6. The most glaring
canon problems are: Madam Bones is not only alive and well, but is Minister of
Magic. Snape’s parents are both magical, but probably not much more adept at
parenting than in actual canon. Snape lives in much nicer digs, although still old and
a bit crumbly. Dumbledore is dead, but not offed by Snape, obviously. Harry likes
Ginny, but not in that way, although she has made it clear she likes him. Ollivander
is still around. I invented an Apparition which isn’t totally off base, but given the
lack of detail in book 6 regarding this I’'m going to stick with mine, since it doesn’t
clash horribly. Some book 6 things are going to weasel their way into Revolution but
their plot origin may be different from the original.



CHAPTER ONFE

YEAR'S END

By her side stood a tall, thin man, clad in black. His face was turned from us, but
the instant we saw it we all recognized the Count — in every way, even to the scar on
his forehead. — Bram Stoker, Dracula

A single lamp upon a lone table lit the stone floor, providing a flickering yellow
light. Frost framed the nearby window panes in a bristling white that glittered warm
in the flame’s glow. Harry exhaled loudly and flipped ahead a few pages in the small,
worn spell book he held before him. With a flick of his wand he tried the spell again
to no effect. His scarred brow furrowed as he held the rough paper closer to his nose,
just in case he was reading the incantation incorrectly or missing an arrow on the
gesture diagram. Uttering a noise of impatience, he lowered the book and gazed at
his efforts so far. The Christmas tree standing before him looked pretty plain with
just blue lights hovering in it and nothing else. But the tree itself was a nice full one
with an attractive aquamarine tinge to its outer needles. He had picked it up at a
neighbor of the Burrow just that morning after the all-night party Ron had hosted.
This party was on top of the late evening the night before, when he and his fellow
Auror apprentices had celebrated reaching their sixth-month review.

Harry rubbed his neck and his tender right shoulder as he carefully reread —
from the beginning — the chapter on fairy lights, frustrated and determined all the
more by the apparent utter simplicity of the spells he was attempting. He winced.
His shoulder was even sorer today than it had been immediately after his six-month
review testing. At first, he had been pleased to be assigned to Mad-Eye Moody for his
spell examination, but the old Auror had apparently seen more confidence in Harry
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than he liked and had proceeded to put Harry on his backside with an Alibappa spell
that they had not learned, and in fact one Harry suspected none of the other full
Aurors knew either given their puzzled expressions. As Harry had picked himself up
off the floor and caught his breath, Moody had looked about as pleased as Harry had
ever seen him.

It was a subsequent chain binding curse that had bruised his shoulder. Harry
had been required not to counter it, but to cancel it once it had captured him. He
had accomplished this in record time, but neglected to point out to his trainer, who
gave Harry a rare grunt of approval, that he had no choice given how little he could
breathe with the spell so tight.

Harry soothed his pride with determined and almost dark expectations about
his one-year review. He couldn’t find a reference to the two difficult spells Moody
had used, but he had sent a letter off to Penelope, a former girlfriend who lived
in Switzerland, asking if she would check the archives where she worked. He was
confident that she would find a source for them. Harry just had to work out a way
of making sure Moody was his spell examiner next time as well.

Scratching his head, Harry decided to give the remaining fairy lights a go later.
He put the book down on his stack of presents, noticing the one from Ginny on the
top. This reminded him that he needed to work out how to convince her to trade
brooms with him. If he just wrapped up his own broom, that would cause confusion.
Instead, he sat down in the drawing room and began writing a charmed letter that
would only let you open the second half of it after you had agreed to the first half.
He wrote out: An unconventional present idea, but you must agree to it before you
will be able to read the remainder of this letter.

Harry was just chuckling to himself, knowing how very batty that would make any
Weasley, especially Ginny, when the doorknocker sounded. Harry set the parchments
aside and quickly closed the ink bottle before answering the door.

“Elizabeth,” Harry greeted his neighbor, who was still recognizable although ex-
tensively bundled up and half-swallowed by the early evening dimness.

“Hope it’s all right to call?” she asked, sounding uncertain, but also smiling
brightly with winter-flushed cheeks. She unwrapped her scarf, leaving her long brown
hair to fall around her.

“Of course,” Harry insisted.

In the main hall she handed over a large box of unevenly shaped biscuits. “My
mum made me bake these for you.”

“Thanks,” Harry said and made a show of opening the box. The scent from inside
was hard to place. He plucked one out and gamely took a bite, chewing thoughtfully.
“Delicious,” he said, hoping he didn’t sound uncertain. “What’s in them?”

T



YraR's END

“Ginger, carrot, pumpkin and courgette.”

Harry ceased chewing and peered at the bitten edge of the biscuit in his fingers.
He resumed chewing and even managed to swallow. “In that case they are really
quite good,” he honestly said.

“They’re from a 1960 issue of Witch Weekly my mum keeps around for the holiday
recipes. Those won that year’s recipe contest, the theme of which was...” Here she
frowned at the ceiling as though trying to remember precisely. “Treats from things
found rotting in the cellar.” She failed to notice Harry had stopped chewing again
and went on with, “Mum makes them every year. It wouldn’t be Christmas without
them.”

Harry was fairly certain that she was not joking. “There are a lot of them here...
you wouldn’t mind if I take them into the Ministry, would you?”

“No, not at all,” she replied easily, to Harry’s great relief.

Her biscuit mission complete, Elizabeth clasped her hands, looked around the
hall, spotted the tree and immediately headed that way. “You're decorating,” she
said happily. “My mum did our tree while I was visiting my aunt, so I didn’t get to
help.” She picked up the book Harry had left open. “Do you want help?”

Harry, knowing Elizabeth wasn’t particularly adept at magic, shrugged in reply.

Elizabeth went on, “I love decorating trees. Can I borrow your wand?”

Surprised and curious how she would fare, Harry pulled his wand from his pocket.
Elizabeth studied it for just a short hesitation and Harry expected that she was
pondering what most people did: that it was the very wand that killed Voldemort. If
it were, she recovered much quicker than most, and with a glance at the book incanted,
“Feelichtrote,” while tapping one of the branches. A lovely red light sprouted into
existence in that spot; the very charm Harry had given up on earlier.

“Do that again,” Harry said.

With a smile she obliged. She was pronouncing it differently than Harry expected,
with gruff noises in the middle of the word. She added four more and said, “Enough
red. How about yellow?” She flipped forward a page in the book and added copious
yellow fairy lights to the tree, even reaching around the back with her long arms.

Harry took the book away while she was busy. “You're pronouncing all of these
strangely,” he commented as he looked over the spells. She grabbed the book back and
flipped to the front and pointed out the cover page. Translated from Der Magische
Tannenbaum, it read.

“Christmas trees are German, Harry,” she informed him in a teasing voice. “So,
all the spells are German. How did you manage the blue?”

Feeling taken down a notch on top of his Auror testing, even though she sounded
strictly amused, he said, “I'm not sure. Took a lot of tries.”

B
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She brightened more as she gently paged through the battered pages of the book.
“Zapfen are my favorite. Do you want to get a pitcher of water?”

A glance at the book showed an illustration of an icicle-laden tree. Harry fetched
a pitcher from the kitchen. “You pour,” Elizabeth suggested. She selected a branch
with no fairy lights and drew a circle around it with the wand. A puff of frozen air
hovered around the branch. Harry poured a thin stream of water into the vapor and
it hardened into spear of ice fixed firmly onto the branch. The fairy lights beyond
glittered pleasantly in it. They did a whole tree and three pitcher’s worth, until the
branches were beginning to sag.

“How long do they last?” Harry asked, taking the book up to read about them.

“A few weeks. Ours have never melted before we canceled the charms. Take it
outside before you do.”

They both stepped back and admired their handiwork. “Thanks,” Harry gratefully
said. He suspected that he might not have managed before Snape’s arrival tomorrow
without her help.

“Goodness, but you have a lot of presents,
were all his.

Harry shrugged. The Floo flared, startling Harry because he had lost track of the
time. “Oh, that’s my dinner date.”

“Oops,” Elizabeth uttered. “I've been keeping you too busy.”

Harry brushed his hair back repeatedly with his hand during the walk to the
dining room to greet Belinda. She gave him a quick kiss and hug before allowing him
to lead her into the hall, where he could sense her stiffen through the hand he was
still holding. “This is my neighbor, Elizabeth,” Harry said, doing introductions.

Elizabeth gave a dainty handshake to Belinda and said with casual aplomb, “Sorry
to be in the way. I spotted this lovely tree in the Snape window and thought I'd stop
in for a quick hello. T'll just be going, if you’ll excuse me. Nice meeting you, Belinda.
Have a nice holiday, Harry.” With that and some quick rebundling, she was gone.
Harry, until that very smooth lie, had never considered that she might have sorted
into anything but Ravenclaw had she gone to Hogwarts.

Turning to his date, Harry said, “It’s good to see you. You finally escaped the
Minister.”

With a look of great annoyance she shook her head. “It was close. Almost ended
up scheduled to trail along to some big party at a Lord’s manor. But I've got five
days off. Not sure what I'm going to do with myself.”

“Bones is going to Lord Freelander’s party?” Harry asked, remembering that
Fudge had been absent.

Belinda stopped and looked at Harry in mild surprise. “Yes. You know of it?”

W

she said, noticing that the tall stacks

6.
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“Went last year, but I turned it down this time ‘round.”

“We could have both gone,” Belinda said in clear disappointment.

Harry took up the box of biscuits from the chair and led the way back into the
dining room where the house-elf, Winky, had set the table with candles and nice
china. Belinda sniffed curiously, making Harry think quickly for an explanation for
the odd biscuits. Until she asked eagerly, “Are those Rotting in the Cellar biscuits?
My mum made those when I was a kid.”

Harry held the box open for her. She nibbled quickly through one, humming
happily, and Harry experienced that displaced-from-the-magical-world feeling that
he hadn’t had since he was a third-year at Hogwarts. “Want a butterbeer to wash
those down?” Harry asked pleasantly when she took another. He hoped she accepted;
it would make him feel better.

When they had finished dinner, Duck bones littered the plates and the candles had
burned down to stubs. Harry sat back, feeling sleepy, not even caring that Belinda
was eating yet another biscuit. His bum was sore, though, from Moody putting
him forcibly on the floor. “Should we move somewhere more comfortable?” Harry
suggested, trying not to frown at the memory of his review testing.

Belinda sat up straighter. “Sure,” she replied in a warm tone that caught Harry,
who was thinking only of getting out of the hard straight-backed chair he was in, a bit
by surprise. Scratching his ear, he led the way to the library, where they sat on the
lounger, which wasn’t really a couch, but as close as it got. Harry, relaxing, leaned
back and put one foot up.

“You aren’t going to sleep, are you?” Belinda asked, sounding startled.

Harry opened his eyes, which he had not meant to close. “No,” he denied, but
after two long nights of parties in a row, it was a welcome idea.

With a doubtful, teasing smile, she leaned in closer and gave him a kiss. Harry
winced as her shoulder bumped his when he tried to put his arms around her. “What’s
that?” she asked.

“Um,” Harry hedged, and gingerly touched his shoulder. “My Auror review. I
got knocked around by Mad-Eye. A bit hard, really,” he complained mildly, feeling
now that the old Auror had been unnecessarily rough in making his point.

“Aw, did you get bruised?” She sounded almost sympathetic.

“Yes,” Harry breathed and opened the top buttons to pull the collar wide and
reveal what he knew was an impressive, chain-imprinted bruise that wrapped around
his right shoulder.

Belinda did gasp and said, “That looks terrible,” before leaning over and giving
the bruise a light kiss.

“I don’t think that is going to help,” Harry commented, thinking that was perhaps

7
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a bit much. He wrapped her cashmere clad self up, ignoring the pain this time. She
was pleasantly soft against him.

“No other bruises?” Belinda asked in a sly manner.

“None that I am telling you about,” Harry insisted.

=

Severus Snape stepped into his dining room from the hearth. One stub of candle
flickered on the table, only feebly lighting the dark-paneled room. A hint of unfamiliar
perfume hung in the air. He placed his small trunk on the floor, moved into the hall,
and followed the lamplight toward the library, glancing in surprise at the gloriously
glowing Christmas tree near the front windows. In the library he found Harry fast
asleep on the lounger, his head tucked down into the crook of his arm, a telltale smear
of red lipstick on his collar.

Quietly calling Harry’s name did not rouse him. Smiling faintly, Snape plucked
Harry’s glasses from the table and hovered him off the lounger and carefully up the
stairs. As Harry floated onto the bed, Snape wondered in mild concern at his ultra-
deep sleep. He wondered with more alarm at the very distinct blue and green bruised
imprint of a chain around Harry’s chest and shoulder that was revealed when the
hover spell was canceled and his shirt fell aside.

“Harry,” Snape prodded loudly this time, while patting one limp arm well below
the bruises.

Harry, hearing the stern, familiar voice, snapped awake, wondering groggily what
he was in trouble for this time. “Huh?” Harry glanced around, surprised to find
himself in his room and unable to piece the evening together quite properly as a
result. Rubbing his eyes and sitting up slightly, he said welcomingly, “You're home
early.”

“Minerva dismissed the staff the evening before she originally planned to.” Snape
crossed his arms. “I think, frankly, she was tired of us all. You should owl if you
have a ladyfriend over so I'll know not to drop in unexpectedly.” Glancing at Harry’s
shoulder, he added in a disturbed manner, “Perhaps, though, you could use some
closer monitoring.”

“I could?” Harry uttered doubtfully, thinking that the evening had turned out
rather tame, what with his falling asleep repeatedly and all. In retrospect he kind of
wished it had ended more interestingly.

Pointing as the bruises, Snape sternly demanded, “What is this?”

. 8.
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Harry squinted at his shoulder. “That was Mad-Eye,” he complained, and then
looked around for his glasses, which Snape handed to him out of his pocket. Harry sat
up to put them on and explained, “I drew Moody for my six-month review testing.”

“Ah,” Snape uttered in relief. “And how did that go? Besides the injuries, that
is.”

Harry frowned, thinking of his results letter which was downstairs stashed with
the other post. “All right, I guess. I got a 94 on my written examination, and 65 is
passing,” he added more brightly. “Most of the questions were pretty easy, I thought.”

Harry was glad to see Snape, especially since he was looking very much his normal
self, healed completely. Despite wanting to chat a bit, Harry yawned widely, followed
by a sleepy nod of his head.

Snape said, “We’ll discuss it in the morning. Do you want something for the
pain?”

Harry was already setting his glasses aside, intent on curling right back up. “No,
it’s fine.”

In the doorway Snape turned. “The tree is rather impressive,” he said.

“Oh yeah,” Harry murmured, voice muffled by his pillow. “Merry Christmas.”

=

The next morning Harry sleepily arrived for breakfast with Kali, his bat-like violet
pet, on his shoulder. He did not sense the mood shift in his guardian right away, even
though Kali was strangely restless. Plates arrived and Harry happily buttered his
toast and squashed his roasted tomato out over it. He was relishing having this quiet
normalcy which he came so close to losing for good. It wasn’t until he started on his
coffee that he noticed Snape had Harry’s six-month results beside his plate on top of
the Prophet.

Harry’s glance at it was a cue to start, apparently, and Snape intoned darkly,
“Your results are far less than impressive.”

Harry grabbed up the handwritten parchment, wondering if the scores had changed
magically overnight. “I did well enough. On the written, especially.”

“Your score was third, behind two of your colleagues.”

“You don’t know the competition,” Harry insisted, thinking of the two bookworms,
Kerry Ann and Vineet who always knew all the details of the readings, every day.

Sharply, Snape asked, “You are happy with third?”

Harry’s face twisted faintly. Some part of his score was due to joining Ron one
evening two days before the exam, even though Harry had originally promised himself
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that he was going to go straight home every night and revise for the whole week before.
“No, I guess not,” he conceded.

Snape wasn’t finished, however. “And you scored a 6 out of a possible 10 on your
spell testing.”

Defensive now in response to Snape’s unexpectedly hard anger, Harry countered
in kind, “Moody was really rough on me. Didn’t you see the bruises?” Kali, picking
up Harry’s mood, stood up on his shoulder and circled his neck, pricking him with
her claws. Harry picked her up and put her in his lap.

“He is presumably at liberty to test you however he sees fit, correct?”

Harry again was forced to concede, which ground painfully on his ego. “Yes. For
the examination he had to do three predetermined spells and two of his own choosing.
I can’t find either of the two in any of the books you have here.”

In his well-seasoned sneer Snape asked, “Is 6 a passing score?”

Kali stiffened and hissed faintly, head darting side-to-side to peer along the edge
of the floor beside the hearth. Harry, with enormous effort, squashed the anger
burgeoning in him. It tore at his pride to do so, but Kali’s reaction and her bristling
alarm propelled him to. In a much quieter voice, that he hoped masked his sudden
worry, Harry said, “Rodgers declared it a passing score because of the degree of
difficulty involved.” He petted Kali until she calmed, hoping Snape didn’t suspect he
had that poor of control over his lapses into the Dark Plane. “I scored 20 out of 20
on my field work evaluation,” he stated in a flat voice, not risking any emotion, but
needing to point that out. His voice came out sounding defeated. “I’ll do better next
time; I have six months to prepare,” he promised.

“I certainly hope so,” Snape said, and returned to reading the newspaper. Harry
set the results aside and tried to eat a bit more of his scramble, which didn’t hold
much appeal now. The remainder of breakfast passed in silence.

Snape stood eventually and at the door turned back and returned to stand beside
Harry, where he almost placed his hand on his shoulder and instead settled for placing
it on his head. In a vaguely conciliatory tone, he said, “I do not mean to spoil the
holiday, but I demand the best from you because I see no other way to ensure your
safety.”

Harry, despite insisting to himself a moment ago that he wasn’t going to argue,
said, “But I am doing much better than the score on my examination shows. I'm
doing really well on spells, in fact.”

Snape’s hand pressed down very hard on the top of his head. “You have apparently
grown dangerously overconfident, Harry,” Snape chastised darkly. “And I am grateful
to Alastor for demonstrating that to you so clearly.” His hand eased up and he said
more gently, “Come, let’s see what we can add to the tree.”

O -
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Doubtful, Harry said, “You're going to decorate the tree?” He leapt up and
followed his guardian to the main hall. Snape went into the drawing room and
returned with a box showing pictures of spherical ornaments on the side in a variety
of bright colors. “Candide sent these.” When he opened the box, however, the
cardboard tray inside contained only clear globes with hooks attached at the top.

Snape removed one and with a quick tap of his wand it filled with smoke which
began glowing dark blue with rotating swirls. He handed it to Harry, who hooked it
on a branch with care.

“Where’d you learn that charm?” Harry asked.

Snape paused, one hand holding a clear ornament, wand poised over it. “I did
have a tree as a child.”

“Oh,” Harry uttered, trying with little luck to accept the notion of Snape of all
people having had a more normal childhood than himself. Snape handed him another
blue globe. “Is that the only color you can do?” Harry asked, hearing in his voice
that he was still smarting from the earlier chastisement over his review scores.

“Yes,” Snape confirmed, “each person creates one that reflects who they are.
So a large family, such as your friends the Weasleys, would have a rather colorful
tree. When I was younger, the joke was that the One-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named’s
Christmas tree would be all black ornaments.” He handed Harry another blue one.
The box held eight, so Harry expected he would be given the other half to do himself.
He hung this one higher up, trying to spread them out evenly. They added something
the tree had been lacking and it was starting to look quite nice.

Snape colored the forth one and hung it himself before handing a clear one to
Harry. When Harry turned it around in his hand to examine the glass and the way
it reflected in the light, as well as the gold cap that held the hook, Snape said, “You
merely have to tap it with your wand. A child can do it, even a non-magical one.”

Harry cradled the glass in his hand and just touched it with the point of his wand.
Smoke bloomed inside of it, which began to glow white from the core but only for an
instant before the globe filled in jet black, suffocating the light. For a time, Harry
stared at it dumbly. Snape scratched his chin and looked Harry over with chagrin.

“I don’t want it to be black,” Harry said in dismay. In the next instant the glass
globe shattered, even though Harry was certain he had not squeezed it at all. He
jerked his hand aside and the glass slivers crackled as they settled onto the floor.

Snape reached for Harry’s hand. “Did you cut yourself?” he asked in concern.

Harry pulled his hand farther out of reach. “No,” he snapped and reached for the
box of ornaments. “Give me another one,” he said, determined.

Snape grasped Harry’s wrist as he held the new clear globe up. “Harry,” he said,
gaze intent. “It will be the same.” It sounded like a promise. This globe shattered
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before Harry could even change it, leaving two large curves of clear glass resting in
his palm and glass shards on his sleeve and Snape’s. Snape calmly shook his arm off,
sending more glass to the floor.

Snape shook out his robe front and picked up another clear ornament but didn’t
hold it out. “I shouldn’t have told you that joke.” He sighed and then firmly said,
“Harry, I do not care if there are black ornaments on the tree.”

Harry accepted the clear globe when Snape held it out. Feeling annoyed, he
uttered, “I thought I was something more than Voldemort’s puppet now.” He spoke
this in carefully banked anger, shaken by the violence of the accidentally shattered
globes.

“You are,” Snape insisted, as though Harry were a little dim.

Harry stared at the hollow of glass. “I don’t want it to be black,” he said again.
Willing it to be otherwise, he tapped it with his wand. The light this time had a
bright green tinge before it filled in black just the same. Snape quickly lifted it from
his grasp and hung it up. Harry dreaded seeing it there all holiday but frowned and
didn’t complain farther. Snape held out the last clear one and Harry changed it too,
and then repeated the tap again when Snape removed one of the blue ones from the
tree and held it out as well to be changed over.

Harry didn’t want to look at the tree, just stared down at the presents. Snape
picked up the small book Harry had been using and paged through its index. “We
need to capture an electric frost sprite for the top,” he informed Harry casually, as
though nothing were amiss. When Harry didn’t respond, Snape demanded, “If I had
not told you that silly story, which even I cannot verify, what would you be thinking
right now?”

Harry was staring at one of the black ornaments. Unlike the blue ones, it per-
fectly reflected his distorted face back at him. He shrugged. Snape waited for more
response before lifting Harry’s chin to force him to look at him. Snape’s eyes were
full of something that Harry had not seen before; they had an aching in them, but it
disappeared in the next moment and Snape was just studying him intently.

Chin released, Harry looked back down and sighed. So what if his ornaments were
black? Pink would be worse. He half listened to Snape reading aloud about possible
means of trapping sprites, including using colored cake frosting as bait inside a glass
woven cage, and wondered what was in the present from Ginny.

At lunch, Snape seemed keen to make up a bit for his earlier stridency. He kept
Harry talking about his last two weeks of training much longer than normal. “And
we finally managed a Muggle-proof barrier, all four of us.” Harry said. “We managed
with three a week before. I was starting to spell barriers in my sleep I was so terribly
sick of working on them. Does it matter how similar the wizards are who are trying
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to produce a barrier spells? It seems that way.”

“That is a common perception, yes,” Snape replied. “Barriers are not easy in any
event even barring the need for multiple witches or wizards for large ones.”

“And I talked Rodgers into starting on triage and wound closing spells earlier than
he planned,” Harry said, his voice dipping at the end as that now-familiar straining
in his chest gripped him, leaving him as breathless as two weeks ago when he had
found Snape lifeless in a pool of blood.

Perhaps as a distraction, Snape asked, “I did not hear, nor did Minerva, that
there were any leads on locating Mr. Lockhart.”

Harry frowned and put his sandwich down on his plate. He swigged the remainder
of his butterbeer before saying, “From what I've heard — and believe me, it isn’t much
considering that I am there every day — they don’t know where to look. Apparently
he used one of his best Memory Charms on Nott, because Nott, who should know
where he is, has a lot of holes in his memory even under their best truth serum.”
Harry watched Winky set another butterbeer on the table for him and considered
that he heard less than he probably would if they trusted him to not run off and start
investigating on his own, although he couldn’t entirely assure even himself that he
wouldn’t.

“That is worrisome,” Snape murmured. “He was in no condition to be taking
independent action... I believe.”

Harry shook his head that he agreed. He tried to imagine where Lockhart might
be, but the former Hogwarts teacher had never been a Death Eater, so Harry would
have no better luck finding him than finding anyone else, although he wished he could
just zero in on him where ever he might be, the way one zeroed in on an Apparition
destination. “The Ministry printed more wanted posters. Hopefully someone will
report seeing him.” But, Harry thought, no one has so far and most witches and
wizards knew who he was at one point, so they would have remembered if they had.

=

Christmas morning arrived and Harry, in a dressing gown over his pyjamas and
sitting cross-legged on the floor, began sorting through the stacks of presents. Snape
stepped out of the drawing room, holding a cup of tea, and observed him as he worked
at this. As Harry rearranged the piles, he knocked one of the black ornaments onto
the large bow bedecking the present from Ginny. With a frown he hooked it back up
on a higher branch and then attempted to ignore it again.

In a dry tone Snape said, “So very many presents for a dark wizard to receive.”

15 -



CHAPTER ONE

Harry rolled his eyes and didn’t let himself be baited. Instead, he plucked a label
that read H. Potter off one of the larger boxes and pushed it toward Snape. Snape’s
brow lowered and he shook his head at hiding his present in Harry’s own pile. “I didn’t
want you to guess,” Harry explained. Even though he had repacked the present from
the Muggle packaging, it still rattled distinctively.

Snape hefted the unexpectedly heavy box and hovered a chair in from the drawing
room to sit in while unwrapping. Harry paused in his sorting to watch. Snape revealed
the plain white box and shook it curiously before opening the lid and pulling out one
of the squarish glass containers with wire-clamped glass lids.

“Polly recommended those when I asked her. I was going to get you a decorative
potion bottle but these seemed much more useful.” The widow of Harry’s second
cousin was frequently canning when Harry visited.

“Much more useful,” Snape agreed, plucking at the replaceable seal on one of
them. “I think the wire may accept an additional protective hex as well without
impacting the ingredients. Thank you, Harry. Open yours.”

Harry dug through to find the one from Snape. “Too small to be a broom,” Harry
commented to the two foot square box. He shook it lightly, and it thunked strangely.
However, when he opened the box he found nine smaller boxes inside it, arranged in
rows. “What’s this?” Harry asked, amused.

Snape responded, “Each of the staff wished to give you something.”

“Oh,” Harry said, and swallowed hard, remembering disquieting random pieces of
what had happened. He had to distract himself to make it stop. He picked out the
box labeled Hagrid and opened it. Inside was a new pair of rabbit-lined gloves.

Snape said, “When he inquired what you needed, I told him you had nearly worn
out your previous pair. The resulting sniffles were a bit much, but he was clearly
touched by your use of his gift.”

Harry opened the rest, one at a time. McGonagall has given him a rare old
storybook that read one of a hundred stories aloud to you. Trelawney had given him
boots to match the gloves from Hagrid. Madam Hooch, a gift coin to the Quidditch
Supply Catalog. Snape himself had given him a small pewter dragon lamp that stood
straight and spread its wings when you lit the wick and curled up as though sleeping
when you blew it out. Harry left it lit on the only table in the main hall. Its emerald
eyes glittered and seemed to follow him as he went back to the pile of presents.

As Harry opened the gold Astral Compass from Sinistra, he said, “They must be
happy to have you around still.” He had attempted it as a tease, but it didn’t come
out right. Instead it cut straight through his own chest. Grateful that he was facing
away from his guardian, he pretended that he needed to sort through the remaining
packages to choose which to open next. Ginny’s was right in front of him, he managed
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to gather through the haze of meaninglessness that had enveloped him. He had been
curious about the rather sizable box and focused fiercely on the previously established
emotion attached to it to drag himself back to the here and now. He was desperate
for Snape not to see him struggling, because any outward sympathy from that quarter
would render him helpless, he was certain.

Breathing slow and deep, Harry opened the box before him only to blink at yet
another gift inside of it. “What is it with this year?” he asked, managing a con-
vincingly light laugh. The box inside was wrapped in brown paper with the Tri-W
logo stamped on it. Written upon it were the words: Do not open in the presence
of Hogwarts staff, Ministry officials, or flammable pets. Harry resealed the lid and
risked a glance over at Snape, who sat with his hands intertwined in his lap, appearing
amused. Harry couldn’t tell if he had been able to read the writing. “I'll open that
one later.” He pushed a box from Anita, Snape’s mother, over to Snape, figuring that
should keep him distracted for a while.

=

On Boxing Day Harry had promised to go to Belinda’s parents’ for dinner. It was
the same night that Snape’s father Shazor and his second wife Gretta were visiting,
from which Harry was glad to have an excuse to leave early. Gretta was in good
holiday spirits but her husband was his usual difficult self and ignored his wife’s
good-natured attempts to get him onto better topics.

“Well, your position is quite secure, it seems,” Shazor rattled on as they stood in
the drawing room, “what with Bones’ announcement that all of the Death Eaters are
put away for good.”

Harry was pleased to see that Snape remained utterly unfazed by this. “Yes,
quite secure, I think,” Snape agreed easily, removing the sting from the words. With
a glitter in his eye, added with grinding amiability, “And Harry’s influence with the
Ministry was boosted as well, should it ever be needed.”

Harry exhaled and thought, I couldn’t get Sirius off. But he put on a cocky
expression when Shazor turned his way.

Finally, it was time to depart for his date, but Gretta insisted on giving him
some final primping, which he barely stood still for even though he didn’t really mind
another set of eyes making sure he was acceptable for parental judgment. Gretta
said, “Too bad you have to take the Floo, dear, it always makes a nice white shirt a
little dingy with ash.”

Harry, feeling the cockiness from earlier in the evening come to the fore, said, “No,
I'll Apparate. It’s only to London.” Everyone turned at that and before he could lose
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his certainty, he scrunched himself down very small and the drawing room was gone.

Harry was very grateful that he had practiced localized steering with as much care
as Snape had forced in their lessons. The trouble with getting to London wasn’t the
distance for Harry’s power, it was finding his way to the place he had fixed in his
mind. At a great distance, no matter how clear your mental vision, your destination
was actually foggy and wavered unpredictably. Once you got close, it became easier,
but by that time you were already expanding and the split second with which you
could make any adjustment too short to recover from any serious error.

Harry’s feet hit the ground with a resounding slap! when he fell the four inches he
had Apparated above it. Exhaling loudly, he considered that that was much preferable
to the alternative, which would have involved having his feet back near the border
with Scotland and the rest of him here in London. Thinking that had perhaps been
too risky at the same time as grinning to himself for succeeding, Harry stepped out
of the alleyway, used an Alohomora on the outside door, and after a quick dash up
the stairs, rang the bell at the door to Belinda’s flat.

Belinda was a little slow in answering and when she opened it, it became clear
why: she was simultaneously removing rollers from her hair and putting in earrings.
But she greeted him warmly. “Come on in... I’ll be ready in a mo. You look nice.”
Harry felt unexpected relief at that. Aaron, an always dapper fellow Auror apprentice,
would think Harry a nutter for worrying that Belinda’s parents could possibly be less
than pleased with him, but apparently Harry could not shake the possibility.

When she was finally ready, a bit late by Harry’s reckoning, she took his hand and
Apparated them both into a small living room. A thickly bearded, nearly bald man
with shoulder-length brown hair growing out the sides of his head looked up sharply
at their arrival. Big band music played loudly elsewhere in the house. The man set
his pipe aside and stood to greet them. He bore little resemblance to Belinda, but
he greeted her warmly and then held out his hand to Harry. “And this must be Mr.
Potter,” he said graciously.

“My father,” Belinda introduced the man, took Harry’s cloak, and then urged
him to take a seat in one of the overstuffed armchairs before heading off to greet her
mother.

Harry clasped his hands together and settled back; Mr. Belluna did as well,
clamping the tip of his pipe back in his mouth. Talking through his teeth, he said,
“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Potter, I'm sure.”

Harry, who had been surveying the sphinx heads carved in plaster below the
mantel, turned back to his host. He had not imagined that he would be left alone to
deal with Belinda’s father quite so quickly. “Thank you, sir.”

“How is your apprenticeship progressing?” the man then asked after a series of
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puffs on his pipe.

“Fine, sir. We're learning a lot.”

“And getting some field work in as well,” he said with an odd twinkle in his hazel
eyes. He had the appearance of a well-groomed hermit, which made Harry relax
rather than wonder at the questions.

“Some, yes. We aren’t allowed to do much, though.”

“You missed the last dinner, I believe, due to your needing time to recuperate
after a bout of field work?” he asked this with deceptive innocence, seeming almost
amused.

Harry sat up a little straighter, remembering taking care of Snape after the at-
tack the previous occasion he had been invited to dinner here. “Well, that doesn’t
technically count as field work for my apprenticeship.”

“No?” Mr. Belluna queried, seeming disappointed. He puffed more on his pipe.

“So, what do you do, Mr. Belluna?” Harry asked, more alert.

Amiably, Mr. Belluna replied, “I am a watchmaker. I have a little shop in
Greenwich.”

Harry was saved from further questions by Belinda returning with her mother,
who was just stashing her wand into the pocket of her frilly white apron. “Harry! So
good to finally meet you,” she exclaimed while giving his hand a dainty shake. “My!
Well, please make yourself at home. Dinner will be on in just a moment.”

Harry and Belinda’s father settled at the dining room table instead, and Belinda,
to Harry’s consternation, disappeared again. Harry sat straight and considered the
man beside him on the end of the table.

Mr. Belluna asked, “So, your training is three years, correct?” The man seemed
to be working up a profile on Harry, the way the Aurors did when interviewing a
witness for the first time.

“Yes, sir.”

Clutching his pipe again between his teeth, Mr. Belluna asked, “And you are
progressing well, I presume? Belinda said you just had a six month examination.”

“Well enough, sir.”

Belinda thankfully reappeared before more questions came Harry’s way. Had
the man been anyone other than his girlfriend’s father Harry would have been more
assertive, but with the constraint that he needed to make the man like him, he felt
hobbled from defending himself. Belinda gave him a positively glowing smile; she
seemed quite happy to finally have this dinner. Harry returned the smile, happy
enough to make her so.

That was until she asked brightly, “So Daddy, do you like Harry?”

“How can one not?” her father asked airily. “Have you set a date yet?”
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“A date for what?” Harry asked in true confusion. Belinda looked as though she
may have swallowed a skrewt.

Mr. Belluna sat back and puffed his pipe. “In that case my opinion is of limited
consequence,” he stated easily.

Belinda’s mother returned and, as she sat across from Harry, he found himself
facing Belinda’s older image, even down to the dimple on her right cheek when she
smiled. She was full of much less challenging conversation and the rest of the meal
passed quickly.

Late in the evening, they Apparated back to Belinda’s flat. “Well, thank you for
coming,” she said, and then added with some shyness, “I have a present for you.”
She retrieved a sizable package from the floor beside the couch and presented it with
aplomb. Harry opened it and held up a dark green cardigan with yellow edging.

“Thanks,” Harry said and laid it back in the box before reaching into his cloak
pocket.

Belinda was explaining her gift. “I had a real hard time picking out a color. I
finally decided on a color Professor Snape could stand to see you in.”

“Yeah, he’ll like that color,” Harry assured her. “This is for you.” He held out the
slim box that another Auror apprentice, Kerry Ann, had helped him pick out, or to
be more honest, had picked out for him. Upon seeing the thin silver chain with three
pearls, Belinda let out a little whine of exclamation. She thanked him a bit more
than Harry thought it deserved, but he didn’t at all mind the resulting attention.

When he returned home late, he found Snape at the dining room table, nose in a
letter. In his hand he clutched a small glass stained with the liqueur that was open on
the table before him. With a stab of emotion Harry wished then that he had stayed;
Belinda’s parents could have waited yet again. Harry swung his cloak off, sat across
from his guardian, and simply asked, “Are you all right?”

Snape looked up with some surprise. “Yes, quite.”

“How did the rest of the visit go?” Harry asked carefully.

“As well as one involving an overbearing and vengeful parent could go. And how
was your dinner?” Still sounding flatly snide, he added, “Are the Bellunas already
planning for a new son-in-law?”

“How did you know that?” Harry asked.

After a sharp look Snape’s lips curled slightly and his shoulders fell back. “Ah,
and here I thought I had experienced the worse evening.” He hovered another stout
glass over. “Here, have a swallow.”

=
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The next afternoon, Sunday, they Apparated to the front stoop of Polly Evans’
small but rambling house. The door opened a second later. “I thought I heard
something,” Mrs. Evans greeted them. “Come in. Come in. Merry Christmas.”

Snape shut the door behind them, blocking out the cold, although they had
brought a roomful of it in with them. The stove and its boiling pots quickly negated
it. Harry handed over the pot of turkey Winky had prepared. In the sitting room Pa-
tricia’s children, Briar and Basel, were playing with plastic toys, presumably presents
that year. Briar was making a small horse gallop along the worn edge of the coffee
table. Mrs. Evans’ daughters, Pamela and Patricia, stood to greet them warmly.
“Did you have a good trip?” Patricia asked. Harry almost pointed out that the trip
was quite short before realizing that the question was for her husband’s benefit.

“Yes, thanks.” Harry reached into his pockets and took out the presents he had
brought for the youngsters. He had kept wanting to shop for something at Tri-W but
that was right out, and instead from a Muggle shop he had bought very unmagical
toy cars that went forward very fast after you dragged them backward a bit. Harry
had bought an extra one and left it on Mr. Weasley’s desk, knowing he would be
delighted because they were a clever enough machine that they felt sort of magical.
And since it didn’t require a battery he expected that it wouldn’t break the moment
it was brought home to the Burrow. The children were tearing into the wrapping
with relish.

“Uh, oh, Harry is playing uncle and spoiling you two,” Pamela chided. The
children ignored her in favor of car noises.

At dinner, Pamela sat across from Harry beside Snape on the end. The children
were in the middle, forming a wall of noise that Pamela was taking advantage of to
ask questions, mostly of Snape. “Maybe while Greg is taking a nap after dinner, we
can see some spells?” she suggested hopefully, glancing to the opposite corner of the
table where Patricia’s husband sat, cutting up Basel’s turkey while the boy squirmed
impatiently. “Good turkey by the way; which of you cooks?” she asked teasingly.

Snape gazed at her momentarily before looking into his whiskey glass and dryly
replying, “The elf cooks.”

Pamela nearly dropped her fork. “An elf?” she whispered. “An actual elf? You
have an elf as a cook?”

Harry opened his mouth to explain, but Snape beat him to it. “She is more of a
general servant,” he stated uncaringly. “Bound into servitude by a sort of enslavement
spell.”

Pamela stared at Snape; Harry wondered why he was intentionally shocking her
so. “It’s hard to explain,” Harry hedged. “But it’s not as bad as he is making it
sound.” He then tried to explain about Winky and why it was better that she have
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a household, but he couldn’t even manage to explain about her previous employer
without simply generating more alarm.

“This elf sounds evil,” Pamela whispered.

Harry said, “No, not at all. I'm just not explaining well. Maybe some other time
when it is easier. You should come visit and see her.”

Previous invitations had been met with a better reception. “Uh, if you think it
would be all right... sure.”

Harry wondered that Snape appeared smug. He served himself seconds while
searching for another topic. Snape said, “Perhaps you should tell your cousin about
meeting Prime Minister Daire.”

“Really?” Pamela exclaimed, bringing the table’s attention to her.

Greg asked, “Did he visit the MI5 office where you apprentice?”

“Uh, yeah,” Harry replied, finding his way through the version of his job Greg
had been told. Harry told the table a heavily edited version of events.

“Well, that’s good he’s happy with you blokes. That isn’t always true.”

“He seemed happy enough,” Harry confirmed.

“Is he really so cute in person?” Pamela asked.

“I... guess so,” Harry hedged.

When the table’s attention focused instead on the children — who had removed
themselves from the table to play a game involving tossing colorful sacks of beans
into a target — Snape crossed his arms and stated, “The real story is much more
entertaining.”

“Oh, let’s hear it.” Pamela leaned forward eagerly to listen.

“Uh...” Harry uttered, figuring out where to start. “So, Daire came, mostly like
I said, to check up on how the Ministry of Magic is doing in fighting dark magic. So
our trainer has myself and an Indian apprentice, Vineet, do a demonstration. Says
he wants it loud and colorful. Oh, and Daire has two assistants with him who are
about as terrified as you could imagine. And after the demonstration starts, they
are basically hiding behind the Prime Minister.” Harry paused while Pamela snorted
into her glass of milk.

“So we are doing as he says, but Vineet is putting too much power in his spells
and I'm trying hard not to hit him back too hard. He isn’t as good at blocking and
countering, you see, and I don’t want to knock him down in front of all those people.
So, Daire notices this difference and comments to our Minister that he thought I
wasn’t so great as he thought.”

“Oooh,” Pamela uttered with relish. “So you proved him wrong?”

“I tried. I disarmed Vineet with a new spell we had just learned. It makes a whip
appear that wraps around the other person’s wand and jerks it out of their hand.
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But it made Vineet a bit angry and he, well, he transformed into a tiger and came at
me.”

Excitedly curious, she asked, “Can you transform into a tiger too?”

“No... my Animagus form, as we call it, is a... resembles a eight-foot griffin, except
with a cat’s head.” She stared in silence at him. Harry went on, “So, I transformed
into that. Imagine, there’s the Prime Minister, the Minister of Magic, all their staff,
and this big white tiger and an even bigger bright red gryffylis tussling in the middle
of the room.”

While Pamela giggled, Snape sat back and said, “The rumors generated by those
events were almost unmatched. The wizard newspaper the Daily Prophet supposi-
tioned that Minister Bones had set magical animals loose on Daire with the intent of
rescuing him herself.”

Harry chuckled then. “I didn’t read that.”

“No, rumor has it Bones put a halt to the print run of that edition and insisted
they change it. Ms. Skeeter replaced it with a one-column piece asserting that the
Ministry should order Witch Weekly to allow Muggle politicians to compete for their
annual best smile award.”

“You can’t mess with Skeeter,” Harry commented as he accepted a large slice of
apple pie.

“She has left you alone for a while,” Snape pointed out.

“Who is this?” Pamela asked.

“A reporter for the Daily Prophet. She’s been the bane of my existence since I
was a fourth-year.”

“The press harasses you?” Pamela asked, a twinkle in her eye.

“Even the American press,” Harry insisted.

Pamela propped her chin on her hands and gazed at him intently. “You really are
famous, then?”

“Uh, only among the wizarding community.” Harry replied at the same time as
Snape said, “Quite.”

By the time they returned home it was almost dinner time although Harry couldn’t
imagine eating again. “Was that all right?” Harry asked, still uncertain why Snape
had gone out of his way to shock Pamela, and worried it had been sheer boredom
expressing itself.

Snape hung his cloak over his arm. “It was fine. Phenomenally normal relatives
you have there. Congratulations, Potter.”

Harry, plotting out the rest of his free evening, said, “Yeah, they are, aren’t they?
So, my friends are getting together at the Burrow, do you mind if I go?”
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“No, please do,” Snape replied, but Harry had a sense that he had expected him
to be staying.

“What time will you be returning?” Snape asked from the drawing room when
Harry came back down from getting ready.

Harry, rather than resist having to say, was glad to, due to previous times that
something bad had befallen him and he had wished Snape had known his precise
schedule. “11:00 I think. Will you still be up?”

“I may be out, actually,” Snape replied.

Harry grinned, “Well, in that case: what time will you be back?”

Snape matched his smile with a wry one. “Midnight, most likely.”

Harry fetched his broom and took the Floo to the Burrow because of his previous
close call Apparating all the way to London. The endless teasing that would result
from getting Splinched in front of the Weasley clan made the ash on his clothes seem
very minor.

Harry arrived into a noisy living room and quickly stepped out of the hearth that
returned to blazing hot as the Floo powder dissipated. He had to step over Charlie
reclining on the floor, his wife draped over him, using him as a mattress. Harry
greeted everyone on the way to butterbeers, floating in a pan of hot water with rocks
in the bottom of it.

Ginny appeared at his side as he took a swig. Harry held out his broom to her.

“You sure?” she asked.

Harry nodded. “Yeah. ‘Course. I rarely use it what with Sirius’ bike and flying
on my own.”

“I can fly on my own too,” Ginny pointed out, referring to her Animagus form,
which was a red-tail hawk.

“Not during the Slytherin-Gryffindor match, you can’t,” Harry pointed out.

“Oh, that’s what this is about. You have a bet with Professor Snape or some-
thing?”

Harry’s denial was interrupted by Hermione coming up and giving Harry a holiday
hug. “Have a good Christmas, Harry?”

“Yup. Except tree decorating was a bit annoying...”

Ginny took hold of Harry’s broom and with a smile sneaked off. Hermione con-
tinued levelly, “How are your fellow apprentices doing?”

“Good,” Harry replied, watching across the room as Neville was showing some no-
heat fire spell to someone Harry didn’t recognize. The young stranger had an awed
expression as he watched Neville’s spell, which made Harry smile. He responded to
Hermione’s ongoing questions with only half an ear.

“And how is your Indian friend faring with his spell power?”
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The twins were putting a headband sporting glowing horns on Ron, who appar-
ently was having a mental lapse on having been their brother his whole life. “He still
can’t counter well.”

“Does he need more help?” Hermione asked. “I've been reading up on that a bit.”

Harry shrugged. “He might.” He was watching Ron’s eye’s glaze and the whites
begin glowing like a jack-o-lantern so he missed Hermione biting her lip at the effort
to sound merely conversational.

Ginny returned with her secondhand Cleansweep Seven. “You're sure?” she asked
again, voice tinged with pain.

“Yes, Ginny,” Harry insisted, taking her broom. Ginny for her part gave Harry’s
Firebolt an inspection which involved trailing her hands on it a bit reverently. Harry
explained to Hermione that for his Christmas present to Ginny he was trading brooms
with her until the end of the school year.

“That’s very nice of you, Harry,” Hermione said. “Are you having a party soon?”
she then asked, sounding a little out of the blue.

“I could,” Harry replied with a shrug, still watching Ginny testing the heft and
checking the true of her loaner broom.

Harry returned just before 11:00, just after the Twins insisted on quizzing Ginny
on her future N.E.W.T'.s despite not having taken them themselves. Their potential
questions included things like: How often do giant spiders not eat their young and
how do they chose which? and if you curse an object and then die, how much of the
curse still remains? When Charlie joined in with detailed questions about Dragon
breeding and Ginny’s blushing was matching her hair, Harry took his leave, partly to
save her further public embarrassment. But once he had noticed the time, he really
needed to head home.

“You don’t still have a curfew, do you?” Fred had asked in horror, when Harry
made his goodbyes.

“No, but I said 11:00,” Harry explained.

George shook his head sadly, “An obedient Harry, where did we go wrong?”

“Goodnight all,” Harry said with a little wave before tossing powder onto the
coals of the hearth.

Harry was surprised to find Headmistress McGonagall sitting across from Snape
at the dining room table, a tall, tanned, brown and grey-haired man Harry didn’t
know sitting beside her. McGonagall greeted him warmly. “Harry, how are you? You
haven’t met my husband, Richard, have you?” Harry shook hands with the man,
certain he was a Muggle without knowing for certain how he knew that. McGonagall
was explaining, “Richard researches birds on the Savannah.”
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“Honored to meet you, Mr. Potter,” Richard intoned. “I’ve heard rather a lot
about you.”

Harry took a seat across from him. “I hope some of it was good.”

Richard grinned. “Most of it, actually.”

“Your visit at the Burrow went all right?” Snape asked.

“Yeah, it was fun. Ginny still gets the worst of her brothers though.”

McGonagall put her glass to her lips. “I expect she can handle them by now.”

“Maybe if it were only three of them at a time. She was a little overwhelmed, I
think.” Harry noticed Richard watching him curiously.

The conversation moved to school matters and Harry finally turned to Richard
and gave him a sharp look. “Sorry,” Richard said. “Never met a legend before.”

“And you still haven’t,” Harry snipped, feeling ungenerous this late in the day. He
felt that queasy slipperiness of the Dark Plane then and quickly bottled his annoyance
back up.

“Harry,” Snape chastised at the same time as Richard was by McGonagall. Harry
pushed his chair back and stood. It had been a long day.

“No need to go, Harry,” McGonagall said in concern.

“It’s all right. I...” He almost said he had an early morning the next day, but
he didn’t have training. “I'm a little tired. Long day. Goodnight. Nice to have
met you.” In the hall, the tree still glowed brightly, reminding Harry of much poorer
Christmases. He shouldn’t let one gawking Muggle ruin his mood.

In his room Kali was clamoring frantically inside her cage. Harry let her out
saying, “Maybe you’re the reason I'm ornery.” He sat down with his pet curled on
his leg and answered letters that he had put off until holiday, somehow thinking the
holiday would be less busy than normal times.

A half-hour later a light rap preceded Snape opening the door. “Everything all
right?”

“Yeah,” Harry insisted.

“Minerva was concerned that Richard may have offended you.”

“No, not really,” Harry insisted, thinking he should have behaved better. “I’'m
surprised she married a Muggle, though,” Harry observed without looking up from
a letter to Suze, thanking her for the Snitch-shaped tea cozy and offering her some
advice in preparing for the upcoming match against Ravenclaw.

Snape had not moved from the doorway, and at the end of a sentence, Harry
looked up at him. “How did you know that?” Snape asked. “Very few have met
Richard, and fewer are aware he isn’t magical.”

Kali raised her head and cocked it curiously at Snape. “I don’t know,” Harry
muttered. “He just didn’t feel magical.” Harry dipped his quill in the inkwell, but
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held it over the blotter instead of continuing his letter. “You are going to tell me this
is some extraordinarily rare skill, telling wizards from Muggles?” Even Harry had to
admit, he had never heard of it, but he still fixed Snape with a stubborn glare.

“No. Not extremely rare, but unusual at least.”

“Can you do it?” Harry challenged. Then reading Snape’s expression added,
“Without Legilimency...”

“No.” Then after a pause where Harry resumed writing with the quill, Snape
continued, “It is a useful skill, Harry; why are you being difficult?”

Harry shrugged, still scratching away at some Seeker training suggestions.

In a harder tone Snape said, “I expect an answer.”

Harry put the quill down. “It takes some getting used to, I guess. I never noticed
I could do that before. I couldn’t tell Tara wasn’t a witch, for example.”

“A new skill then, perhaps.”

“Or a lucky guess,” Harry countered.

Snape began pulling the door closed. “Let me know which when you determine
it.”

25



CHAPTER TwoO

TRATLING THE IVIONSTER

January settled around Shrewsthorpe as a blanket of bitter white cold. Harry knocked
the snow from his boots before stepping into the entryway. The house was quiet;
Snape had returned to Hogwarts and Harry was back to being on his own.

Harry put his bag on the floor of the library with a thud in deference to it always
seeming to weigh twice as much at the end of the day than it did at the beginning.
The extra walk from the train station hearth, where the Floo network had ejected him
instead of home, had felt burdensome as well as cold and he would have Apparated
if the station hall hadn’t been full of silly Muggles joking about a late Santa. He
pulled out his newest Auror-assigned book, which he had picked up at Flourish and
Blotts just that afternoon. Accursed Aid, the title read. Behind the title a logo was
embossed of a wand with a snake twined around it. Harry flipped immediately to
the chapter on wound closing and read until long after he usually went to the dining
room for dinner, partially because reading about reconnecting tendons and muscle
tissue didn’t leave him very hungry for roast.

Finally, eyes aching, Harry put the book down. He was tempted to go down to
the kitchen for a knife to try out the basic skin sealing spell, but he couldn’t bring
himself quite to that. Instead, his stomach began to insist on dinner, queasiness and
all.

While Harry waited at the table for the food to appear, his eyes strayed to the
silver combined salt and pepper mill that was a new addition to the table. Draco
Malfoy had sent it to Snape for Christmas and Harry kept eyeing it suspiciously even
though Snape insisted it was curse-free and Harry himself couldn’t feel any evil upon
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it. Harry picked the weighty thing up. Salt came out the top which rotated to grind
the pepper out the bottom. It was the kind of thing his Aunt Petunia would have
treasured, which only decreased its appeal for Harry, but he couldn’t credit Draco
with being that clever in an attempt to annoy him. But it was working. It was such an
odd gift and Harry entertained the notion that Draco had stolen it from somewhere.
He plunked it back down as a plate of vegetable garnished roast appeared; too bad
it wasn’t breakable.

During dinner, Penelope’s owl arrived at the window. Harry was very glad to see
the bird as it meant she would have news of the two spells Mad-Eye had used on
him. After his difficulty handling his sixth month testing, Harry had returned to his
training after the break with a fierceness that surprised even himself, but he really
wanted to have a counter to those attacks should the opportunity to demonstrate
them come up again soon.

The letter started with wishes that Harry had had a good holiday, but it quickly
moved on to the spell research in a way that made Harry suspect that she rather
enjoyed the task of researching obscure things.

The Alibappa spell was not Middle Eastern but a middle twentieth century spell
from the States, hence its appearance as a giant mitten, which was probably a boxing
glove shape had you been far enough away to see it properly.

Yeah, Harry thought, it was a little too close to notice that, precisely. He frowned,
pride still smarting even if his backside had healed. He honestly suspected Moody of
avoiding him since the beginning of the year. Harry had moments where he hoped
this was the case.

The Counter is Jabbajabba, the letter went on, and below she had carefully drawn
in the wand motions, in diagrams nicer than most in any of Harry’s books. It looked
like a repetitive poking motion and it indeed was intended to puncture the giant
attacking “glove”.

The Swarm Curse you also described, which had no incantation, doesn’t appear
in any books on dueling, defense or war tactics. I did however, hence the delay in
replying, find a reference to something similar in a seamstress’ guide from the Middle
Ages. There is a spell called the Blue Bottle Charm that could be used to hold pieces
of a dress on a dummy for easy sewing without pins. Taken to an extreme, it could be
used to pull someone’s clothes and limbs so tightly that they can’t move. Harry hoped
she hadn’t been grinning, or worse, laughing as she wrote that. The cancellation is
Fliteeficus, but you have to aim it at yourself and to do that you would have to be
able to move, presumably. Harry had to agree given the complicated weaving motion
of the wand waving diagrammed below.

Harry felt less certain about facing that spell than the other one, even though it
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wasn’t even a defensive one. But knowing something about them, especially given
the spells’ obscurity, made him feel better. He composed a very grateful response and
sent it back with her owl.

=

The next day, training seemed to drag, probably because Harry had a date that
evening. He began to suspect that the clock in the training room was cursed to always
display a time a mere five minutes later than the last time one looked at it. Harry
stopped glancing at it, just in case.

“We are going to start on tracking spells this afternoon-” Rodgers began.

“Tracking spells?” Kerry Ann blurted. “We didn’t have any readings on those.”
She sounded alarmed about being unprepared.

Rodgers frowned at the interruption and said, “We haven’t assigned a reading
because we couldn’t find a book fit for your training, unless you wish to limit yourself
to only hunting big game in Africa, because there is a most excellent book available
on that.”

“Oh,” Kerry Ann uttered, putting her books away and tightly interlocking her
hands before her.

“Come up and help me demonstrate if you will, Ms. Kalendula,” Rodgers said.
With a sigh Kerry Ann obeyed. Rodgers instructed her to walk back and forth on
the floor. “Give me your shoe,” he then said to her. “This is the easiest spell, but
you must have one of the shoes that made the tracks.”

He tapped the toe and heel of the red patent leather shoe, back and forth until
a pink sparkle like static zapped between the wand and the shiny leather. Then he
gave a bouncing flick at the floor. A back and forth set of overlapping prints glowed
pink on top of a muddied lighter scuffie of prints. “See the older ones? From previous
days probably. Color indicates age, in case you hadn’t grasped that.” He waved the
spell away and handed the shoe to Kerry Ann and had to prevent her from putting
it back on. “No, you try it.”

“Can you repeat the trail-revealing wand motion again?” Kerry Ann asked.

After many attempts she finally succeeded and each of them were called up in
turn until they also managed the spell.

“Good,” Rodgers said, sounding relieved. “Then we can move on to more difficult
ones out in the field next week. For now let’s repeat that with someone else’s shoe
and trail, perhaps Ms. Kalendula is just highly trackable.”

“Don’t I wish,” Kerry Ann muttered when she resumed her seat and leaned over
to tie her shoe. To Harry, she whispered, “I hear you have a date tonight.”
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“Where’d you hear that?” Harry demanded.

Kerry Ann grinned. “Harry, you are highly trackable.”

Up front, Aaron was still tapping his own shoe, waiting for the static spark. Harry
whispered, “No, really. Where did you hear that?” He had bad visions of Belinda,
or worse Minister Bones, sending out a special newsletter.

Kerry Ann leaned a little closer, “Well, Belinda had her friend Jezzy over to help
her pick out an outfit to wear and Jezzy told her sister Jami, and she told her best
friend Sarah, whom I happened to run into on Diagon Alley yesterday.”

Harry blinked at that. “Please tell me that the first part of that, at least, isn’t
true.”

“Why?” Kerry Ann asked. She chuckled and quickly looked to see if Rodgers had
taken note. “You should give up on dating, Harry,” she said with a sad shake of her
head.

Harry leaned over to whisper, “I don’t care what she wears.”

“She cares,” Kerry Ann said out of the side of her mouth. “Compliment her on
it anyway. At least try to notice.”

Harry frowned; he had just been thinking he would do the opposite, just out of
principle. He sighed. Kerry Ann was called up to repeat the spell and when she
returned and Harry passed her, he asked, “So, what kind of flowers does Belinda
like?”

=

Harry waited outside on the street for Belinda to come down. She had shouted
from the window for him to wait and he didn’t mind because a very light snow had
fallen and for the few minutes before it melted, the world would be a white fairyland.
Harry stood, enjoying the windows and lamps glowing on the white pavement up and
down the street. Belinda came down a few minutes later, trailing a rich brown cloak
Harry hadn’t seen before.

“Nice cloak,” Harry said, admiring its fuzzy looking warmth.

Belinda actually blushed. “Thanks. It’s borrowed from a friend.”

Oh, it’s Jezzy’s cloak? Harry came very near to asking, just to see her surprise.
But his aversion to gossip and his belief that too much was already circulating, held
him back. “It looks warm,” Harry said instead.

“And it matches my outfit,” Belinda added casually, implying that that had been
the deciding factor.

“Hopefully this matches your outfit too,” Harry said, holding out a pink rose and
congratulating himself for that line.
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She was clearly touched. “Thanks,” she said, smiling almost girlishly and holding
it closely.

When they began walking, Belinda asked, “So, you really want to go to the Wren’s
Den?”

Harry had suggested the place he and Ron had been frequenting of late. Belinda
had wanted to go somewhere quiet or stay in for their date, but Harry had nixed that
without clearly explaining why. “I like it there,” Harry said, thinking that the noise
would cover any lapses he may have. His moments of attracting the Dark Plane were
few at the Ministry for some reason, perhaps because of all the magical individuals
that were around all the time, but out in London he felt uncertain about making it
through the evening.

Belinda frowned and looked straight ahead as they walked. After the next corner,
though, she took Harry’s gloved hand in hers as they walked. The snow had already
melted by the time they reached the pub. Harry noticed as they slid into a booth
that she was rather overdressed for the place. Harry himself had pulled out slightly
nicer clothes than he originally would have. He managed to compliment Belinda on
her top as he took her cloak, which had led to another blush.

Drinks came quickly. It was only a Thursday, so it wasn’t too crowded, which
meant that when the door opened and a familiar face appeared, Harry immediately
put his drink down with a loud thunk.

“Rita?” Belinda uttered upon seeing the reporter’s smiling face standing beside
their table. Her photographer skulked behind her, perhaps hiding.

“Good evening to you as well,” Rita said merrily without skipping a beat. “And
you are looking spiffy as well, Mr. Potter.”

“This is a Muggle place, what are you doing here?” Harry asked.

Rita took affront. “We are allowed to be in here, Mr. Ministry, even to be
reporters in here. Just have to change the flash to these expensive Muggle things,
but it is a small price to pay. Especially since my employer has been screaming in
my ear about not getting a nice picture of you two lovebirds.”

Harry, at that moment, was very glad that the pub was loud. He took a deep
breath as a chilly, sickly breeze seemed to pass under his clothes. A small dog sitting
under a bar stool across from them barked frantically in their direction until shushed,
and then it growled instead. The photographer inched around to stand beside Skeeter,
as though the tiny thing on a leash might be more dangerous. Harry tried valiantly
to level himself and the dog quieted.

Belinda was biting her lips. She said, “I hesitate to suggest that we give her the
picture so she’ll go away...”

Harry squelched the suspicions that tried to rise in his mind because they would be
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fatal to his control. Given the number of people who knew where they were, Skeeter
wouldn’t have had much trouble finding them. Harry said with no little derision,
“Really Skeeter, aren’t there more important things for you to be reporting on?”

Belinda said, “There are better things to be reporting on,” in a way that implied
rather a lot.

Skeeter turned her beady predator eyes on Harry’s date. “Care to give me an
exclusive, Ms. Belluna?” she asked hungrily.

Belinda returned the reporter a skilled, patronizing look. With a small laugh in
her voice, she said, “There are plenty of upset people who would be happy to talk to
you off the record, Ms. Skeeter. I for one don’t care to. You understand of course.”

Her tone and words flipped the power around in an instant. Harry was impressed.
He was also curious as heck what was being discussed.

“My priorities,” Skeeter explained patiently, “are not always my employer’s. Trust
that I am following up. But I need a picture. Chummy is fine, no need to look like
you've purchased any small but expensive jewelry.”

Harry rolled his eyes. “Harry?” Belinda prompted. Harry unclenched his teeth.
He hated being trapped. Some of the other patrons were starting to eye the boxy old
camera the wizard photographer was carrying.

“Sure,” He uttered, thinking that getting rid of Skeeter by any means was ab-
solutely essential to his regaining calm inside himself. He hated giving in though.
Belinda stood and moved to Harry’s side of the booth and took his hand in hers.

“Ah, that’s nice,” Skeeter purred, making Harry shoot the reporter a dark look.
“Oh, you don’t want that face in the Crystal Ball on the Street section, do you?”
Skeeter asked, still patronizing. Harry straightened his face and the photo was taken
quickly. Skeeter disappeared after a little whisper to Belinda and a little wave at
Harry. The others in the pub looked at the two of them in curiosity before returning
to their own conversations.

“What’d she say?” Harry asked.

“Nothing.”

“Really?” Harry was still feeling annoyed and it came out in his tone.

Belinda pulled her drink over to their side of the table and swigged the remains
of it. “She was just proving how much she knew.”

“Knew about what?” Harry asked.

Belinda gave him a sideways glance and then shrugged. “Minister Bones is going
to appoint Fudge as Head of the Department of Mysteries.”

Harry nearly spit out his beer. “Oh, that can’t be a good idea. Why?”

“Because he still has a lot of friends and they’re making things difficult. Making
politics out of issues that shouldn’t be so laden. So she’s throwing them a bone. The
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position does need to be filled.”

Harry waved at the passing server that they both needed fresh ales because Harry
was planning on finishing his quickly to keep up. “I can’t bear Fudge,” Harry breathed
into his mug.

“He’s not my favorite either,” Belinda admitted. “But how much damage can he
do at the Department of Mysteries? No one ever knows what they’re doing.”

“Worse!” Harry uttered. “They could screw up and no could trace it to them.
But he’ll be in good company with Ogden... he doesn’t like me either.”

Their beers arrived. Belinda lifted hers to clink their mugs. “You don’t think
Fudge likes you?”

Harry drank a few sips while he thought about that. “No, I don’t think so. I
think he’s afraid I'll go into politics.”

“Are you?”

“I"d like not to,” Harry insisted, repulsively imagining turning into Fudge. The
air felt oily, so he thought quickly about something else.

Much later, Belinda said, “Do you want another before last call or to go back to
my place?”

Harry pulled out his watch. “I have field work tomorrow afternoon, so I shouldn’t
have another.”

“My place?” Belinda asked.

Harry thought about being in a quiet place where any lapses in his emotional
control may reveal to her that something was very disturbingly, ominously wrong.
“Um, no, I think I have to get going.”

Out on the street as Harry walked her home, she said, “I don’t think you like me
as much as I like you.” She sounded sad.

“It isn’t that,” Harry insisted, feeling immediately on the edge again, which an-
gered him, which made it worse. He felt for the wand in his pocket, just in case,
although he had no idea what spell he might use. “I just have too much going on
right now.”

“That’s going to be true for a long time,” she pointed out pragmatically.

“I hope not,” Harry immediately returned. If his weakness toward attracting evil
things went on much longer, well... he cut the thought off.

They stopped on the pavement before her flat. The street was empty and quiet.
“Harry,” she began in a tone that caught his attention completely. “I know you’re
not a virgin because-"

“What?!” Harry blurted.

“Well, during Rothschild’s trial, you had to answer...”
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Harry rubbed his forehead and stared at the wet pavement. As well as they
connected on some things, like Harry’s background and Ministry dealings, Harry was
repeatedly reminded that they didn’t connect at all in other areas. Some other part
of him was nudging him not let this pass and to prove himself, darn it.

Belinda, hands on hips, spoke into the silence, “This isn’t that your-actually-a-
dark-wizard thing, is it?”

“I don’t know,” Harry uttered. He could feel himself closing her off and resisted
it. Lots of replies came to mind, including accepting the invitation up to her flat. All
of them had the potential to create even more misunderstanding. Harry took her by
the hand. “It’s too hard to explain.”

“You are so hard to get through to,” she commented.

“I don’t mean to be. Look, you know once you start to talk about something, it
makes it much harder.” Harry uttered this without much forethought. Her resulting
expression was rather dubious. “But it does,” Harry insisted. He gestured with his
arm at her building. “If I accepted your invitation up now, what would you think?”
Her expression shifted to one more thoughtful.

She didn’t answer that. She said, “You're very moody.”

Harry dropped his arms. “You haven’t yet seen me really wound up, either.” A
car passed on the street. “I have to get up and do three hours of readings before my
field work to make up for tonight. Severus wasn’t happy with my review testing score
so I'm on a serious reading schedule. And I have to be alert out in the field.”

“You aren’t supposed to be put at risk when you’re out,” Belinda countered in an
argumentative tone.

“So they say. Evil is attracted to me though,” he soberly stated, thinking that in
the right context it would be a confession. “I always have to watch out.”

“Well, good night.” She turned to go to her door.

“Belinda,” Harry called in a soft tone. She turned slowly back, head tilted. Harry
stepped over and gave her a nice kiss. When he pulled back she had a very different
expression.

“All right then. Good night,” she repeated, melancholy, but not angry now.

=
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“Harry,” Shacklebolt greeted him the next morning. “You are with me today.”

“Oh,” Harry uttered, his shoulders falling. “I thought I was with Tonks.”

“She got called away,” the tall black man explained as he tossed a coat over his
broad shoulders. “Ready?”
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Harry buried his disappointment. After last night he had found himself looking
forward to his shadowing the gregarious female Auror much more than previously.
Probably a bad thing, given that any more-than-professional affection he still felt for
Tonks was out of line.

Shacklebolt cleared his desk off and put all of his quills into a holder that snapped
like a beak to hold them firmly. His desk was the only neat one in the entire office.
“We’ll just be on patrol, unless something comes up. From what I hear, having you
as a shadow is a good way of avoiding a boring shift.” He gave Harry a teasing smile
full of white teeth as Harry pieced that together.

“I don’t mean to attract trouble,” Harry said.

Shacklebolt patted him on the arm as he passed on the way out the door. “Saves
us the effort of looking for it,” he pointed out happily.

Harry rolled his eyes and followed him out of the office. They Disapparated from
the corridor so as to be less disruptive to others working quietly at their desks. As
their arrival echoed off the walls of the alleyway, Harry yet again wished he could do
that in silence. Snape had explained some techniques, such as consciously unpacking
yourself slowly, but it had only made a small difference in the sound and it made
Splinching much more likely, so Harry didn’t usually attempt it.

They walked along the back alleys and small streets of London for a time. Shack-
lebolt sometimes stopped and talked to people, but much less often than Tonks. An
hour into this, they were interrupted by a silver message. Shacklebolt read it before
it dissolved.

“Ah, we have an assignment. What did I tell you?”

“What is it?” Harry asked eagerly when they arrived back at the Ministry.

Shacklebolt didn’t reply right away. He handed Harry a broom out of the cupboard
at the end of the corridor. “Good gloves?” he asked and nodded in satisfaction at
Harry’s newest pair from Hagrid.

“What is the assignment?” Harry asked again, hoping he wasn’t being too difficult.

“Errant pet,” Shacklebolt explained, deflating Harry’s excitement considerably.
“Come,” he said, leading the way to the lift with his long stride. “We have to take
the Floo.”

They arrived in a small stone cottage. The hearth had been allowed to go cold,
Harry noticed and breakfast was only half eaten on the rough hewn wooden table.

Outside there was an argument going on. A short round man with a long auburn
beard was arguing with a ginger woman of identical shape and clothing although she
wore an apron. A cloud of mist rose from their mouths as the shouted. Shacklebolt
led the way over the crunching snow.
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“You the Aurors?” the woman demanded in a rough accent. The man eyed
Shacklebolt suspiciously.

“Indeed we are, Madam,” Shacklebolt responded with aplomb and bowed slightly
with his hat off.

“Hmf,” the woman huffed grudgingly. “Didna want no one’s ‘elp, ya know. That
ruddy daughter a’ mine should keep her long nose bludy well out... well, anyway.”

The man frowned more as he looked up at Shacklebolt. “Didna know there were
any Moors in the Ministry,” he muttered.

Harry stepped forward, but not quite beside the Auror. He now understood
Shacklebolt’s overly gracious introduction; he had been trying to head off exactly
this. Anger boiled up in Harry at the bearded wizard’s sour expression. Harry
couldn’t afford the anger though. It would be disastrous. As he struggled with
himself, Shacklebolt went on, sounding unaffected, “You have a loose pet, we are to
understand?”

“Aye,” the woman responded and pointed at a monstrous stake, the size of a
ship’s anchor, pulled up from the mossy earth. The cottage and adjoining lands was
situated in a picturesque cliff-bordered area open to the ocean.

“Where did it head do you think?” Shacklebolt asked.

“Iceland, no doubt,” the woman said, picking her teeth with her pinky nail. “Is’
breeding season, it is and he knows it. We’ve kept him light on food, we ‘as so ‘e
‘asn’t the strength to make it, I'm sure. Las’ year ‘e turned around on his own. Came
right home.” The man snorted and she amended to say, “Eventually. Stopped fer a
snack, I believe. Can’t blame ‘im fer that, can ya?”

Shacklebolt shook his head and looked out over the ocean. “What got away?”
Harry asked, almost afraid of asking.

Shacklebolt angled his head down to reply, “A Welsh Green.”

Harry’s gaped before asking, “They’re not allowed to keep dragons are they?”

“Grandfather clause to when the rule was made three hundred years ago. A few
families still keep them,” Shacklebolt explained. At Harry’s widened eyes, he said
gamely, “Ready for a little dragon hunting?”

Harry, his anger completely forgotten, said, “Yes sir.”

Shacklebolt gave him a grin. “My partner and I will fetch your dragon, if possible,”
he announced in that gallant way while putting a hand around Harry’s shoulder. For
the first time, their attention fell on Harry and just as quickly, his scar. “See you
in a few hours, I think,” Shacklebolt said. He hovered his broom and with a nod at
Harry, who quickly did the same, took off out over the open ocean.

White mist obscured all but the immediate vicinity and collected as freezing dew
on their cloaks and hair. Harry glanced back at the receding shore and shouted over
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the wind, “Are we really going to catch up to a dragon flying full speed?”

Shacklebolt flew close in, so their knees pressed together. As long as they each
steered a little into the other it was easy to maintain that easier talking distance. “A
wild one, not a chance. This is a sedentary, very elderly, underfed dragon. I think we
can out-fly it.”

Harry shrugged, preferring a flight out over the white capping waves to an endless
walk in the alleyways. The Ministry-issue Cleansweep Eleven would indeed do a
pretty good clip, making Harry suspect that its safety spells had been tampered
with by one of the others in their department. Harry wondered if he could have the
same done to his borrowed Cleansweep, he liked the hair-trigger responsiveness of
this broom that resulted from its not caring if you knocked yourself off of it with an
unwise sudden maneuver.

Within half an hour, they could see something in the misty distance. If it wasn’t
a dragon, it was something awfully strange. Shacklebolt again flew in close. “This
is the plan. It should still have its collar and chain attached, which is heavy and is
probably slowing it down as well. I want you to fly out in front and distract it while
I get hold of it to turn it around.”

“'m flying out in front?” Harry asked in confirmation, thinking of the fire-
breathing feature most dragons were equipped with.

“Yes,” Shacklebolt confirmed with another white-toothed grin. “Piece of cake,
Harry.”

“You're going to owe me a piece of cake,” Harry muttered when Shacklebolt broke
away and sped up again.

When they were just three hundred yards behind, Shacklebolt gestured in a throw-
ing motion for Harry to go on ahead. Harry did so, cloak bounding and snapping
as he sped up to pass the monster. It didn’t pay as much attention to Harry as he
expected. In fact it was so intent on looking far ahead that Harry had to shout and
wave his arm to get its rummy eyes to shift up to him.

Its eyes narrowed and its chest expanded. Harry pulled up hard as a burst of flame
came roaring his way, sizzling away the mist. He ended up just above the dragon’s
snaking neck where its wings sprouted. Raising its head had slowed it considerably,
making Harry brake. Shacklebolt was moving; he had the chain end hooked over his
broom and was making a broad turn to the left. Harry watched the slack in the chain
disappear and suddenly the dragon was flying to the left as well, easily steered by its
long neck. It snorted and tried to hit Shacklebolt with a burst of flame, but it mostly
just let out a trail of smoke and made a hiccupping noise.

“Come on, you. Can’t have you wandering aimlessly, eating sheep until you fall
asleep like last time.” Shacklebolt urged his broom forward, but the dragon resisted
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and snapped its head like a whip, forcing the Auror’s broom up and the chain to
slip off. The dragon made a turn back west again, but the pumping of its wings was
slower and it was loosing altitude now as well as speed.

Shacklebolt made another dive for the chain and Harry dodged close to the
dragon’s head to distract it again, believing that it was out of methane. It wasn’t.
A burst of flame came rolling out and Harry was too close this time. He dodged and
ducked under his cloak, which ignited. Again the dragon was tugged around by its
chain and Shacklebolt shouted something that Harry had to guess at. “I'm fine!”
Harry shouted back, even though he was still trying to use a freezing charm on his
flaming cloak. He dove for the water and hovered just above the chop. Icy sea water
splashed his legs, but it put out his cloak and sleeve quickly enough.

Harry, after a quick check that his broom tail wasn’t smoldering, rushed to catch
up to Shacklebolt who still dragged at the dragon’s chain in the direction of home.
The dragon flared again but the chain was just long enough to allow its master to be
out of reach.

“You all right there?” Shacklebolt asked in real concern when Harry was flying
just feet away.

“Yeah, yeah,” Harry insisted. He couldn’t feel any pain anywhere, but the iciness
of his wet clothes was going to be a problem. “I’ll catch up; I have to dry oft.”

“You'll stay here with me,” Shacklebolt countered, glancing back at their charge.
“We're not going that fast. Try a heating spell or two.”

Harry tried about ten of them over the next few minutes and decided that was
good enough. They landed a half hour later and between Shacklebolt and the two
owners, they cemented the dragon’s stake back into place. Harry, to hide his half-
burned cloak, waited near the cottage. A few sheep stood at the very far side of a pen
beside him, eyes wide and forlorn, presumablye at the dragon’s return. The dragon
for his part curled up on the snowy ground, rested his head on his rump, and closed
his eyes. Shacklebolt made the witch sign a few parchments and then they were off.

Harry could smell the charcoal of his clothes as soon as they arrived back at the
Ministry. The sleeve the tailor could replace, but the cloak that Snape had given
him the Christmas before last was done for. Harry bundled it up and put it in his
bookbag. He was sitting beside Shacklebolt’s desk as the Auror filled out reports
when Tonks came in decked in all black Muggle clothing with a ring in her eyebrow.
She sniffed and came over, immediately noticing Harry’s sleeve.

“You tangle with a dragon, Harry?”

“Yes,” Harry replied levelly.

“What, Control of Magical Creatures didn’t take that call?” Tonks asked in
confusion.
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Shacklebolt replied without looking up or slowing his writing. “Said they couldn’t
get to it until the afternoon. And three years ago when they were called out there,
the owners started a fight with them and Aurors were called out anyway. Rodgers
thought it would be a decent training assignment.”

Tonks lifted Harry’s hand, which made his stomach turn strangely at the feel of
her soft fingers. “Not burned?” she asked, examining both sides of his arm.

“No,” Harry assured her.

“That’s good. Simplifies the paperwork.” She took a seat at her desk. Her
hair changed from green to its normal pink as she dug through the piles looking for
something.

While Shacklebolt wrote out a report, Harry watched Tonks bend over another
on her desk. By the time Shacklebolt’s prod came to get moving again, Harry had
no idea how much time had passed. He really shouldn’t do that, he decided.

=

Sunday, Harry owled Belinda, asking if she wished to go to the Broken Candlestick
on Diagon Alley for brunch. He felt he should try to make up for their previous date
and he did want to see her; it was a raw ache without much reason behind it, but he
found he couldn’t deny it.

They met at the little restaurant, which was tucked away above Madam Malkin’s
with a creaky, hammered metal door on the street. A goblin ran the place but it was
immediately apparent why he didn’t work at Gringott’s. After claiming to have no
free tables, he spotted Harry and with startled eyes led them to one for four, beside
the window even.

“The Minister doesn’t even get such service,” Belinda teased. She was all smiles
and looked almost cute in a thigh-high boots and a thick, high-collared jumper that
almost matched her auburn hair. Harry had worn the cardigan she had given him,
hoping to assuage her further.

They chatted easily through servings of quiche; Harry was calm this morning and
felt better than he had in weeks. If he could feel like this all the time, his whole life
would be in order. His unusual calm was disturbed by a voice nearby saying, “Oh...
Potter.”

Harry turned and found that Malfoy and Parkinson had just been seated behind
them. Pansy was saying, “We’ll have to find a new place for brunch, dear; the riffraff
are taking the good tables at this place.”

Draco didn’t add to this, just continued to appear stern. Belinda looked ready
to snap back with something unladylike, but Harry, still holding a well of good will
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toward Draco from his rescue, found himself smiling instead. “Good morning,” Harry
said amiably, which made Pansy’s face go sourly mystified.

Draco looked between Harry and Belinda and said, “Currying favor with the
Ministry as usual, Potter?”

Still smiling, Harry retorted, “I don’t need to curry favor with the Ministry, Mr.
Malfoy.”

Malfoy’s lips curled with a tinge of disgust. “No. I don’t suppose you do, Mr.
Potter.” After a pause, his eyes narrowed and his voice dropped. “Would it be
unrealistic to hope that you have added some desperately needed competence to that
miserable place?”

Belinda’s eyes flashed and she drew herself up as though ready to counterattack.
Harry took her hand to forestall her. He said, “You suddenly taking an interest in
the welfare of the common witch and wizard, Mr. Malfoy?”

“Hardly,” Draco huffed with a snort. In an even lower voice he said, “Just hearing
things.” He studied Harry very closely for a long pause. “But of course the Ministry
is ignorant as always.” He turned away, seeming honestly disturbed.

Harry again gestured for Belinda to stay her anger. They paid and departed as
soon as their tea was gone.

“I never liked the Malfoys,” Belinda grumbled through clenched teeth on the way
down the stairs to the street. The stairs were illuminated only wanly by the dirty
light coming in the small panes of bottle glass in the door at the bottom. Belinda
bounded quickly down the steps despite this and was out into the cloudy morning.
“The Ministry is supposed to bend to their purposes and theirs alone, I suppose,”
she went on sarcastically.

“He was just baiting us,” Harry pointed out, fascinated by a truly angry Belinda.
“Why give him the satisfaction?”

“Oh...” she grumbled as she walked quickly down the alley, away from the Leaky
Cauldron. “He gets me going,” she growled. “Death Eater father and all.”

Harry stopped before Fortescue’s, thinking that a hot cocoa sounded good. Be-
linda turned when Harry stopped and stalked back, shoulders hunched, cloak crooked
and off one shoulder.

“He isn’t the only one,” Harry pointed out.

Belinda zeroed in on Harry finally from her inward focus. “Hmf. What... you
think his father shouldn’t be in Azkaban?”

Harry laughed, “You know how many times Lucius has tried to kill me? If I
thought he should be out of Azkaban it would only be to give him a wand and stand
him up on a duelling platform so I can get even for a few things.”

“You're serious... aren’t you?” she asked.
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Harry was suddenly conscious of the wand in his pocket. “Completely serious,”
he assured her. “I'd love a chance to go at him again. He loved Voldemort. Loved
hurting people.”

“So, hurting him back sounds good?” Belinda asked warily.

Calm still, Harry said, “Only in a fair fight.” He didn’t expect her to understand,
so it failed to bother him that she clearly didn’t. He ordered two hot cocoas when
the children in long coats ahead of them moved away from the window.

“People don’t understand how hard it is to govern witches and wizards,” Belinda
muttered but built in force as she went along. “Balancing between illegal magic detec-
tion and promoting magical activities. We spend three years preparing an expansion
of Diagon Alley and all people can complain about is that they can’t buy a flying
carpet. We fund a new wing at St. Mungo’s and all we hear is that witches aren’t
allowed to brew toxic Nacissinium-laced beauty cream.”

Harry handed her a cocoa, hoping to quiet her diatribe. She sipped the chocolatey
milk and sighed, which made Harry follow suit. He was used to railing against the
Ministry and felt uncomfortable with her spirited defense of it.

“Do you know what Draco was referring to when he said he was hearing things?”
Harry asked.

Belinda stared off into the distant rooftops and then shrugged. “Could be any-
thing. I thought you said he was baiting us.”

“I think he was serious about that part,” Harry said, replaying Draco’s expression;
this time certain Draco was concerned about something. Harry tried unsuccessfully
to imagine dropping him an owl to ask.

“Well,” Belinda said when they reached the end of the alley. “I have to bail on
you this time... there is a ribbon cutting at the expansion of the Museum of Magical
Mining Apparati in Lopwell that I have to attend with the Minister.”

“On a Sunday, eh?” Harry confirmed.

Belinda shrugged. “It’s going to be a busy week, too. Come down and see me at
lunch, okay?” she asked, sounding hopeful.

“Of course,” Harry replied.

=

Seven of them gathered in the morning light outside Shoreditch. Munz and Black-
pool, the senior apprentices had joined in their lesson partly for a refresher and partly
to help teach. An airplane flew overhead, buzzing annoyingly as only a Muggle device
could. Rodgers watched it go by and waited for silence before beginning. “I suppose
we can’t give all the Muggles broomsticks to help the peace, can we?” he uttered
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before saying, “This is a good day for tracking practice with the fresh snow since it
masks tracks unpredictably. We’'ll only have it for a few hours, so let’s get started.

He explained the new spells. One for showing all tracks in an area. When he
used it the ground was blank. One for finding tracks by time up to a week or more
old, depending upon the power of the spell and whether it had rained. Yet another
for illuminating one distinct set based on a single print of the trail. This last spell
was the hardest and involved a very long incantation and careful concentration. Only
Augustus Munz, Harry and Kerry Ann managed that spell once each and couldn’t
repeat it to their frustration. They were each called up to practice the spells after
the others jostled around creating confusing trails for that person to investigate.

Harry had a hard time squashing his frustration over the one spell and had to
step back from the others and make himself not care about anything. Even so the
snow shifted ominously as though picked up by a countering wind. Rodgers looked
around with a lowered brow when this happened, clearly alarmed.

“Hm,” he said, stalking in a circle with this wand out. “This should be a secured
place... we use it all the time.”

Harry stared at his water stained leather boots and pretended to be thinking
of other things. Kerry Ann and Aaron were whispering gossip about Fudge’s new
appointment, announced that morning, including Percy’s lack of fashion sense. Vineet
was watching Rodgers circle. Munz and Blackpool were off to the side chatting. No
one was looking at Harry, who was feeling uneasy with how quickly his control had
slipped that time. He had been doing well, he had thought, and perhaps had grown
less vigilant. He swallowed and forced a normal expression onto his face before lifting
his head and facing their trainer, who had just given up finding the disturbance.

“Potter, you next,” Rodgers said and for one missed heart beat, Harry thought
their trainer had discovered that he was the source of the wayward magic.

Harry stepped over, turned his back and listened as the others scuffled about
creating a visually misleading set of prints. Harry’s feet grew cold as he waited and
he had to stomp them to get them warm. Finally, Rodgers gestured that he could turn
around. Harry faced the trampled ground with its red starting flag. His fellows stood
off to the side, looking distinctly pleased with themselves. Further contemplation of
the snowy tracks, some melted clear to the grass, did not yield any clues to their sly
smiles.

Harry stepped carefully around to the marker and used his eyes first to try and
track who had placed the flag before retreating. Everyone’s boots were equally worn,
it appeared, although differing in size, but the trails went over each other repeatedly.
Harry waved a general track illumination spell and the whole ground lit up in one
color, the tracks were too close in time to allow them to be distinguished. Harry
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crouched and lowered his wand and touched one of the prints and then incanted the
spell he couldn’t manage to repeat earlier. It took three tries and a nearly empty-
minded focus on the magic, which wasn’t easy over Aaron’s and Babs Blackpool’s
heckling. The trail of nondescript prints illuminated pink as though an invisible
person were rewalking them. The ghostly footprints went left, in a circle, then right
and then just stopped, somewhere near the middle.

With a tilted head Harry considered this. He hadn’t heard anyone Apparate.
“Did someone carry someone else?” Harry asked. Aaron was grinning fully now and
the others seemed genuinely curious if he were going to work this out.

“No,” Rodgers replied.

Harry stood and walked to where the end of the trail was slowly fading to plain
white. He was about fifteen feet from the potential trailmakers. They hadn’t made
the exercise this hard for any of the others, but Harry was certainly game for equaling
their cleverness. Harry studied the last prints he knew were left by his target; they
didn’t have any distinct characteristics he could use to physically identify them. Harry
dropped his glove between the prints so he wouldn’t lose track of them when the spell
finished fading and looked down the line of his fellow apprentices, none of whom
appeared the least bit bored with waiting while he struggled.

Harry could go down the line and test each person’s boots to see which caused
these tracks. That would take time and be a bit awkward with each having to stand
around one-footed in their socks as they had for Aaron, who had been determined to
use the one spell he always got right. Aaron in fact held out one booted foot. “Want
to check?” he offered. Harry resisted Legilimizing him, but at least he now knew that
tact wasn’t going to work. But why wouldn’t it work? Harry wondered, and realized
that he didn’t know enough about these spells. Spell theory did help, Harry realized,
even though it usually filled up his evenings with mind numbing readings.

What if the spell tracked a person and their boots as a unit? Harry considered,
not just a particular pair of boots. Harry lifted his glove out of the way and tried to
see what the closest next set of prints was. One set, in a line with the others, seemed
a good possibility. Harry repeated the single trail spell again and, possibly due to his
rising determination, got it to work the first time. The next trail illuminated, leading
to Vineet.

“Oh, you figured it out,” Aaron said in disappointment.

Harry put his icy glove back on as he stood up. “That’s enough for today, I think,”
Rodgers was saying. He glanced up flatly at Harry, who couldn’t read if his trainer
were glad or not that Harry had worked out their trick.

Vineet after trading his boots back with Aaron came over and intoned, “You are
difficult to fool.”
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Harry turned off to the side with him as the others began Apparating away. “I've
been fooled before,” Harry assured him. The surrounding buildings looked empty
still but presumably their owners would be coming home from work although the
barrier spells on this plot of land would continue to hold and continue to obscure the
Muggles’ view of them standing there.

“Are you by chance having another party soon?” Vineet asked.

Harry put his wand away and waved goodbye to Kerry Ann when she waved before
disappearing. “Hadn’t thought about it.” He shrugged. “I'll let you know if I do.”

Vineet crossed his arms, apparently to ward off the cold. “I would be appreciating
an invitation. You have most interesting friends.”

“Yep,” Harry replied as he thought about the incoming Apparition area at the
end of the corridor in preparation for sending himself to it. “And I don’t see them
enough, so I should plan something soon... the month is going fast.”

=

The next day they waited in the workout room, training long overdue to start.
Aaron put his leg up on the desk before him—nearly folding himself in half to do it,
and sighed at the ceiling in boredom.

Kerry Ann said, “So, Harry, nice picture of you in Witch Weekly’s latest issue.
So, it’s official?”

“What’s official?” Harry asked carefully.

“You're dating Ms. Belluna.”

Harry shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”

Kerry Ann shook her head. “I'm glad all guys, even the most sought after, are as
clueless as the kappa slappas I end up with.”

Harry was actually insulted. But he gave the cause of the sometimes uncertain
state of his and Belinda’s dating some thought before composing a response. Maybe
he was the one more at fault for that, but it was hard to tell. He always looked
forward to seeing her but at the end of the date it seemed all mixed up. Maybe if she
didn’t push so much to understand everything, Harry considered.

“Harry?” Kerry Ann prompted. When Harry turned a level gaze on her, she said,
“Come on, I didn’t mean that personally. I was bucking myself up with that thought,
not bringing you down. Or that wasn’t what I meant to do. You two make a cute
couple. And her parents like you I hear.”

At Harry’s dark, narrow look, Aaron bust out laughing. Aaron’s feet hit the floor
with a slap as he straightened up in his desk, unable to laugh in his overly-lounging
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position. “Bloody, no relationship could survive that kind of scrutiny. None of mine
could, anyway.” He stood and said, “What IS up?” before going to the door.

With the door open a raised voice could be heard. The four of them were in
the corridor in an instant, Aaron with his wand out. He put it away again when it
was clearly just an argument between Ministry staff. Inside the Aurors’ group office.
Tonks and Percy Weasley were having a face-off in the middle of the desks, but over
what, was unclear. Rogan, near the door mumbled, “Fudge’s been in that office three
days and already he’s making a power grab.”

Arthur Weasley, their Department head, wove between them all outside the door
and stopped between the two red-faced combatants. “All right now, calm down.”

Percy turned his nasal argument on Mr. Weasley instead. “I have come for the
artifact.”

“Do you have a req-?” Mr. Weasley began.

“YES. I have the proper requisition forms,” Percy stated, stamping his foot even.
“SHE, has them. They have disappeared for the moment, but I doubt it was perma-
nent. In any event, they were copies.”

“Tonks,” Mr. Weasley prompted, holding his hand out.

Tonks pulled a set of parchments out of her shirt. Mr. Weasley didn’t even look
at them, just handed them back to Percy. “I’'m sure you are aware that we are not
finished with it.”

“You have admitted to failing to determine its function or spell origin. THAT is
what the Department of Mysteries does,” Percy stated annoyingly, as though talking
to an errant child rather his own father.

Harry had to give Mr. Weasley boundless credit for not only failing to deck Percy,
but failing to rise to anger at all. Harry previously would have thought him a bit
soft in the spine, but since his own struggles with anger and negative emotion, he
felt awed instead. Mr. Weasley merely frowned lightly and glanced down at some
parchments on the nearest desk.

More calmly, Percy said, “You cannot hold it back. Our paperwork is in order.”

“Tonks,” Mr. Weasley said calmly. “Give him what he came for.”

Tonks tossed her arms at her sides, fists balled. “Arthur...”

“Ms. Tonks,” Mr. Weasley said, more sternly.

Tonks moved around to the other side of the nearest row of cubicles and dug
around. From the door the apprentices couldn’t see what she was doing and it was
too crowded to move into the room for a better view.

“Here,” Tonks muttered. “I’ll put it in a box-" she started to say, but a quick
crash of breaking pottery interrupted her. Percy gasped and turned fully red again.
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Tonk’s eyes and hair were visible over the top of the cubicle when she straightened
up. Her pink eyebrows were nearly in her pink hair. “I didn’t mean to...*

Percy looked about as ready to kill as Harry had ever seen him. Mr. Weasley
said, “Well, give him the pieces.”

Shacklebolt and Rodgers moved to help Tonks clean up by hand, resisting using a
spell for some reason. A covered box was handed over to Percy, who tugged it away
and shoved it under his arm, making the contents rattle and probably break farther.
With that he stalked out, knocking a path out the door with his boney shoulders.

Tonks approached Mr. Weasley and said pleadingly, “Honestly, Arthur, I didn’t
mean to...”

Mr. Weasley held up his hand to forestall her. “We weren’t going to see it again
anyway.” He turned to go. “Back to work, everyone.”

“What was that?” Kerry Ann asked. No one replied. The four of them shared
a mutual shrug and returned to the workout room as the office returned to order.
Rodgers came in soon after and went through their morning with even more cursory
attitude than usual.

At lunch Harry wandered into the office to find Tonks. He had been worrying
about her through the morning and wanted to at least try to cheer her up. She was
working at her desk, head bent far over the memo she was reading. The room was
empty otherwise.

“Hey, Tonks,” Harry said.

She didn’t lift her head. “Harry,” she said, sounding glum.

Harry reached out and brushed the shoulder of her robe to get her to look up. As
he stepped farther forward his foot bumped something. She brought her eyes up; they
contained a complex mixture of things. “It’s all right, Harry,” she said dismissively.

Harry bent down and found what his foot had encountered. It was a broken piece
of orange ceramic like from a cheap jug.

“We didn’t get it all,” Tonks said upon seeing it and then held out her hand for
it.

Harry didn’t hand it over. It felt stranger than its innocent appearance let on. It
felt unexpectedly sharp against his skin, or perhaps charged as though with electricity.
Tonks put her hand down.

“Are you feeling something from that, Harry?” she asked, sounding intrigued.

“Doesn’t feel normal,” Harry said, holding it out. “I don’t know what it feels like.
What is it?”

“We're not sure. Something someone doesn’t want us to have. We only had
a broken piece of it anyway. Discarded unwisely. Something the Department of
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Mysteries thinks is too dangerous for us to have. What does it feel like to you,
Harry? You gave it a good scope there.”

“It feels electrically charged. Like when you put a battery to your tongue.”

“A what to your what?” Tonks asked, thoroughly amused.

“It feels like it is shocking me, just a little. You don’t feel that?” Harry asked.

She shook her head and slipped the piece into her desk drawer. “Didn’t mean to
break it, but it worked out in the end,” she said with small satisfaction.

“Most things do,” Harry ventured.

She gave him a sideways look. “Aren’t you supposed to be in training?”

“It’s lunch,” Harry pointed out.

“Is it?” she asked in surprise.

=

At home, Harry found Snape’s owl, Franklin, at the window. He took the letter
and gave the bird a toss into the chilly darkness to help it get going again. The letter
was short and written hurriedly.

Harry,

This weekend will be the first chance that I can possibly get away. I
assume you are behaving yourself and keeping to your studies—certainly
no one here seems to be. Minerva asks after you—perhaps you could
send her an owl. Lovely photo of you in Witch Weekly, by the way, you
can thank Minerva for showing it around.

Harry cringed and sat at the table. He remained there, looking at the letter in
the dim flicker from the hearth. As much as he wished to not disappoint Snape by
letting him discover how bad things had become, Harry half wished Snape had at
least asked, or suspected, or something. But at least he was coming home soon. Just
thinking that made Harry feel a bit better.

Author’s Notes:
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Thanks everyone for all the encouragement! I've been writing on the story,
but not in the mood to fix up in preparation for posting. Finally got a quiet
day to do that. is going to the betas today.

Yes, Charlie is married. I'll be fixing that. Thanks. (I blame book 6 for the
confusion)

The plot will be picking up the pace in chapter 3, hopefully to not slow down
until the very end, given all the subplot ideas swirling in my brain above
and beyond those in the outline.
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TWiILiGHT

In the candlelit dining room, Harry welcomed Hermione in from the Floo and helped
her brush off.

“Been getting grimier as winter gets on,” she complained as she shook out her
long bushy hair. She tossed her cloak over a chair back and gave Harry a quick hug.
“How have you been?”

Harry shrugged, started to compose an honest response, but was interrupted by
her going on with, “I'm so relieved the holidays are over and I finally figured out
why.”

Harry straightened up and avoided frowning. “Why’s that?”

“Because,” she replied as she took a seat at the table. “I was so very tired of
pretending things were all right with Ron. We agreed to not totally split up until the
holidays were over. I went along with it because I thought it was a good idea, but it
really wasn’t.”

Harry stood beside the chair across from her. “So you're officially, finally split
now?”

“Yeah,” Hermione said softly. “We agreed we could date other people and every-
thing.” She pulled her jumper sleeves down straight and crossed her arms. “That’s
why I'm here alone tonight.”

“What?” Harry managed despite not being able to breath quite properly as
he tried to deal with what sounded like a misunderstanding he hadn’t imagined
previously.

Hermione tossed her thickly clad arms. “You know... without Ron. So, how are
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things with Belinda?” she plowed right in and asked, which returned the breath to
Harry’s lungs.

Harry sat down heavily and said, “All right, I guess. She wants it to be a bit
more serious than I do at this point.” Harry felt very relieved to have someone to tell
this to. “At the same time, she has so little time to get together... I don’t feel like
we know each other all that well.” He met Hermione’s attentive and caring face and
continued, “I think she thinks sex would be a substitute for having spent enough time
really getting to know one another, which we just haven’t done. I think she really
believes she knows me, but she doesn’t and I know I don’t know her all that well.”

Hermione had put her chin on her hands to listen even more closely. After a long
pause she prompted, “Go on...”

Harry laughed. “It’s nice and all to have someone to talk to about Ministry things,
but that might be all we have in common.” He paused. “Well, that and liking me.”

Hermione laughed. “Oh dear, you aren’t dating a member of your fan club, are
you?”

“I might be,” Harry admitted, putting his own elbows on the table. “Want a
butterbeer or a hot chocolate?”

“Butterbeer would be lovely,” she said.

Harry snapped his fingers and a warm bottle and glass sparkled in before each of
them.

“You are turning into Dumbledore!” she exclaimed.

“No,” Harry denied, smiling slyly at his guessed timing. “Winky’s just very
good at knowing what and when you want to eat or drink. The finger snap was
coincidental,” he teased her.

“Are you sure?” she challenged, pouring for herself.

“Very.”

“How are things at the Ministry?” she asked.

“Power struggles are already starting with Fudge,” Harry complained.

“Already! He just got that position,” she marveled, aghast.

“Tell us about it,” Harry grumbled. And something is going on, he wanted to say,
but held back, wanting to keep the evening away from such musings. “How’s your
job going?” he asked in the hopes of being distracted by someone else’s troubles.

Hermione didn’t disappoint, going on for a long while about the various cases she
was working on. “But I think I have to get a degree if I want to be more than a grunt
doing research and write-ups that someone else puts their name on. That’s a big leap
and I have to be sure this is what I want to do before making it.”

During the lull, Chinese egg rolls appeared. Hermione stared at them suspiciously.
“Winky is really good,” she said before lifting one gingerly and biting into it.
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Harry smiled, happy to see her pleased, happy to have her there. “You should
come over more often.”

“Without Ron my social life is dropping to zero, so I'd like that.” She ate another
roll. “So, when are you having another party?”

“Everyone has been asking me that,” Harry commented. “When I can manage...”

“What do you mean ‘manage’... Winky does everything.”

“It isn’t that,” Harry said but found himself reluctant to explain, even to her, his
difficulties with attracting dark creatures. He told himself it was because he wanted
to keep the evening light. Dinner arrived then and the conversation stopped in favor
of eating.

Much later, as she swung her cloak over her shoulders while getting ready to go,
Hermione said, “It was really good to see you.”

Harry was sleepy from post dinner sherry and too much food, which he discovered
only when he stood up to see her off. “You too.” He felt relaxed and safe and realized
he had forgotten what that felt like.

“Have a party soon, Harry. You have interesting friends and they all come when
you invite them.”

Harry smiled but behind it he was wishing that he knew for certain that he could
stay this safe to make that possible. “Sure.”

She stopped getting ready to depart and let her hands drop. “Everything all right,
Harry?” she asked, apparently seeing something he was trying not to show.

“Well enough,” he said, stopping himself from fidgeting.

“You've never been a great liar you know,” she said, sounding lightly exasperated.
The hearth light was highlighting her dark brown hair with a halo of blonde. Harry
wished that he could have this level of understanding with Belinda. But the events
and years that had led to this instinctive friendship were unrepeatable, even should
Harry wish to.

Harry said, “I'm having... these odd, I don’t know what to call them, not visions
but...”

“Something with the Death Eater shadows?” Hermione asked in alarm. “Are
they closer?”

“No, no, they’re all far off in Azkaban. And you know, Severus isn’t one anymore.”
At her puzzled expression, Harry went on, “When he came back from nearly being
killed by Avery, his shadow was gone.”

“Harry, that’s wonderful.”

Harry dropped his gaze, feeling vaguely guilty for that distracting change in topic.
“Yep, it is.”

Harry needn’t have worried. “So it isn’t the shadows...” Hermione prompted.
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“It is other things... dark creatures.” He waited for her reaction — it was a bit
distressed. “When I get angry, or upset, or even just frustrated. Which, just thinking
about it, is making me right now.” Harry listened closely but the crackle of the fire
was the only sound, and he felt warm, still safe. “So if I push you into the Floo
without warning, you’ll know why,” he added lightly.

She considered him deeply thoughtful. “Does Professor Snape know about this?”

“Yeah,” Harry said, which was true enough to pass her subsequent verification.
“I don’t like having others around who can’t defend themselves. So at the Ministry
it isn’t so bad. Just worrying less makes it less of a problem.”

She stepped closer, throwing her face into shadow. “Yes, but Harry, you can’t go
on like this... can you?” she said with pained concern.

Harry held her gaze, which wasn’t easy. “What else can I do? Severus has
researched it all he can...”

“Next time I'm at the London library I’ll look too,” she said, sounding motherly.

“I’ve looked there, but I'd appreciate any help.”

She stepped closer still and gave him another quick hug. “Owl, or silver message,
or something if you need anything. Okay?” she asked sternly.

“Sure,” Harry replied, feeling touched and even a little embarrassed.

“You said Professor Snape was coming home tomorrow, right?” Hermione turned
to ask before tossing in the Floo Powder.

“Yeah,” Harry assured her.

“Okay,” she said, sounding as though she might feel compelled to check on him if
Snape wasn’t. “Take care of yourself, Harry. Normally I don’t say that because you
have a house-elf and all, but...”

“I will,” he insisted and this satisfied her, apparently, because she finally departed.

Harry took himself up to his room right after; he had field work the next morning
at 10:00 a.m. and he wanted to be well rested for that. As he settled into sleep he
mused that Hermione without Ron was a more interesting Hermione than she used
to be.

=

Harry impatiently waited for the lift to ascend to his floor; he was five minutes late
due to the Floo diverting him to Knockturn Alley. He was tempted to owl Belinda
when he arrived to ask what was going on with the Floo network. But he arrived
at the office and found Tonks in a close discussion with Shacklebolt, and he found
himself caring a bit less that he was late, if no one would notice his tardiness.
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The chat, or more accurately: quiet debate, went on for rather a long while and
Harry finally stepped back down to the workout room where Vineet sat, waiting
patiently, gaze distant.

“Do you know who you’re paired with?” Harry asked him.

“I expect Mr. Shacklebolt,” Vineet intoned without turning to him.

“Oh,” Harry said, pleased by the prospect of being paired with Tonks.

The two Aurors came in soon after and Harry, his face carefully serious, gave his
arm to Tonks to take him out on the pavements of London for patrol.

The streets were whipped by a cold wet wind and only a few others were out.
The Muggles they encountered walked quickly without a glance at the two of them.
Harry followed for many blocks beside Tonks’ sensible shoes that made no sound at all
on the pavement. Nothing much happened as they went, except for Tonks stopping
occasionally to look in a window — and she might very well have been shopping.

“I was thinking,” Tonks said when they stopped to wait for a walk signal, “of
circling around to Diagon for a hot soup before continuing.”

“Sounds great,” Harry said, his arms now wrapped around himself. Today he only
had his old cloak, which was only knee length and didn’t block the wind nearly as
well as his usual one. It did have a good wand pocket, however, and Harry kept his
gloved fingers near the edge of it all of the time.

Harry walked, pitched slightly into the wind. He began studying the passersby
with more care the way Tonks was doing, as though looking for someone in particular.
Two men dressed casually went by, arguing about a football match. A woman and
her daughter went by, the woman keeping the girl close with a hand on her shoulder.
Muggles all, Harry noted without much thought until a woman approached from a
small square they were passing. It may have been the knitted jumper and shawl
being just a little too handmade looking, but Harry was certain she was a witch. He
slowed and waited for her to look up from the small notebook she held before her.
He wanted to be certain, because it seemed like more than the clothes, really.

The woman looked up at the street sign, down the street and, just before Harry
had to speed up to catch Tonks, she looked at him and her eyes did indeed go wide in
surprise and recognition. Harry nodded in a kind of hello and hurried ahead. One last
glance back before they exited the square showed the witch befuddledly scratching
her head with a mittened hand.

Harry spent the rest of the walk to the Leaky Cauldron trying unsuccessfully to
pin down what it was about each person that marked them as magical or not. By
the time they passed through the marred old door, Harry had been distracted by his
numb arms and he was grateful to be able to use a warming charm on them after
they entered.
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“T'wo soups, Tom,” Tonks shouted across the pub. She tossed her gloves down
and took up a place with the other patrons crowded near the hearth. The rest of
the table gave them suspicious looks, some of which changed to glowing, half toothed
smiles upon recognizing Harry.

Soup arrived with a sloshing thunk of the big pot on the end of the table and Tom
used a rusty ladle to fill two bowls. Harry pressed his hands to his hot bowl and held
them there.

“Winter isn’t my favorite,” Tonks said, sipping directly from the edge of the bowl,
ignoring her spoon. Somehow it didn’t seem rude when she did that. “So, how are
you doing, Harry?”

The pair of old witches beside them were listening in. Harry shrugged. A brown
owl fluttered by and landed on someone’s shoulder. A family emerged from the hearth
in a blast of green and, with a shriek of metal corners on the hearthstones, towed
their luggage to the stairs.

The soup break ended too soon and they headed out again. On the Muggle street
Tonks said, “Maybe I should have asked Rodgers for an easy assignment like Kingsley
did. Doing something would be warmer.”

“Shacklebolt accused me of attracting trouble,” Harry teased.

“You do attract trouble,” Tonks asserted. “But how are you doing?”

Harry, rather than admit to anything even though he liked hearing those words
from her, said, “Can you tell witches and wizards from Muggles?”

“Muggles dress better and bathe regularly,” Tonks said. “If you haven’t noticed
that, Harry...”

“I mean without those clues,” Harry insisted, forced to dodge around a large man
holding his bowler on and staggering a bit.

“I don’t think so. I usually ask something that would be meaningless to a Muggle
when I need to find out.”

“You can’t just tell by... feel?” Harry persisted.

“No. Don’t know anyone besides Moody with his eye, who can.”

“Oh.”

Not ten minutes later, Tonks pulled up short and stepped behind a magazine
stand to pull out her slate tablet. “Cripes,” she breathed and then almost frantically
glanced around. “Not an alleyway when you need one, is there?”

Harry pointed at a parked lorry from which the delivery man had just wheeled
something inside a shop. Tonks grabbed Harry’s hand and dashed up the metal
ramp, making rather a racket. A voice shouted from somewhere but Tonks had
already pulled Harry behind a stack of pallets and Disapparated. Harry imagined a
very puzzled lorry driver returning just seconds later.
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They arrived back at the Ministry where Vineet and Shacklebolt were just stepping
out of the marked incoming area at the end of one corridor. Without a word the
Aurors moved close, pulled their wands, and disappeared.

Harry huffed, feeling useless, but he quickly let it go. Vineet intoned, “At least
we are being deposited somewhere comfortable.”

“Yep.” Harry stood there thinking, then had an idea. “Assuming they are going
to be gone for a while, I'm going up to the Minister’s office.” As he stepped away, he
added, “In case anyone is looking for me.”

Despite it being a Saturday, the Minister’s reception area contained Belinda and
two other assistants. “Harry,” Belinda said happily when she noticed him lingering
there in the doorway. The other two shared knowing looks. Harry ignored them and
stepped in.

“Working hard?” Harry asked, thinking that was a safe topic.

She straightened and met him halfway across the room. She was dressed as nice as
a weekday in a dark green pantsuit and waist-length cloak. “Not so much. Saturdays
are fortunately quiet. What are you doing here?”

“My field work got interrupted,” Harry answered casually, but the eyes of the
other two assistants came up with what had to be vague alarm. Harry wondered
if he went back down to the Auror’s office, he could find any written record of the
assignment Tonks and Shacklebolt had been sent out on.

A figure stepped briskly out of the far office. “Fergus, do you have the... Mr.
Potter,” Madam Bones said with a clear change in voice. “Just the man I wanted to
see. Come in. Come in.” She turned immediately around, causing her monocle to
swing, and headed back into her office. Harry followed slowly and took the offered
tall leather chair that backed onto the real skylight by the wall. Bones hitched her
hip on the edge of her desk and clasped her hand before herself. “So... have you
decided?” she asked with interest.

Harry’s mouth fell open a bit and he worked his brain backward to what this
might be. Her expectant expression didn’t help the process. “I'm not sure what you
are referring to...” he finally admitted.

She smiled all the more, oddly enough, as though doting on him by doing so.
“It is barely over three months away, Mr. Potter... Harry — the anniversary that so
deserves to be a holiday.”

“Er,” Harry began, remembering her earlier threat in a rush. “I really don’t think
we need a Harry Potter Day, Minister,” he quickly said, trying to sound reassuring
rather than panicked.

She stepped around her desk. “I am certainly open to other monikers...” she
stated easily.
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“Um, Demise of Voldemort Day?” Harry suggested.

“A bit negative don’t you feel using his name?” Bones said. She put her monocle
to her eye and looked for a parchment on her desk. “Ah, here it is. We have compiled
a possible list. Let’s see: Dark Diminishment Day... no. Ah, Dastardly Demise Day,
Dark Lord Death Day. No. Or how about Free-As-You-Please Day?” She shook her
head and let her monocle fall. “Demise of Voldemort Day you think?”

Harry, who would accept any option that didn’t include his name, nodded vigor-
ously.

“And how shall we celebrate? Parade? Honorary Quidditch match?”

Harry, who had not considered the second, hesitated but finally said, “I was
thinking of an annual dueling competition... where I'd be the judge.”

“Well!” She exclaimed, pleased. “You have been putting some thought into
this... I'm so glad.” She paced back around her desk, her polyester pantsuit making
loud fabricky noises. “Dueling competition... dueling competition,” she muttered to
herself. “I do think we can manage that.”

Harry almost folded in relief.

“Well, we’ll get planning on that,” Bones stated. Harry stood and followed her
to the door. “I'll let you know the exact time and such...” she said dismissively, to
Harry’s dismay. Before he could even get out of the way, she said another goodbye,
called one of her assistants into her office, and closed the door.

Harry approached Belinda where she was looking through the shelves. She said,
“Want to do something tonight?”

W

“Can’t,” Harry said. “Severus is going to be home.” At her odd expression he
quickly offered, “You could come over for dinner.”

Her expression remained strangely flat. “Um... Maybe not.”

Harry felt like he had stepped out of himself and now stood beside his own left
shoulder. The files stacked on the floor across the room rattled and rustled, drawing
Belinda’s and Fergus’ attention that way. Harry, for once, did not care if he, a
poltergeist, or even a Shetani were causing it. Quietly, while stalling her from going
over as well with a hand on her arm, he said, “What’s the problem?”

“Well, T don’t really want... well, Saturday night with Professor Snape doesn’t
sound like what I was thinking of.”

Harry was back inside himself and feeling offense flowing into him. The files rattled
again and this time Fergus jumped back in surprise since he had been bending over
them to look more closely. Something snapped like small hungry jaws. Harry did
not really wish to rein himself in; he wanted to let this all loose. He wanted to point
out that her father wasn’t the best of company, frankly. A second later he did calm
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himself, for no one clear reason, perhaps just reason itself. He let go of her arm and
her expression revealed that she realized she had made a mistake.

“Harry,” she said, disbelieving, “You are taking this the wrong-"

“No,” Harry only whispered but she fell silent. He had seen more in her eyes, a
distaste and derision even although it was short-lived and she hadn’t really expressed
it. “He’s my father now, you know,” he continued, sounding like someone else talking.

“Harry,” she said soothingly, “I know that. I didn’t mean-" A file exploded with an
odd squeal, interrupting her. Looking between her colleague and Harry, she accused,
“Are you causing that?”

"Not intentionally,” Harry said, backing up and thinking he had to escape here
if he was going to pull himself back under control. She gave him a searching look
now. Harry said, “Sorry, I have to go. Tonks and Shacklebolt may have returned,”
he added quickly. If she said anything more, he didn’t hear it.

Back downstairs, Harry found Vineet rehearsing Eastern Defense Arts in the work-
out room. Harry stopped in the doorway, queerly relieved to be in the other’s pres-
ence. The workout room and the whole floor were quiet. Needing a distraction, Harry
stepped in, sat down, and started talking about the first non-Ministry topic that leapt
to mind.

“Have you told your wife about your power yet?”

Vineet came to a halt, mid-turn of his hips, leg raised. He slowly stood straight
and replied, “Not precisely.”

“What does that mean?” Harry demanded a little sharply. “You've either leveled
with her or you haven’t.”

Vineet considered Harry in silence, head tilted to the side. “You think it so
important?” he asked, sounding honestly curious, in contrast to his sharp gaze.

“I don’t know,” Harry muttered and leaned over the desktop onto his elbow.
Antsy and annoyed, Harry stared at the far wall.

Vineet crossed his arms. “Is anything the matter?” he asked.

Harry was certain that this man — who honored him above anything Harry had
encountered previously, had changed his life path even because of him — didn’t want
to hear the truth. “It’s hard to explain,” Harry hedged. “I just had a little tiff with
Belinda, is all.”

“Ah,” Vineet uttered. “Such an inefficient process, this dating.”

“I'm not looking for a wife,” Harry pointed out. “Not right now, anyway. Be-
sides, as much as I trust Severus, I wouldn’t send him off to find me one, even if I
were looking or hoping.” Harry let his shoulders fall and found calm finally. Vineet
returned to what he had been doing.
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After watching Vineet hypnotically practice repeated movements for ten minutes,
Harry said, “I wonder if their assignment is recorded anywhere. I'm darn curious.”

Vineet paused and glanced at the open door. “I did not find anything meaningful.”

“You looked!” Harry said, laughing.

“I was curious,” Vineet argued. “You think I should not be?”

Harry shrugged. “You seem so honest otherwise...”

“I did not open anything that was not allowed for me to see,” Vineet stated.

“Didn’t find anything, eh?”

“Not unless MM means anything to you,” Vineet said. When Harry shook his
head, he explained, “It is coded in several places of interest among the assignment
logs.”

“MM? Malfoy Manor?” Harry suggested. “Draco Malfoy seemed more worried
than suspicious the other day when I ran into him. I don’t remember another Malfoy...
sure it was MM and not NM?” At Vineet’s nod, Harry frowned thoughtfully.

Tonks and Shacklebolt were gone until 4:00 p.m. They Apparated in and sank
wearily into their desk chairs. Harry and Vineet, who had been occupying themselves
with drills and just plain silly spells, stepped in at the sound of their arrival.

“What happened?” Harry asked.

Tonks and Shacklebolt shared a look. “Nothing,” Tonks said.

“Absolutely nothing?” Harry demanded, remembering the last false alarm that
interrupted their field shadowing. “Again?”

“Yep. Again,” Tonks said. “Why don’t you two head on home,” she suggested in
a manner that came out as an order.

“Who’s MM?” Harry asked. When Tonks paused, Harry said, “It is on the log.”

With a slash of her wand the door boomed closed. Shacklebolt said, “Whitley
and Reggie didn’t want it shared.”

“Want what shared?” Harry asked.

To Shacklebolt, Tonks argued, “We don’t know if any of this is even connected.”

“Still.”

“You going to squeal on me if I tell them?”

Harry and Vineet’s gaze shifted together between the two Aurors, spectator style.
Shacklebolt crossed his arms before his broad chest. “I would rather you not put me
in the position of having to divide my loyalties.”

Tonks put her wand back away. “They’re not going to keep it quiet much longer.”

“So you're not going say?” Harry demanded after a silence, acutely disappointed.

“No,” Tonks admitted and appeared to move on to writing up a report.

Harry gestured between himself and Vineet. “Are we part of this organization or
not?” he asked.
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“No. Not fully. Not yet,” Tonks countered.
“It’s always years away,” Harry complained as best he could while holding his
anger on a chokingly short leash. “Can’t join the Order, Harry, until you're of age...”
“For the record, I disagreed with that,” Tonks said while Harry continued with,
. doesn’t matter, Harry, that you've fought Voldemort more times than anyone
else actually in the Order...” Harry went on despite her attempts to cut in. “And
now you are saying that we have to wait two and half more years to find out who the
enemy is? How many times is he going to have to try to kill us before you will tell
us?”

(13

“Finished?” Tonks snapped into the gap when he took a breath. Harry dropped
his gaze and pulled himself together. “You are out of line,” she stated and it cut
through him like a blade. With forced calm she said, “I will ask Reggie to revisit the
issue of what you are allowed — of the vague suspicious, not facts — to hear. I trust
you, Harry, up to the point where your discipline as an Auror is lacking. I honestly
would trust Vishnu here a bit more to not do anything stupid, although in this case
there isn’t anything personal for you, so perhaps you wouldn’t act on your own.”

The room fell silent. Harry stared at the floor, feeling less than nothing as the
safest option. If he felt anything at all, he would be lost. Tonks said, “Go home.
Next week I'll ask Reggie to schedule a briefing for you. It’s overdue, I believe.”

Harry turned and departed without a glance at Shacklebolt, whom he was afraid
would be disappointed in his tirade. In the workout room Vineet approached as Harry
was collecting his bag. “I will be seeing you next week,” he said.

“Yeah. Have a good weekend — rest of weekend.” Harry Disapparated from there
to home right then, not having the patience to spin that long in the Floo.

The quiet house immediately didn’t feel so. Harry pretended everything was all
right and put his things away as he usually did. When he turned from rearranging
his books and emptying his mind until the house felt calm, he found Winky at the
door to the Library, looking skittish and more suplicating than usual.

“Master Harry waiting for Master to have dinner?”

“Yes,” Harry replied.

Winky nodded to herself as she backed away. Harry dropped onto the lounger
and closed his eyes.

“Shall we move your bed down here?” a voice asked from the doorway some time
later.

Harry must have fallen asleep. He rubbed his eyes and asked, “Who’s MM?”

“What?” Snape asked, and his voice shifting made it sound as though he had
returned to the doorway at that question. “MM?” he confirmed. “No idea.”
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“You’re certain you have no idea?” Harry asked while staring at the ceiling in a
fit of calm control.

“Mad-Eye Moody?” Snape suggested.

“Doubtful,” Harry answered. “Besides those aren’t his real initials.”

“It was the first thing that came to mind. May I ask what brought the question
up?”

“Something is up at the Ministry. Our field shadowing got interrupted by another
non-emergency and they won’t tell us anything, but the logbook has MM in it.”

Their gazes locked for a long second. “If I knew I would tell you, Harry,” Snape
stated in an almost soothing tone. “I'll ask Minerva, who I presume is not the MM
in question.”

“Thanks,” Harry said. He washed up for dinner and hungrily settled in across
from Snape, who didn’t have a plate. “You already ate?” Harry asked.

“You needn’t have waited,” Snape said, rolling a tumbler of something between
his hands.

Harry ate quickly, grateful that he was having a better time with the Dark Plane
than earlier; Snape’s sharp gaze felt like a microscope. He filled his guardian in on
what they had learned that week, lost in memory as he spoke. When he looked up,
he found that Snape appeared worn a bit thin. So even though he wanted to talk
more, he headed off to his room as soon as the plates disappeared.

As Harry awoke the next morning, he had a delayed reaction to his encounter
with Belinda. He stared at the dim ceiling of his room and wondered what she was
thinking right now. Noises came from the vicinity of the hearth that weren’t easily
explained by the quiet glow of its coals. Reining in his emotions, Harry got up and
went through his usual morning routine almost robot-like. On his trunk, he found
the remains of his nice cloak. He rolled it up carefully and took it downstairs cradled
in his arm.

Snape was most of the way through a cup of coffee, piles of post open and sorted
before him. “Good morning,” he said without looking up.

Harry, numbed by the effort of keeping his emotions in control said, “I need
Galleons for a new cloak.”

Snape raised his eyes to the bundle Harry held. He looked well-rested and bright-
eyed this morning as he asked, “Why’s that?”

Harry unrolled the cloak to show him the missing half of it, the edge crinkled
brown and ragged from fire. Snape’s brow twisted in alarm. “What happened?”

“Dragon,” Harry answered simply.

Snape studied Harry’s gaze as though looking for an alternative truth. “Good-
ness.”
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“I don’t need so nice of one since I wear it while on duty, which can be hard on
it.”

“Well, certainly. But do try to be more careful, nevertheless.”

Doggedly pursuing this necessary conversation, Harry admitted, “I made a mis-
take. I thought the green was out of methane.”

“Do be more cautious next time. I have a bit of extra gold I can give you,” Snape
assured him. “After breakfast though,” he said as breakfast sparkled in on top of his
pile of discarded envelopes. He caught the plate as it tilted and cleared a space for
it.

Harry sat down and ate slowly, wishing otherwise, but conflictingly grateful as
well, that Snape hadn’t noticed his difficulty. At least, he thought he hadn’t. After
handing Harry a brightly clinking small sack, Snape said, “You seem a little out of
sorts.”

Harry parted his lips and for an instant teetered on the cusp of telling him every-
thing, but what came out was the easy excuse. “I had an argument yesterday with
Belinda.”

“Ah,” Snape stated dismissively. He moved to make ready then with purpose,
putting on his gloves and tucking his post into his breast pocket. “Should I ask over
what?”

“You,” Harry went on, unable to censor himself. Snape’s gaze shifted sideways
back to Harry. Harry said, “I don’t think she likes you.”

Surprisingly easy going, Snape commented, “Many people don’t.” He raised his
eyes to above the mantel. “I don’t remember being exceptionally hard on her as a
pupil.”

Harry shrugged. He didn’t actually know what Belinda’s issue was. In the end he
hadn’t given her a chance to explain and now Harry wondered if he had overreacted.
A long silence ensued while Snape hesitated with Floo powder in hand.

“Owl me, Harry, if you will.” He sounded concerned now, which made Harry feel
much better.

Harry nodded that he would, and a moment later he was alone.

=
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Still on automatic, Harry went to training the next few days and answered owls
from both Hermione and Snape. His replies, when he reread them before sending
them, sounded as though someone else had written them. His momentary instinct
to confess to Snape was overwhelmed by the memory of Snape’s own derisive words
when Harry had long ago asked what he should do if he started seeing the Dark Plane
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all of the time. Get used to it, I should think, still rang clear enough in Harry’s mind
that he sent off the mundane letter exactly as he had already written it. He was so far
inside himself that he didn’t even get angry when Tonks informed him that Rodgers
had nixed a briefing for them right now on the department’s mystery investigation.

It was Wednesday before Harry was forced to face Belinda again.

“You've been very quiet, Harry,” Aaron teased as they ate their bagged lunches
in the tearoom.

“That won’t last long,” Kerry Ann commented and nodded at the doorway.

Belinda stood there, looking vastly overdressed for this level of the Ministry. “Can
I talk to you?” she asked Harry.

Harry, grateful that his trainer and Tonks were both off elsewhere, stood up and
joined her in the corridor. He didn’t want to wander far, feeling an inexplicable
instinct to stay close to his fellows while the two of them talked. Belinda backed
up a few steps from the door and said quietly, “Look, I'm really sorry. I wasn’t
thinking before I spoke. You want me to have dinner with Professor Snape, I'll do
that anytime.” Her eyes were earnest as she spoke and the waft of her perfume livened
up the corridor.

Also quiet, Harry said, “I overreacted, I think.”

“I didn’t realize that was such a sensitive topic. But I'm not a recently adopted
orphan, either,” she added with a light lilt. “Why don’t you come over tonight. T'll
make dinner.”

Harry thought that sounded like a terrible idea, to be alone with her where the
slightest distress would bring disaster. But he couldn’t say no, it would undo the last
thirty seconds and then some. “Sure.”

“Eight, then?” She brushed his arm with her hand. “Really, I didn’t mean to
offend you. It’s just that seven years of Professor Snape at school is hard to get over.”

Harry’s lips curled slightly. “I understand,” he said, sounding robotic.

“I’ll see you tonight,” she said brightly, clearly happy.

When Harry reentered the tearoom, all eyes were on him. Kerry Ann dove in
with, “So, how did it go?”

Harry had this dizzying notion that she knew everything from the weekend and
just needed a little filling in. “None of your concern,” Harry heard his temper,
otherwise bound and gagged by fear, state.

“Whoa,” Aaron breathed.

Sounding disturbingly like Belinda, Kerry Ann said, “Sorry, Harry. I didn’t mean-

Crossing the warning track of his mind, Harry risked saying, “You already know
everything, don’t you?”
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Kerry Ann’s mouth worked silently. “It’s been going around. Don’t have a tiff in
front of other Ministry staff, Harry.” This last was offered in a tone of truly caring
advice and it pushed Harry into silence. She said, “Partner with me during the rest
of drills. That will make you feel better.”

Harry actually smiled at her humor. “No it won’t,” he said.

That evening, Harry, roses in hand, arrived at Belinda’s door. He felt lightheaded,
as though he were facing fate on a grand scale, as though the world was about to
change irrevocably.

The door opened and a smiling Belinda welcomed him inside to the steam and
heat emanating from the cook-top. She pressed a beer into his hand and they carried
on an inane conversation while she finished dinner.

Through the meal, Harry was a bundle of nervous control. Repeatedly, he had
to stop himself from fidgeting with the silver. He turned down a second beer on the
theory that he needed a completely clear head. A wave of her wand sent the dishes
to the sink before she took her pink cocktail to the couch and sat back. Harry joined
her there, thinking he had been dumb lucky so far that he hadn’t slipped and that
he shouldn’t push it further by staying much longer. She wrapped him up in a way
that implied she didn’t expect him to go anytime soon. Harry kissed her back as a
way of pretending everything was all right.

They remained that way, despite Harry’s wandering thoughts of concern. It was
warm that close together, despite the draft from the flat’s old windows. Harry so
wished to not be concerned. He had a gulp of her drink when a pause allowed for
it, tempted to ask for his own and get blasted drunk in a fit of the hell with it. Bad
emotions were leaching in as her hands touched his bare back. He disliked himself
for feeling only attracted to her lovely features and not her. He hated that he wished
she were Tonks.

A chittering sounded from under the cabinet beside the stove. Belinda turned her
head, brow furrowed. “I thought I got rid of the mice.”

Harry sat frozen, even down to the hands he had around her. He began breathing
faster. The chittering repeated and now a scratching as though of very needle-like
claws could be heard too.

Harry stood up despite her grip. “I have to go,” he said, barely finding breath to
say it.

“What?”

Harry couldn’t even spare anything to absorb her tone. “Really, I have to go,”
Harry insisted. The sound of something dragging over the floor came from near
the pantry. Belinda turned again, but at that moment, her neighbors trouped past
outside in the corridor, talking and banging their door open and closed again.
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Belinda angled her head up and stared at Harry, agape. “But why? What’s
wrong?”

Harry pulled his shirt together and with fumbling fingers found a few buttons to
hook, but they didn’t line up. He quickly retrieved his cloak. He needed to be alone
to quash all of the emotion and close down the gateway. Fear for her was making
that impossible at that moment and that ineffectiveness was feeding the fear.

“Really,” Harry insisted. “I’'m sorry.”

She appeared alternatively concerned and upset. “What did I do wrong?” she
asked, sounding a little angry now.

“Nothing,” Harry insisted. “It’s me. Really, it’s just me.” He Disapparated.

Harry reappeared in the main hall in Shrewsthorpe. The slithering, scraping noise
sounded behind him, near the windows, breaking the silence of the house. Relieved
to hear it, because it meant the opening had followed him, Harry relaxed and the
sound stopped. Legs quivering faintly, Harry mounted the stairs to the first floor and
entered his room. Kali was circling inside her cage, frantic. Despair was trying to
grip Harry, but even that emotion might be deadly.

Letting Kali out to climb on his shoulder and leveling himself forcefully, Harry
sat at his desk and opened the first book he found. It was Rules of Riot: — A Primer
on Crowd Control. Despite the title, it was a rather boring text full of detailed
instructions for dividing and quieting crowds of various sizes and states of inebriation.
Harry wondered with ill humor if any of these quieting spells would work on a hundred
vicious Shetani, should they come pouring into the room. The sounds quieted again
as Harry chuckled darkly, making him chuckle more, but grimly.

The purple book was in the stack on top of the upper shelf, the stack that kept
the roll-top from closing. He opened it and flipped through it, desperate for any help,
something to close the gateway once open, or a spell to force the creatures back from
the interstice. There was nothing, only theory and large words and supposition. The
author had known but he had not understood. Disgusted, Harry tossed the book in
the direction of the flaming hearth. It skidded on its open pages and stopped before
the grate.

Harry took a slow deep breath. At this instant all was calm, but it would not
remain that way. Shaking with frustration and angry helplessness, Harry took up a
quill and a half sheet of parchment.

Dear Severus, Harry began but hesitated. He didn’t want to need help. He didn’t
want Snape to know things had gotten this bad. He suspected that Snape couldn’t
help in any event. A rattle like a snake’s tale sounded from the hearth. One could
pretend it was the fire, but Harry strongly suspected it was not. Snape would have
to manage, Harry insisted, using that 