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Joreword

BY OzMmA

The Squib stories were written in the interval
between the release of the first "Harry Potter” film
and the publication of HARrRY POTTER AND THE
ORDER OF THE PHOENIX.

My kids are Harry Potter fans who were eager
for more stories about the Potterverse. While they
were waiting for J.K. Rowling’s next book, we dis-
covered the existence of Harry Potter fan fiction on
the internet. Eventually, after enjoying quite a lot
of these stories, I felt inspired enough to try writing
my own stories set in Harry's world.

Argus Filch, the caretaker of Hogwarts, is one of
my favorite characters. He's a man without magic
in a world where it's normal to be a wizard. A bitter
old grouch who's touchingly devoted to his cat. He
does his best to keep the castle clean and in good
working order, and no pesky poltergeist or bratty
student had better stand in his way!

Since Filch is one of my favorite characters, I was
disappointed that his appearances in fan-written
stories were so rare. It was even more unusual to see
him treated sympathetically. I began to think about




Filch, his place in the wizarding world and his rela-
tionships with the people around him. These ideas
grew into stories and eventually became an epic
which JOdel had now made, most wonderfully, into
a series of books.

The results are yours to enjoy...

(My thanks to JOdel, Jelsemium — my co-
writer for "Seuis Summer,” and Durayan,
the artist who did the lovely cover portrait of
Filch and Mrs. Norris. And also J. K. Rowling
who gave Filch life, and David Bradley who

portrayed Filch so brilliantly in the films.)




CuAPTER ONE

Sojourns with Squibs

(Apologies to Gilderoy Lockhart)

HE MOMENT [ emerged from red-and-gold into
the quiet Charms corridor the sleek tabby cat in
my arms became a lovely woman.

It was after midnight. The term was all but over,
the Leaving Feast only two days away. In a portrait
on the wall across from us, a shepherdess dozed on a
hillside surrounded by her slumbering sheep. No one
else was nearby. The Castle was as silent as the Castle
ever gets. Mrs. Norris was patrolling the corridors on
her own tonight. If any students had been up to mis-
chief, I would find out about it tomorrow.

[ was still supposed to be on light duties but Poppy
Pomfrey had given me permission to resume my les-
sons with Alastor Moody. The medi-witch had made
the old Auror promise that he'd be careful with me.

Recently the lessons had demanded more of Profes-
sor McGonagall than they did of me, anyhow. Mad-Eye
wanted to learn more about the Doors’ effect on Animagi.




Moody had given me a simple assignment. [ was to
"learn to relax” while bringing passengers through a
Door. Easier said than done, but I was trying.

Minerva's task was more challenging. She and
Moody were both trying to find out if an Animagus
could slowly build up resistance to the Door’s protec-
tive spells after repeated exposures. Over the past few
days Minerva and I had become old hands at going
through Godric’s Door together.

Never one for taking unnecessary chances, Poppy
had insisted that Minerva should practice Transfigur-
ing in my arms many times before we went through
the tapestry. The first time, when Minerva had emerged
human and unconscious, I had known how to catch
her without doing either of us an injury.

Now, I supported Minerva as she put her arms
around my neck. Very wobbly but standing on her
own two feet, she rested her head against my shoul-
der while she caught her breath.

"Professor?” I asked her anxiously, "are you all right?”

"Perfectly all right, Argus,” she assured me.

“You did it!" I said, proudly. "You came out standing!”

"More or less,” Minerva said. Her tone was wry. After
several minutes, her breathing returned to normal.
"Are you ready for another try?" she asked me.

Nodding, I held out my arms. Even as I did, she was
simultaneously Transfiguring and leaping into them.
With her cradled against my chest, I stepped back-
wards into red-and-gold once more.

The place inside the Doors is a realm that I only

see when [ travel with passengers. Godric's Door is all
red and gold within. Moving inside the tapestry has
grown easier with practice, or perhaps I am merely
getting used to slogging my way through. Carrying
Minerva through this red and gold place was like
wading through waist deep water.

We emerged into the Great Hall in back of the
staff table. The house-elves who were busy dusting
and sweeping under the silvery moon visible on the
enchanted ceiling above, glanced over at us. Several
smiled, but none of them paused in their work.

From the Great Hall we went to the trophy room. Nearly
Headless Nick and the Grey Lady stood there, deep in con-
versation. Both ghosts nodded gravely when they saw us.

After that we went to the Astronomy tower. Each
time that Minerva emerged from the tapestry she
was human and wobbly, but she was also trium-
phantly awake and aware. Each time I held her while
she caught her breath. I was proud of her progress
but she seemed unsatisfied.

"Professor, what are you trying to do?" I asked her.

"Remain a cat,” she gasped. "If it's at all possible.
But I can't seem to manage it!" Removing her wand
from her sleeve, she gave us some light. Her grey eyes
behind the square spectacles were filled with concern.

"Argus, are you all right? I'm sorry, it can't be easy

dragging me through time after time.”

Her solicitude for me made my heart dance.
Minerva and I have known each other for so many
yvears. I couldn't say exactly when I first noticed how




lovely she is, or how clever. Or the way that she always
manages to be fair, even under circumstances which
are driving me into fits of rage.

But it's the warm heart underneath her stern exte-
rior that touches me most deeply. Few of the children in
the Castle are perceptive enough to realize how much
their Deputy Headmistress cares for them. Though her
Gryffindors are aware of the pride that she takes in
them and strive to be worthy of her regard.

I long to do the same. Minerva has always had my
deepest respect and admiration. Admitting, even to
myself, that she has my love as well had seemed very
foolish before now. She's a star quite beyond my reach.
Recently though, I'd begun daring to hope otherwise...

Sternly, I forced my thoughts back to the matter
at hand. She had asked me a question. Here I was,
gaping at her like a mooncalf.

"“I'm fine,” I said. "You're the least trouble of any
passenger ['ve had yet. Animagi take less effort than
children do, at least when the Animagus in question
isn't plummeting to his death.”

"Speaking of the Pup,” Minerva said dryly, "he's not going
1o give you any peace once he discovers that it's possible to
fight the effects of the protective spells with practice.”

"It's going to be difficult taking him over and over
again, a creature his size,” I grumbled. "I don't fancy
pulling him along on a leash. Perhaps I can find a
saddle somewhere and ride him."

Minerva laughed.

"It's all very well for you to be amused,” I said, testily, sit-

ting on the Observatory floor. "Moody and the Pup don't
see you as Hogwarts' own version of the Knight Bus!”

Still chuckling softly, Minerva sat beside me to rest.
I frowned at her, though it was only for effect. I really
liked to hear her laugh.

"Perhaps,” she suggested, "you should offer us tooth-
brushes and hot chocolate. Or little paper sacks, in
case of sickness.” She paused, thoughtfully. "The
Knight Bus could do with those as well.”

I shook my head. "No paper sacks, thank you very
much. You and the Pup don't need them. I'm not plan-
ning to take any passengers who do.”

=0

Alastor Moody had said that he'd be tracking us
this evening. He'd been mysterious about his methods.
The absence of the red grapefruit-sized Secutus spells
that he usually chased me with was puzzling.

Minerva and I were in front of a mirror on the
fourth floor when we heard the clunk of Moody's claw-
footed wooden leg approaching. When Mad-Eye came
into view he was accompanied by Callandra Moffitt.

That answered my question. Callandra had been dili-
gently practicing her Searching during the weeks that
I'd spent recuperating from Lucius Malfoy's double Curse.
She was now able to find many of her fellow Gryffindors,
including her Head of House. I knew that it wasn't me
she'd been able to follow. Giving off no magical traces, I
was quite invisible to Callandra’s Searching.

Obviously the child was up and around at this hour




with both Mad-Eye's and Minerva's permission. Nev-
ertheless, I frowned.

"She should be asleep!” I grumbled.

"Only two more days until she goes home,” Moody said
unrepentantly. "I mean to make the most of 'em.”

"What a time [ had following you, Professor!” Callandra
was saying to Minerva. “You've been all over the Castle.
And there were times when you just disappeared!”

The girl turned to me, wide-eyed. "Professor Moody
told me how you managed that, Mr. Filch.”

"H-He did?" I wheezed. | knew that the old Auror consid-
ered the students of Hogwarts to be an untapped resource. I
agreed with him, to a point, but [ didn't like the idea of him
simply telling the child. What would the Headmaster say?

Moody gave me his knife-slash of a grin. "Albus said
that I had his approval to add Miss Motfitt to the List,”
he told me, making me wonder if he could read minds.
"The lass can keep a secret. Potter, Granger, Ron and
Ginny Weasley already know. So does Longbottom.”

"Neville too?" Callandra was delighted.

"Show her, Filch,” Moody said gruffly. "Call your Doors.”

"It's all right, Argus,” Minerva encouraged me, briskly.

I sighed. If Minerva approved as well, any protests
that I made would be futile. Well, at least Callandra's not
finding out about my Doors in the middle of some life-and-
death crisis, like all the other children did, I thought.

In answer to my summons, the other three tapestries
appeared on the corridor wall beside red-and-gold.

"Professor Dumbledore wanted you to have a look at

‘em, lass,” Moody said. "Tell us what you can.”

Tentatively Callandra ran her hands along each Door.
She was silent for many minutes. Minerva, Moody and [
watched her with interest. [ was reminded of the way that
the Headmaster and Severus Snape had examined the
Doors the day after I'd learned how to summon them.

The ways of Squibs like Callandra and me are a mys-
tery to most wizards. We're learning that not all of our
talents are alike. Older and more experienced, [ am able
to identify many different types of spells more easily
than Callandra can do. (Having spent so much of my
life at this school hasn't hurt, either.) But the child’s
ability to distinguish one wizard's magic from another’s
can let her sense things that I cannot.

After a while Callandra spoke hesitantly. "T know you
believe that each of these Doors was made by a different
founder,” she said. "And each one was definitely warded
and used by a different person. But, under those traces,
I think that they were originally the work of a single
hand.” As she spoke, Callandra's slim brown hands
rested on black-and yellow. "Hers."

Minerva and Moody looked surprised but I smiled.
I thought of a workroom hidden somewhere in the
Castle, a place that I'd only been able to reach through
Helga's Door. A Weaver's room, filled with sunlight
and the scent of flowers, though the loom was now
empty and the spinning wheel now stood idle.

"She made her own Door and gave the other three
theirs as gifts,” Minerva speculated.

"An interesting bit of information for Albus.” Moody's
gruff voice was pleased.




[ saw that Callandra’s examination of the tapestries
had tired her. The child was yawning.

"All right, lesson’s over!” I said, firmly. "Off to bed
with you now!”

"You could bring me back to Gryffindor tower straight
away,” Callandra suggested shyly. “"The Door's protective
spells won't hurt people like us.”

I glowered at her. Callandra might be a Squib like
me but she's also every inch a Gryffindor. Show any
of Godric's chosen something potentially unpleasant
and dangerous and they can't wait to try it.

The child looked hopeful, Minerva looked encour-
aging and Moody looked smug. He'd promised that
he'd never ask me to take passengers again, or trick
me into doing it either. He never had to. He was adept
at getting others to do their own asking.

"Argus,” Minerva said patiently, "we'll never learn
what effect Godric's Door will have on her unless you
try. Don't worry. According to all our theories Callandra
should be fine.”

"Theoretically,” Moody mused, “you ought to be able to
take her through any of them. Not only Godric's Door.”

"No!"” I snapped. "She's a Gryffindor! I'm taking her
through red-and-gold!”

I hadn't yet tried taking anyone through the ‘wrong
house’ Door. The thought of doing such a thing gave me
a feeling of disquiet. Not as strong as the foreboding I
felt at the thought of what would happen if I lost my
grip on a passenger inside a Door, but I didn't want to
take any chances.

[ realized what I'd said and bit my tongue.
OF——2©

A short while later, after bidding Minerva and Moody
good-night, Callandra and I emerged from red-and-
gold directly in front of the portrait of the Fat Lady.

Our journey had been instantaneous. Just as Moody
had predicted, Callandra was no more affected than I
was. My relief left me weak at the knees. Guesses and
theories are all very well but after what happened with
Severus I can't help but fear for the safety of anyone
who is coming through with me for the first time.

"That was fun!” Callandra said enthusiastically. "It's
a wonder that you walk anywhere.”

"Walking's good exercise,” I said gruffly. "The Doors
do me a favor by coming when I call. It wouldn't be
right to take advantage of them.” Thanking red-and-
gold, I sent the Door away.

Callandra smiled at me. "Good night, Mr. Filch,”
she said.

Bidding her good-night, I headed off down the corridor.

O ©

The night had been a busy one, and it wasn't over yet. I
hadn't reached my room when [ heard an urgent mew from
down around my ankles. Mrs. Norris, clearly agitated about
something, had found me. There were matters demanding
my attention that wouldn't keep until morning.

Summoning a Door at random, (it was blue-and-
bronze who came) my cat and I emerged into the




corridor beside the stone gargoyle that guards the
entrance to the Headmaster's chamber.
Standing next to the gargoyle was Harry Potter.

The rotter Effect

The students at Hogwarts Castle often mutter
resentfully that I can move through the corridors
as swiftly and stealthily as any of the ghosts can do.
Overhearing these comments makes me feel quite
smug. Nearly all the children lack the slightest idea of
how I am able to accomplish this.

Now, staring down at Harry Potter, I felt a twinge of
sympathy for the poor bewildered brats. For years Potter
has been roaming the corridors at night, seemingly at will.
I know this is true, although I rarely see him during his
nocturnal wanderings. How does he manage this?

[ haven't the slightest idea!

Potter was standing beside the stone gargoyle,
saying the password in a frantic voice.

"It's 'ice mice’, isn't it?” he asked when he saw me.
"Dumbledore hasn't changed it, has he? He usually
lets me know, in case...”

"Professor Dumbledore,” I corrected him automatically.
Fear made my voice harsh. There was a time, even a few
months earlier, when I would have pounced gleefully, yell-
ing threats and assigning Potter detention before sending

him back to his dormitory with a flea in his ear.

These days, sadder and wiser, I did none of those
things. It was obvious that Potter didn't want the
Headmaster for some frivolous reason. The boy's
green eyes were huge and haunted, his face was pale
and frightened. And he was rubbing his forehead as
if his scar was hurting him.

I knew what that meant although I really, truly
wished I didn't. My heart turned to ice and dropped
into my boots. Most of my evening had been spent
in Minerva's delightful company but even the pleas-
ant feelings that lingered weren't enough to stop the
shudder that ran down my spine.

"“You have the correct password,” I said, croakily, my
throat dry as dust. "Perhaps the door isn't opening
because the Headmaster isn't in his rooms. He's some-
where in the Castle or on the grounds..." I added hast-
ily as Potter looked stricken. "He didn't say anything
about leaving tonight.”

“You can bring me to him,” Potter said, urgently.

"Please!”

He couldn't mean what I thought he meant, could he...?

"Much faster than I can find him on my own,” the
boy continued.

Yes, he could. I swallowed hard.

"Please!” Potter repeated.

Mrs. Norris, who had been looking from one of us
to the other, backed up this request with a plaintive
mew. She's warmed up to Potter considerably during
this past year. (Since Potter was the one who figured




out that I'd been Cursed weeks ago, helping to save my
life and prevent the damage I'd nearly been forced to
cause, she's become downright fond of him.)

I shook my head silently.

"Voldemort,” Potter said very deliberately, "has just
murdered a man. [ saw it happen. The Headmaster
has to know.”

Chilled and horrified, I forced myself to speak. My
voice trembled. "No. I-I'm sorry, boy. You see things as
they happen, not before they happen. This poor man
is already dead, beyond your help and the Headmas-
ter's. There's nothing that can be done for him now.
Nothing to be gained by making yourself sick.”

Potter was quite agitated, impatient with both himself
and with me. "The man who died was being kept a pris-
oner, and he wasn't the only one locked up! The room
was dark and it was hard to see, but I think there were
at least two other people chained up with him!

"The others still have a chance,” Harry continued,
desperately. "Maybe the Headmaster can find them
while they're still alive, before Voldemort..."

I shuddered again, not just at the sound of the
unspeakable name. I knew what it meant to be held
prisoner, chained helpless in the dark. It was a feeling
that I'd never forget.

Potter looked even worse than I felt. I didn't want to think
about the terrible things he'd already seen in his short life,
or the toll that these nightmare visions take on him.

"All right,” I whispered harshly, summoning red-
and-gold. "This won't be pleasant for you. I'm sorry.”

"Don't worry. I'll manage.” The boy's voice was wry.

Minerva's right, 1 thought. I should keep little paper
sacks handy. Putting my arm across the boy's shoul-
ders, I held on to him tightly. "Take us to the Head-
master, please. Wherever he is,” I said as we stepped
into Godric's Door together.

I

Alastor Moody has come up with some general
rules and predictions concerning the Doors, based on
our experiences with their protective spells.

1. A Squib hasn't got enough magic to use a wand or
cast a spell. The Doors’ protective wards don't recognize
Squibs as a threat. Going through a Door will not affect
a Squib at all. (Moody calls this "the Filch Effect.”)

2. Animagi who go through a Door in animal form
will emerge human and unconscious. (Moody refers
to this as "the Black Effect.”)

3. Wizard children who are brought through a Door
will be sick for a short time. ("The Longbottom-Weasley
Effect)

4. Adult Wizards will be sick for a longer time.
("The Moody Effect.”)

5. Anyone bearing a Dark Mark would be wise to
put their affairs in order first. ("The Snape Effect.”)

Severus, who has not heard Moody's thoughts on the
Doors and who would utterly fail to be amused if he did,
has often complained that Potter is an arrogant brat
who thinks that rules apply to everyone except him.

Well, I doubt that arrogance is the answer, (Potter




isn't arrogant, no matter what Severus chooses to
believe) but I have no explanation for what happened
when I brought the boy through Godric's Door. Or
rather, for what didn't happen.

We encountered some resistance, but it was hardly
worth mentioning. Taking the boy through the red
and gold place was like wading through water that
was perhaps only ankle deep.

Potter did gasp audibly while we were inside the
Door. When we emerged he was breathing hard and
clutching his forehead with both hands. His face was
dreadfully pale, even worse than before, but he did
not get sick. Not even a little bit. When I asked him if
he was all right, he nodded at me, distractedly.

"Number Six: 'The Potter Effect)” I thought. "Another
item for my imaginary file drawer labeled "How in
Merlin's Name Does He Do That?”

I wondered what Moody would make of this when I
told him. The old Auror enjoyed puzzles.

Red-and-gold had brought us out to the lake shore.
There are several small wooden docks located at vari-
ous points around the lake. This one was on the side
closest to the Castle, built off of a rock that slanted
down to the water's edge.

At the end of the dock a figure was sitting, long silver
hair and beard pale in the starlight. His slippers were
on the dock beside him and his robes were pulled to his
knees so he could paddle his feet in the water.

Thanking me, the boy stepped onto the dock,
moving quickly towards the Headmaster.

G @

Not wanting to stay, yet unwilling to leave, I lis-
tened to Harry's account of the horror he'd seen. Mrs.
Norris had come through the tapestry with Harry and
me. [ held her tightly, taking what comfort I could.

Somewhere the Dark Lord was keeping prisoners.
Potter thought he had seen three chained figures.
He'd watched one of them die, slain by the Dark Lord,
with the Killing Curse.

Strangely, though the Evil One had been furious,
his anger had not seemed to be directed at the man
he'd killed.

"He said 'this one is useless to me now’!” Potter said,
voice shaking. "The man he killed had been scream-
ing. He screamed right until the moment he died...”

The boy was sitting, cross-legged, on the dock
beside the Headmaster. Dumbledore had asked him
to sit, for fear that Harry's pacing would land all of
us in the water.

‘It was as if Voldemort was putting the poor man
out of his misery... he seemed to think that he was
being merciful!” Potter cried, sounding angry, fright-
ened and heartsick.

"Did you recognize any of the people that you saw,
aside from Voldemort?" Dumbledore asked. "Or did
you notice any clues that might lead us to where these
two survivors are being kept?”

Miserably, Harry shook his head. "I thought, maybe,
you could use some sort of spell to help me remember




more, something useful! Or..." the boy’'s voice shook,
growing husky with fear, "maybe you could get some
potion from Snape to make me remember things.”

Dumbledore’'s voice was gentle. "We won't need to
resort to drastic measures, Harry. Sit here with me qui-
etly and try to think about what you saw. You may yet
remember something that will help those people.”

I spoke without meaning to. "It's all happening
again... deaths, disappearances...”

"Yes,” Dumbledore said, heavily. "There have been
disappearances, and those who have gone missing
are being sought. We are doing what we can.” The
words were heavy with grief. Even in the dim light
the Headmaster's face looked weary. He didn't say if
this was the first suchvision that the boy had recently,
and I couldn't bear to ask.

Together, Albus Dumbledore and Harry Potter were
the best hope that the wizarding world had of surviving
the Evil One's second rising. Seeing them as a fright-
ened boy and a grieving old man scared me. I knew that
I was being unfair and selfish, but I couldn't help it.

"Argus,” Dumbledore said quietly, meeting my stricken
eyes, "Harry will be all right here with me. Thank you
for bringing him to me so quickly.”

It was a clear dismissal. I was relieved more than
anything else. Still cradling Mrs. Norris, [ turned and
stepped back into red-and-gold, which had waited.

Godric’'s Door brought me to my room. The tapestry’s
odd behavior after we reached our destination made
Mrs. Norris and me stare. The tapestry flitted from wall

to wall, as if it was dancing with happiness.

"Enjoyed your busy night, did you?" I asked it as I sat
on my bed and began pulling off my boots.

In answer the Door flitted off the wall and reap-
peared in mid-air. It brushed against me affection-
ately, the way that Mrs. Norris will sometimes do
when [ surprise her with some catnip, before it reap-
peared on the wall.

"Silly thing,” I murmured, tired and distressed.

"What's got into you?"

CHAPTER THREE

Good-byes and Gellos

"All righ' there, Filch?” Hagrid boomed at me from
the front door of his hut.

He was propping the door open, allowing a cool
breeze to flow inside. Though the breeze was pleasant,
it was also scattering the papers that I'd spread across
his table. At the end of every term Hagrid invariably
sends his paperwork off to the school's board of gov-
ernors late and full of smudges and misspelled words.
Since I was still supposed to be on light duties, I'd
offered to have a go at his forms.

“Close the door!” I growled at the gamekeeper.

Sighing, Hagrid obligingly swung the door shut.
This created a strong gust of wind. The papers — notes
that he had made throughout the term about things




around the grounds that needed fixing, as well as
receipts for items already repaired or replaced — all
fluttered to the floor.

I considered banging my head on the table in frus-
tration. Instead I yelled a few rude words at the closed
door. It was likely that Hagrid did not hear me. I knew
that he was headed down to the station to see the stu-
dents onto the train.

Another year was over. The Leaving Feast had come and
gone. The Quidditch Cup had been awarded to Gryffindor.
The House Cup had been awarded to Hufflepuff, accompa-
nied by loud applause from all four tables. (The Gryffindors
and Slytherins had been so glad that the other House
hadn't won the Cup.)

Even inside Hagrid's hut I could feel the Castle's
immense inhuman presence reacting to the students’
exodus. It seemed to be stretching and sighing. Irrev-
erently, I was reminded of the way that [ feel at the
end of long day when I can finally pull off my boots,
put my feet up and relax for a bit.

I'd gotten some sense of this before, at the end of
other terms. I'd always dismissed it as a foolish fancy.
Now I knew differently. The Castle really does have an
awareness of Its own.

When looked at from the Castle’s point of view,
the students would be back soon enough. It seemed
to know the children as a group, not as individuals.
The places left vacant by the departing seventh years
would be filled by the new first years just as it had
been for a thousand Septembers past.

[ wished that I could be as sure that things would con-
tinue just as they had always done. He-Who-Must-Not-
Be-Named had returned. Creatures of the Dark seemed
to be gaining strength throughout the wizarding world.
People were disappearing and dying. Everything felt
fragile and uncertain.

Adding to my anxiety was the knowledge that within
a few more days the Headmaster and the professors
would be leaving the Castle too. No one would be left
except for me, the house-elves, the ghosts and Peeves.
Even Hagrid was leaving, as he had done the summer
before. The gamekeeper could not reveal the details of
his mission but it was evident that Madame Maxime,
the Headmistress of Beauxbatons, was also involved.
Hagrid had been wandering about for the past few days,
grinning and singing tunelessly in French.

I'd missed him last summer though [ never would
have admitted it out loud. This year I'd be missing and
worrying about everyone. Especially poor Severus,
who walked a particularly shadowed path.

Severus was due to leave in a few days. I knew
better than to ask him about his plans. The Headmas-
ter had told me that the Potions Master was expected
to return periodically over the summer.

Professor McGonagall's plans for the summer were
equally mysterious. I would miss Minerva most of all.
It almost scared me to realize how just how I much
was going to miss her.

Grumbling, I knelt and gathered the bedraggled
papers off the floor. Keeping myself as busy as pos-




sible was the only thing that would help. Trying to
find some order in the chaos of Hagrid's forms was
certainly a daunting enough task.

When I'd asked Hagrid for his records, the big man
had found some papers in his sock drawer, located
another stack in a box under his bed and found a
few more stuck on a large nail driven into the wall
over the fireplace. Then he'd produced some crumpled
papers from his trouser pockets (those appeared to
have gone through the laundry a time or two) and
still more papers were removed from the pockets
of his moleskin overcoat. A few papers in the latter
group appeared to have been gnawed. Possibly by a
small animal, also lodging in Hagrid's pockets.

"Someone’s getting a filing cabinet for Christmas,” I
muttered.

@

The Hogwarts Express had left the station long before
I finished Hagrid's forms. I'd already said my good-byes
to the students I had grown to care for during the year,
last night at the Leaving Feast. The ache that still lin-
gered in my heart today was unexpected.

Ginny had put Bastet in my lap before patting Mrs.
Norris and giving me a hug that had made my ribs
creak. "Have a good summer, Mr. Filch,” she'd said.
"T'll write to you and Mrs. Norris and I'll send pictures
of Bastet so you can see how she's growing.”

Colin, Dennis, Daniel, Hannah, Lilith and Gehenna
had at various times during the feast also come over

to me and Mrs. Norris with their kittens. The small
cats were thriving, starting to look a bit more like
proper cats now and less like silly little balls of fluff.

Neville and Callandra had both promised to send
me postcards from wherever they went on holiday.
They had made me promise them that I would look
after myself properly.

I must have looked melancholy then, because Ron
had cheerfully reminded me that Fred and George
wouldn't be returning in September. In answer, [ had
shown him my pocket-calendar for the year with each
day numbered and crossed off. The date of the twins'’
last Leaving Feast had been circled in gold ink.

When [ mentioned that [ had six other such calen-
dars (counting down every single day of every single
term until the twins finally left Hogwarts for the
unsuspecting world beyond), Ron had snickered.

"Have you ever done a seven-year countdown for
anyone besides Fred and George?” he'd wanted to know.

"Oh, yes indeed,” I'd said dryly, as Snuffles dangled
his tongue in dog-laughter.

Hermione had given me a short reading list. "Just a
few books that you might find interesting, if you have
some time,” she'd said.

[ was concerned about Harry. He'd grinned at me when
Ron and I had been talking about Fred and George, but
he was still pale and troubled. I knew without having to
ask that he and the Headmaster had been unable to find
the two people he'd seen in his nightmare.

He clearly wasn't looking forward to spending the




summer with his Muggle relatives. Hermione and Ron
were trying hard to cheer him up, as was Sirius Black. The
huge dog had energetically played tug-o-war with bits of
food, causing a lot of laughter at the Grytfindor table.

At least they'd gotten him to smile and relax a bit.

Over at the Slytherin table, Draco Malfoy had been
quiet and withdrawn. His father's recent mishap with
tainted Polyjuice potion was a likely cause, though Draco
was unaware of the details. All the boy knew was that his
father was "ill” again. Feeling sympathy for Lucius Malfoy
was quite beyond me, but I felt badly for Draco.

Crabbe and Goyle had seemed at a loss as to what
to do for him. The pair of them had looked gratefully
at Pansy, who was at least able to coax a smile or two
from their friend. Draco had said nothing to me. But

when he'd seen me studying him, he had given me a
very solemn nod.

=0

I chose not to use a Door to go directly from Hagrid's
cabin to the Owlery with the completed forms, now
sealed in a large envelope. The exercise would do me
good. However, I did wait to catch my breath before
I summoned black-and-yellow, stepping through the
Owlery wall into the hospital wing.

Poppy had told me not to overdo things. She'd wanted
to have a look at me before she left, which she was plan-
ning to do today as soon as possible. (Hopefully she'd tell
me that I could stop taking things easy.)

The medi-witch was surrounded by a pile of bags

and bundles. The pile kept getting smaller as various
house-elves kept noisily appearing, picking up par-
cels and noisily disappearing, taking Poppy’'s things
down to her carriage.

In the midst of the confusion, Poppy was leaning
over Sirius Black. The Animagus, in his human form,
was sitting up on one of the beds while Poppy checked
him over with a strong Diagnostic spell.

“You're still too thin,” Poppy scolded, waving her
wand. A small packet detached itself from the pile of
packages just before one of the elves could disappear
with it. "Here. Some more of the herbs I've been giving
you. Goldenseal and Astragalus. The doses are written
down. Remember to eat enough, and try to eat sensi-
bly! No more rats!”

I shuddered.

Black took the herbs and pocketed them, nodding
absently. His thoughts were clearly speeding along
the track towards London, with his godson.

"Maybe, as Snuffles, you can look in on him while
he's at home,” I said, trying to be comforting.

"Those people haven't ever given Harry a home,”
Black said. "But someday he will have a proper home.
With me.” The young wizard's voice was both wistful
and angry. And his sadness was palpable. Not know-
ing what to say, I didn't reply.

Poppy patted his shoulder. "You'd better learn to
look after yourself then. Or you'll never be able to
keep up with that boy.”

Sirius smiled as if Harry's ability to attract the more




innocent forms of trouble (quite unintentionally, as I
was coming to realize) was a good thing.

After she'd given Black some more instructions, Poppy
allowed him to get up. Then she beckoned to me. Her
Diagnostic spell washed over me like a sunbeam.

"You still need to take things easy,” she told me. “Let the
elves help you as much as possible. Don't you glower at
me, Argus Filch. It's for their good as well as yours. They
miss having a Castle full of people to look after.”

Poppy Pomirey is a good friend. We've known each
other for years. Widowed, with grandchildren that she
looks forward to taking on holiday for the summer, I
hoped that she and her family would have a pleasant
time safely beyond the reach of anything Dark.

I was about to acquiesce to her orders when she gave
me a smile that was fond and a touch mischievous.

"Take good care of yourself, or Minerva will be
quite cross with you.”

I would have loved to come up with some suitably
sharp retort but [ was too busy blushing. It wasn't really
being teased by Poppy that I minded so much. It was the
fact that Sirius Black was standing there, grinning.

DA C

A short while later, once we were both released by
the medi-witch (who went back to her packing) Black
asked me for a quiet word. The Animagus spends most
of his time in dog form. This was the first chance he'd
really had to speak to me in two days.

"Harry said that you took him through Godric's

Door. He told me that he didn't get sick.” The young
wizard's tone made it an anxious question.

"That's true. He was fine, at least when we went through
the Door. That vision upset him badly, though,” I said.

Black frowned. "It's still upsetting him. Those
people he saw are very well hidden. No one’s found
them yet. Dumbledore hasn't given up. And Harry's
still trying to remember more.”

Again, [ was at a loss for something to say. It was clear
that Sirius hated not being able to protect his godson
from the terrible visions. He ached to give Harry a home
and he couldn't. He wanted to fight the boy's battles
alongside him but he was a wanted man who was forced
to hide instead. The pain inside Black was obvious.

I thought of Severus and the way that he ached and
feared for Draco. The two boys’ situations couldn't be
more different, but Severus's and Sirius's emotions
were startlingly similar. (Not that I'd ever be brave or
foolish enough to say such a thing aloud where either
young wizard could hear me.)

“I'm sorry, what were you saying?” I asked. Black
had been talking to me, but lost in thought, I hadn't
heard him.

"How about a shortcut? Take me out to the hippogriff
paddock by Hagrid's cabin,” the Animagus said, giving

me a fainter version of his old devil-may-care grin. "Or,”

he continued, impudently, "are you afraid that I might
give Professor McGonagall some real competition and
come out wide awake, on all four feet?”

I glowered at him, mostly because he seemed to
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expect it. I'd already decided to take him through the
Door. At the very least it might take his mind off poor
Harry for a little while.

"You could just grab me by an ear,” Black suggested.
"T'd rather not bite you again. You tasted terrible.”

"Holding your ear isn't good enough,” I said, frowning.
"Maybe we can improvise a leash with some bandages.”

Poppy was kind enough to stop packing long enough
to help us fashion a harness, which she strengthened
with Charms. Then Sirius Transfigured and we tied it
around him.

With that taken care of, Poppy wished both of us
a good summer and took her leave. The house-elves
had finished with her bundles.

I summoned red-and-gold.

The tapestry responded slowly, taking several
minutes to arrive. That was odd. The Door had been
unusually exuberant for the past two days, but now it
almost appeared to be moping. Its colors were looking
particularly muddy and faded.

"Poor thing,” I thought, giving it a pat when it
finally appeared. "It must be missing the children
like the elves and Peeves always do.” (The wretched
Poltergeist always misses the students so much during
the summer that he goes off and sulks by himself for
most of July and makes up for it by tormenting me
mercilessly all the way through August.)

Taking a deep breath and a good, strong grip on
the Animagus’'s bandage-leash, I stepped into the tap-
estry with Sirius. It was like moving through waist

deep water, through muddy swirls of red and gold. I
caught hold of the dog's shaggy fur with my other
hand for good measure.

When we emerged in front of the hippogriff's pad-
dock, Sirius promptly returned to his human form
and lost consciousness. I lowered him to the ground
carefully so he wouldn't hit his head.

The hippogriff had been at ease, mismatched legs
folded under him and wings neatly folded along his
back. He was snacking on something small, reddish-
brown and furry. It was hard to tell exactly what it
was under all the blood. I tried not to shudder.

Black's condition appeared to distress the hippog-
riff. Beaky rose. Stamping his taloned forefeet anx-
iously, he pulled at his tether.

"It's all right, Beaky..." I murmured nervously. "He'll
be on his feet in a moment.” I stared at the beast. Nor-
mally a pinkish-roan color, the hippogriff seemed to
have turned grey! Then I noticed that the strawber-
ries-and-lemon scent of the glamour was absent.

"Black!” I choked out. "Beaky’s really a grey hippog-
riff! Just like the one that mauled Draco Malfoy!”

"He's not ‘just like' that one. He IS that one...” Black
said woozily, untangling himself from the harness.

"Whole thing wasn't Beaky's fault, really. Hagrid did

tell the kids to be polite, didn't he? Don't worry, Filch,
he's gentle as a lamb... aren't you, Buckbeak?"

The Animagus tottered to his feet and climbed
unsteadily into the paddock with the hippogritf, pat-
ting his beak affectionately.
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"The glamour was wearing off,” he explained. "Time
for me to renew it. Filch, what's got into that tapestry
of yours? I hope it wasn't something I did.”

Red-and-gold, apparently too forlorn to hold itself up
straight, was now drooping sadly over the paddock fence.

"T'm sure it wasn't you,” I assured Black, patting the
Door. "It's been acting very strange lately. Why don't you
go into the Castle and have a nice rest,” I told the Door.

Still drooping, it vanished.

I was about to say something else to Black but the words
died in my throat. Forgetting my anxiety over Buckbeak,
I scrambled over the fence trying to get as close to the
Animagus and the hippogriff as possible, for protection.

A very huge dog had just ambled around the front
of Hagrid's hut. A dog with three heads!!!

"Erm... that wouldn't happen to be Fluffy, would it?"
Black asked me, wide-eyed.

[ nodded mutely.

"Big, isn't he?” the Animagus said, in a remarkably
calm voice. He was trying to hold onto Buckbeak. The
hippogriff seemed determined to charge at the Cer-
berus. And Flufty was headed straight for the paddock!

DA C

Buckbeak was greatly agitated; screeching, he
reared up onto his equine back legs and strained
violently at his tether. Black changed his mind about
holding onto the hippogriff. Instead he used his wand
to blast the tether so that Beaky could escape.

"Oh, that's just fine!” I thought snidely as Beaky

soared over our heads. "Save the bloody hippogriff!”

The young wizard's attempt to protect Buckbeak
was futile. The winged monster seemed unwilling to
abandon the Animagus. Instead of flying away, Beaky
dove at the advancing Cerberus!

Sirius is a powerful wizard. Though, after spend-
ing so much time as a dog, he's evidently more accus-
tomed to fighting with his teeth than he is to fighting
with a wand. He Transfigured.

"Wait!” I shouted, summoning red-and-gold back
again. I meant to grab the Animagus and pull him
through the Door to safety. Perhaps Buckbeak would
fly away if Sirius was no longer in danger. But it was
already too late. The hippogriff had just been knocked
down and was lying stunned on the ground at the
huge dog's feet. Sirius made a mighty leap, clearing
the paddock fence. The Animagus ran at the Cerberus,
growling, preventing Fluffy from injuring Beaky.

"No!" I yelled, helplessly. "You idiot!! You'll be torn to
pieces!!”

Fluffy is the only dog I've ever seen who makes
Snuffles look small. The Animagus didn't have to face
the Cerberus alone. Buckbeak staggered upright, still
groggy, but screeching and flashing its talons.

With my attention focused on the monsters, I didn't
see Hagrid until the big man was right in the middle
of the melee. The half-giant's roaring voice boomed
over all the screeching, snarling and growling.

“YEH TRY'N CATCH BEAKY, AN' I'LL HOLD ON TER
FLUFFY!" Hagrid shouted at the Animagus.

4]




Buckbeak had managed to get airborne again.
Fluffy leaped into the air after the hippogriff, all
three sets of jaws snapping. Catching the Cerberus
in mid-leap, Hagrid grabbed the creature's massive
body. He used his considerable strength and Fluffy's
own momentum to flip the dog onto its back.

Even as the mighty crash shook the ground, Black
resumed his human form. Dodging slashing talons to
keep Beaky away from the downed Cerberus, he jumped
and caught the creature around its glossy feathered neck.

"Easy Beaky, easy,” the Animagus crooned sooth-
ingly, though his voice was hoarse from the snarling
and growling he'd done.

"Easy now, Fluffy, there's a good lad..” Hagrid's
voice had softened to a much gentler rumble.

The half-giant continued to keep the Cerberus
pinned to the ground while the Animagus caught
the broken end of the tether and coaxed Beaky back
towards the paddock. Scrambling to open the gate, |
helped to hold Beaky still while Black used a spell to
repair the tether. Once that was done, he restrained
the hippogriff once more.

All of them, men and monsters, were bleeding. Ignor-
ing their own wounds, Black and Hagrid checked the
beasts over carefully. They didn't seem too disturbed by
anything they found. I hoped that meant their hurts
were fairly superficial. A good thing too, since Poppy
had just left and I wouldn't have known what to do if
any of them were seriously damaged! Weak with relief,
[ sagged against the paddock fence.

"Thank you for coming back,” I said to red-and-gold.
The tapestry had become a little less droopy. Respond-
ing to my call had perked it up a bit.

"Sorry. It was jus’ bad timing,” Hagrid was saying to
Black. "I didn't know that the two of yeh would be here
with Beaky. I was planning ter introduce 'em nice and
quiet-like. But Beaky was trying ter protect yeh..."

He sighed. "After we let 'em settle down fer a while,
will yeh help me try 'em again?”

Black nodded, proving once again that Gryffindors
have no sense of self-preservation.

"Hagrid?" I said quietly, not wanting to yell or do
anything that might set the monsters off once more,

“what is that ...dog doing back here?”

Hagrid beamed at me. "Why, Fluffy's here ter help
yveh, a'course!”

"H-Help me?" I wheezed.

"Sure. Did yeh think Dumbledore an’ I'd leave yeh
ter guard the Castle an' grounds all alone? Things
being what they are?”

My jaw dropped open in shock. I'd already prom-
ised to look after Fang for Hagrid. I wasn't pleased
about it really, but Mrs. Norris and I could manage
Fang. Did Hagrid actually intend to leave me to cope
with FLUFFY as well???

For a moment or two I just stared, hoping that he was
joking. The oaf continued to beam as if he'd just given
me the most wonderful surprise ever. Biting back an
incoherent howl of astonishment, disbelief and fury, I
turned away from the barking mad Gryffindors and
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their monsters and stormed through red-and-gold.

"Maybe this wasn't the best moment to give him the
good news,” I heard Black say to Hagrid wryly, as [
disappeared through the Door.

&0

"Headmaster, you can't be serious!!!” I wailed. "You're
letting that thing... that beast... roam the grounds all
summer? Without Hagrid, who's going to stop it from
tearing my legs off? And who will stop it from tearing
up the Quidditch pitch and all the bushes and flowers
and whole stands of trees? What's to stop it from get-
ting loose and wreaking havoc in Hogsmeade? Unless
you mean for me to allow it to roam inside the Castle,
which would be unthinkable!!” I paused to gasp for
breath and another horrible thought struck me.

"Medusa's Dugs! There'll be vast, reeking mountains
of dung everywhere! I'll be the only one here to clean
up after it! Ohh, it's not fair... the last straw... I won't
stand for it... I won't...!"

Dumbledore said nothing, since he wouldn't have been
able to get a word in edgewise unless he used magic to
shut me up. Instead he let me go on until I'd ranted myself
into exhaustion. Eventually he handed me a cup filled
with something that [ assumed was water. I gulped it
down and choked. It was Ogdens Old Firewhiskey.

I did the only sensible thing that I could do under
the circumstances. I held out the cup for a refill.

&0

The second cup went down a lot more smoothly. I col-
lapsed into a chair, listening as the Headmaster spoke to
me in the same sort of soothing voice that Hagrid and
Black had been using to calm Beaky and Fluftfy.

"Hagrid told you the truth, Argus. Fluffy is here for
your aid and protection,” Dumbledore said. "Hagrid has
a week left before he is scheduled to leave. He will be
able to make the Cerberus understand what is expected
of him. Rest assured, Fluffy will not harm you. As
for the trees, plants, flowerbeds and bushes, Profes-
sor Sprout is placing strong protective charms around
them. Madam Hooch is taking similar measures to
preserve the Quidditch pitch. And I have placed charms
around the boundaries of the Castle grounds to prevent
the Cerberus from straying into Hogsmeade.

“You've been understandably anxious about being
here alone,” the Headmaster said gently. "You have never
had to bear the responsibility for such a length of time.
Hagrid has always been here with you in the summer.”

"Last year..." I started to protest.

"Last year,” he reminded me, "l remained at the Castle
for an unusual amount of time. When I could not be
here, Minerva came. Filius was here when neither of us
were available. This year, the situation has changed.”

“Worsened..." I said, miserably.

“Yes, for the most part,” he said, sounding tired.

“"Minerva, Filius, all of us... we have much work to do

elsewhere, beyond the Castle.”
My first thought was for Minerva. I was overcome
by a wave of fear for her. It was foolish I knew, as she'd
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always been able to take care of herself quite well, plus
any number of other people besides. I didn't care if my
fears were foolish. Nothing must ever happen to her.

"Argus, not every situation has changed for the worse,”
the Headmaster told me. "There is a good reason why I
feel that you do not need any of us to stay.”

I knew what he was going to do before he did it.
Wandless, he reached out with his magic, touching
a vast, slumbering inhuman presence. His touch was
so deft that the Castle did not wake. He knew as well
as I did that attracting the Castle’s attention is almost
always very painful, not ever a thing to be done lightly.

"There have been caretakers here and Caretak-
ers, if you know what I mean. And headmasters and
Headmasters,” Dumbledore said. His connection to
the Castle was palpable. I could feel Its link with him
resonating through my own bond. And, as he spoke, [
could feel the potential for a third bonding that still
waited to be completed.

"Groundskeepers and groundskeepers,” Dumbledore
continued, smiling at my suddenly wide-eyed expres-
sion. "Yes, it shouldn't be too much longer before Hagrid
gets himself Noticed by the Castle. Though it's a bit
more complicated for him. His connection with the
Forest, and with the Wild creatures that dwell there, is
very strong. It may muffle the Castle’s "voice’ a bit.”

The Headmaster's mention of the Wild magic in the
Forest made me shiver.

‘It's not like the magic that we have in the Castle,” Apol-
lyon Pringle had told me long ago. ‘There’s no order to

it, no allegiance to either Light or Dark. It simply Is what it
Is, without a rhyme or a reason.’

Unlike most people, Hagrid had never feared the
Forest. He loved it as he loved the Castle.

"Sir," I said, "can't we just TELL him?»"

Dumbledore shook his head. "There are some

things that one must discover on one's own, Argus.

Speaking of which, let's go see how they're managing
at Hagrid's cabin.”

=@

The Headmaster and I found things under control
at Hagrid's hut. Hagrid and Black had patched the
monsters up, washed their assorted bites and gashes

clean of blood and bandaged their worst wounds.

Buckbeak, minus a few feathers, but not looking too
much the worse for wear, was in his paddock around
the back of Hagrid's cabin.

The Animagus had restored the glamour and Beaky
was a pinkish-roan hippogriff once more. Hagrid had
comforted Buckbeak with another pile of what looked
like either dead stoats or weasels, it was difficult to tell.

Now Dumbledore was seated on Hagrid's front
steps with Black (in dog form) resting at his feet. The
Headmaster was gently cleaning a bloody wound on
Black's left ear. Fang lay sprawled, sleeping beside the
Animagus. With bright interested eyes, Black and the
Headmaster watched as Hagrid introduced me to the
Castle’'s new guard dog.

"All righ’, Fluffy?” the big man asked gently, patting
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the Cerberus with a bandaged hand. "See, Filch here
needs yeh ter look after him. An’ yeh'll be helping
him ter keep the Castle safe.”

Hagrid's abilities with monsters have always
impressed me. Much as I dislike admitting this, the
oaf does have the makings of a really fine Care of
Magical Creatures teacher. And some day Hagrid will
finally realize that most people are honestly terrified
of creatures like Fluffy. Then I shall be forced to start
treating him with the same deference and respect
that I reserve for the other professors at this school.

That day has not yet arrived. Hagrid was patient
with his Cerberus but he was exasperated with me.

"Yeh don't have ter be so scared, Filch,” the big man
sighed. "Yeh've got nothing ter fear. Fluffy's met yeh
before and he knows that yeh're not a thief. Relax.”

He might just as well have asked me to kiss a Demen-
tor! I trembled while Fluffy sniffed me with all three
noses. But I received moral support from an unexpected
source as Mrs. Norris joined our gathering. Meowing
loudly, she leaped into my arms and climbed onto my
shoulder. My cat and the Cerberus are old friends.

Immediately Mrs. Norris and I were engulfed by
a wave of foul breath as Fluffy's middle head licked
both of us with a massive tongue.

"Eurgh!” I choked, gagging as I wiped rivulets of hot
drool out of my eyes. Mrs. Norris leaped to the ground
and began giving herself a dainty bath.

"See? He likes Mrs. Norris, an’ yer with her. That
makes yeh all righ' too,” Hagrid said, beaming. He

handed me an enormous sack filled with huge doggy-
treats. "Here. Give him a few a’ these.”

Trying not to cringe, I did as he instructed. Tossing
the treats into Fluffy's mouths wasn't so bad. I could
do that from a distance.

Glancing around as | dodged some flying drool, I
noticed (fo my alarm) that the Animagus appeared to
have sprouted a pair of eyes in the middle of his back.

Then [ realized that Azoth, Severus Snape's small
black cat, must have followed his mother out of the
Castle. The tiny cat had draped himself across Snuffles.
He was blending in so well that only his eyes were vis-
ible. Azoth looked as amused as everyone else did.

"“Yeh've made a good start, Filch,” Hagrid told me
kindly as he took the sack from me.

Grateful to be released, I picked up Mrs. Norris. My
cat regarded me with some disapproval, as I was cov-
ered with drool.

"Professor Dumbledore,” Hagrid said, happily,

"Fluffy an’' I have got summat ter show yeh! He's been

workin' hard. Watch!” Pulling a wooden flute from
one of his pockets and raising it to his lips, the big
man began to play a soft, soothing tune.

The head on the right became a bit droopy-eyed
and started to yawn. The center head quickly gave it
a nudge to wake it up. When the center head yawned
and drooped, one of the others gave it a nudge. The
head on the right didn't even yawn. The dog listened
to the whole song and then, wide awake, he barked
for an encore. Both Hagrid and Dumbledore were as
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pleased as if the Cerberus had gotten up and danced.
"Excellent! Well done!” Dumbledore beamed and con-
jured up some more doggy treats for the Cerberus.
"That'll be a shock fer anyone who thinks they know
an easy way ter get past him,” Hagrid said, with sat-
isfaction.

&0

Both Dumbledore and Hagrid wanted me to learn
to be more relaxed around Fluffy. Obediently, I agreed
to take the Cerberus for a stroll around the Castle
grounds. The dog was a massive shadowy presence
looming over me as I wandered aimlessly towards the
lake. I was actually starting to get used to the situa-
tion. Perhaps even starting to feel a bit calmer with
the monster at my back, when the sound of barking
shattered the late afternoon stillness.

It wasn't Fluffy who was making all the noise,
it was Snuffles. The Animagus was racing uphill
towards the Castle, barking a frantic warning. When
I saw who he was trying to warn away from Fluffy I
felt anything but calm. Severus Snape was coming
down the hill towards us.

"Yeh've nothing ter fear,” Hagrid had reassured me.
"Yeh've met Fluffy before. He knows yeh're not a thiet”

The poor Potions Master could be offered no such
reassurances.

CHAPTER FOUR

The derberus and
the Jotions Master

Severus has often said that he isn't one for ‘foolish
wand waving. His technique might be more accu-
rately described as ‘brutally efficient” The Potions
Master knew that it would have been useless for him
to attempt to completely paralyze a creature as large
as Fluffy. Instead he cast three localized Petrificus
spells in very rapid succession. Both of Fluffy's front
legs and the dog's left head went stiff and numb.

Doubtless, Severus would have tried to paralyze the
other two heads next. Unfortunately for him, Fluffy is
faster than any creature his size has a right to be. The
monster had already reached Professor Snape by the
time that the first three spells took effect.

The dead weight of the numbed left head pulled
Fluffy off balance. Unable to catch himself on his
paralyzed front legs, the huge dog collapsed, nearly
falling on top of Severus who was unable to get out of
the way in time.

Needless to say, Fluffy's right and center heads were
not very happy with Professor Snape.

Sirius Black, who had Transfigured to his human
form, grabbed the snarling middle head, wrapping
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his arms around its slobbering jaws before it could
use Snape for a chew toy.

"NO, FLUFFY, NO! Easy, boy!” the Animagus shouted,
trying to calm the furious monster.

Without meaning to, I was making his task more
difficult. I was clinging to the growling right head
and yelling, "STOP THAT! BAD DOG! BAD DOG!"

"Quiet, Filch! He's not a bad dog,” the Animagus
said, through gritted teeth as both of us were dragged
about by the struggling heads. "He's just doing his job,
isn't he? Leave him to me! You get Snape away from
him quickly, before he's crushed!”

Black was right. Fluffy was panicked by his inabil-
ity to move parts of his body. The Cerberus was
thrashing about, desperately moving whatever still
worked. I let go of the right head and dodged around
Black, to grab the dazed Potions Master under the
arms. If Snape been anyone else, I would have taken
him through a Door. As bad as the effects would be
for most adult wizards, it was better than being torn
to pieces by an angry Cerberus. But that escape route
was denied to Severus. All I could do was try to drag
him to a safe distance.

Poor Snape gasped in pain when I moved him,
wrapping his left arm around his ribs. His wand was
still in his right hand. And he still had the wand
pointed at Fluffy.

Any injury that does not completely incapacitate
the Potions Master will only make him angry. Snape
cast a strong leg-locker curse on Fluffy's back legs.

The right and center heads howled even more deafen-
ingly than before.

“You GIT!" Black bellowed at Snape through the ter-
rified howls. "Why...?"

"So you can get away! You IDIOT!" Snape snarled,
clutching at his ribs.

"Then who's to stop him from going after you?”
Black yelled back.

Fluffy appeared to be regaining the use of his
front legs now. He was dragging himself relentlessly
towards Snape, pulling the Animagus with him.
Black couldn't hold the creature for long. And Severus
was unable to run. Well, I couldn't take him through a
Door but I'd never had any trouble bringing animals
with me. Of course, I had only ever tried this with
Mrs. Norris and her kittens. A creature Fluffy's size
would be a good deal trickier.

"I really hope youre up to this,” I muttered, sum-
moning red-and-gold.

S

The Door was big enough, but only just. I wouldn't
have been able to manage if Black hadn't helped to
hold the beast while I brought the Door to him. It
was not an easy task. Both of us were left covered
with drool and a number of bruises. And only Black's
quickness saved us from being bitten.

"T'd rather break up another fight between Fluffy
and Beaky!” the Animagus commented, as Fluffy and
I vanished into Godric’s Door.
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Sirius did not come with us, so my journey with the
Cerberus was instantaneous. We tumbled through the
tapestry to land on the ground in front of Hagrid's hut.

Thanking red-and-gold, I tried to comifort the Cer-
berus. Removed from Snape’s presence, the monster’s
rage left him quickly enough, though his fear and confu-
sion remained. Fluffy had now regained complete move-
ment in his front legs and his left head. But he would
need a countercurse to free his locked-up hind legs.

"I'm terribly sorry, Flutfy!” I said, standing up so [
could pat each whimpering head. "I shouldn't have
told you that you were a bad dog. But I couldn't let you
hurt Professor Snape, could I? At least not any more
than you've already hurt him.”

All three heads looked at me, reproachfully.

"Yes, I know that you're not unscathed yourself. Poor crea-
ture. [ can't undo that curse for you. Maybe Hagrid can.”

Our arrival hadn't been a quiet one. Hagrid was
already rushing out of his hut, followed by Fang. The
big man soothed the whimpering Cerberus while I
described what had happened.

"The Headmaster sent a message round ter all the
Professors who haven't left yet, ter let 'em know abou’
Fluffy. Guess Professor Snape hasn't read his yet,”
Hagrid said, frowning as he tried to work a counter-
curse with the broken wand inside his umbrella. "It's
no good. This curse is too strong. Professor Snape is
going ter have ter come here and undo this himself!”

&0

Hagrid, Black and I all held onto the Cerberus tightly
while Snape undid his curse. Fluffy quivered with anger.
He growled menacingly at the Potions Master with all
three heads. Severus had refused to feed Fluffy dog-bis-
cuits. He would not get close enough for the beast to
sniff at him.

"There would be no point,” the Potions Master told
us, stiffly.

“You're right,” Black told Snape. "Fluffy isn’t going to
trust you. You've done your best to make sure of that,
haven't you?”

"He's jus’ got ter get used ter yeh! So he won't rip
vehr legs off next time!” Hagrid said gruffly. "It'll be
all righ’ Professor. I won't let him attack yeh.”

Snape sighed; then he winced. He'd insisted that he
didn't need to let anyone have a look at his ribs. He'd
said that nothing felt broken. "No!” he said. Then his
glare changed to a look of horror. "Azoth! You brain-
less hairball! Get away from that beast!”

Azoth had been lurking unseen in the shadows
beside Hagrid's front steps. Fearless as his mother, the
little cat stalked impudently up to the Cerberus and
rubbed up against the monster’'s right foreleg.

"That creature spits out morsels bigger than you
are!” Snape hissed furiously, glowering at his cat.

"What are you waiting for?” the Potions Master

demanded, skewering the Animagus, the half-giant
and me with an extension of the same glower. "One of
you, grab him! Quickly!”

I moved to obey.




"Don’t, Filch,” Hagrid said, stopping me. "Azoth's
alrigh.” See?” Fluffy's three heads had lowered to sniff at
the little cat. Azoth accepted the attention regally. Even
the lick from the left head's massive tongue, which left
him dripping. "Look, Professor. He's acting as a charac-
ter reference fer yeh. Now, if yeh'd just come over..."

"No!"” Snape repeated. He didn't take his eyes off Azoth
and the three huge heads. "My association with the fool-
ish cat might just as easily turn the Cerberus against
Azoth. I would prefer that the little demon remain safe
during his wanderings around the grounds.”

More quietly, the Potions Master said, "I dislike
having to point out what should be obvious, even to
the three of you. Having that Cerberus get too used to
me would not be in our best interests. Lying to the Dark
Lord is never wise. Since I prefer not to do so any more
than necessary, I would rather be able to say honestly
that I cannot pass the monster with impunity.”

This was a point that I'd never considered. But
Black and Hagrid seemed to have expected this com-
ment from Severus. They exchanged a wry glance.
After a moment, Hagrid said almost gently, "It's in yer
best interest, isn't it, Professor? And Filch's too, since
he’s the one who's going ter have ter call Fluffy off
whenever yeh drop by during the summer.”

That was another point that I hadn't considered. I
gave Snape a pleading look. Snape glared at me.

"Yeh still won't be safe from Fluffy on yehr own, so
yveh really won't be lyin” Hagrid said.

Snape winced as his ribs gave him another twinge.

"All right,” he said grimly. "If Filch will pick up Azoth

first, I'll come over there.”

I did as he asked, cradling the little black cat
against my chest.

"It might be easier if yeh'd try to relax a bit, Profes-
sor,” Hagrid said, gruffly.

Severus did not reply. Tense as a bowstring, he
walked over to Hagrid. The Cerberus regarded him
with six ferocious eyes. The triple-chorus of rumbling
growls made my bones rattle. The Potions Master
looked small, standing between the half-giant and
the Cerberus. But Snape held his head high and
glared back at the monster.

"The Professor belongs at the Castle,” the Keeper of
the Keys said simply and firmly. "If yeh see him with
Filch or with me, yeh let him be.”

Such was Fluffy's trust in Hagrid that the monster
stopped growling, though he continued to regard the
Potions Master in an unfriendly fashion. The half-
giant didn't even attempt to convince the Cerberus
that Snape was harmless. He preferred to be honest
with his monsters.

"Best we can hope for,” Hagrid said, with a shrug.

"He'll be chained up near my house most a' the time,

at least until everyone’s gone fer the summer an’ Filch
is alone. But it's a long chain, Professor. Yeh'd best not
get too close unless one of us is with yeh."
Snape nodded, never taking his eyes off the Cerberus.
Hagrid spoke gently to Fluffy for a while longer,
praising the dog and petting all three heads. Then the
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half-giant rubbed the creature's back affectionately.
Slowly the tension began to leave the Cerberus’'s huge
body. After a moment or two, Fluffy lay down with a
thud that rattled Hagrid's windows and made some-
thing breakable go crashing down inside the cabin.

Unconcerned, Hagrid sat cross-legged on the
ground beside the beast. Fluffy had rolled over to
allow the giant to rub his belly.

Obviously I prefer cats to dogs. But when Hagrid
found the spot that would make one of the monster’s
hind legs kick uncontrollably, I thought that Fluffy's
behavior was rather endearing.

"Yes, I know,” I murmured, rubbing Azoth's ears affec-
tionately. "Dogs have no dignity whatsoever.” The tiny
black cat regarded the Cerberus with amusement.

Black, who was sitting on Hagrid's front steps, gave
me look of mock indignation.

"When you're blessed with canine charm, dignity is
irrelevant,” the Animagus said.

The Potions Master snorted. Then he pressed a hand
to his side.

"I'm quite all right,” Snape said irritably, when we
looked at him in concern. "Whether you realize it nor
not, the three of you also look as though you've been
through a small war.”

"Two small wars, actually,” Black corrected him.
"First there was Fluffy and Beaky. Then there was
Fluffy and you.”

Snape glowered at him. "I'm not fussing at any of
you like a broody hen, am [?”

"We're not the ones who are finding it painful to
breathe,” I pointed out. "Poppy’s already left. I'll fetch
the Headmaster. Don't you even think of trying to
hide this behind a glamour!” I added, sternly.

Snape glared at me.

I G

"I expected that this summer would hold many dan-
gers for all of us,” Dumbledore said, very dryly. "But I
didn't expect our troubles to begin before sunset, on
the same day that the children left.”

Ignoring Snape’s protests, the Headmaster had levi-
tated the younger wizard into Hagrid's cabin and put
him down on the bed. Then he'd helped Snape remove
his outter robe and shirt so he could apply a cool-
ing Charm to his bruised ribs. Azoth had curled up,
purring, next to Severus. The Potions Master rested a
hand on the small cat’s back.

Hagrid and Black were outside, securing Fluffy on
a long and very strong chain. [ had come in to sweep
up the broken pieces of all the cups that had fallen off
their shelves when Fluffy had shaken the hut.

"Professor Snape is all right, isn't he?" I asked, dumping
the shattered crockery into Hagrid's dustbin. The Head-
master’s Diagnostic Spell wasn't as smooth or accom-
plished as Poppy’s, but I could feel the power in it.

“Yes, Argus. He has no broken bones and he's not bleed-
ing inside. He is going to be sore for a while, though.”

Dumbledore frowned at Severus. "I sent messages to
warn the Professors about Fluffy. Perhaps next time
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instead of writing ‘URGENT — To Be Opened Immedi-
ately!” on yours, I'll send you a Howler.”

Black, who had just entered the cabin, choked back
a laugh.

The Headmaster sighed. "It's not like you to ignore
an urgent message,” he said to Snape before the
Potions Master could glare at the Animagus.

"It wasn't intentional. I was preoccupied with other
matters,” Snape murmured, apologetically.

I wondered what had engrossed Severus to the
point where he would forget to open something that
was obviously important. Dumbledore looked like he
was wondering the same thing. But he let the subject
go. The bright blue eyes behind the half-moon spec-
tacles focused on me. "Argus, you had no difficulties
in bringing Fluffy through Godric's Door?”

"Well, it was a tight squeeze,” I said.

"Not as tight as it ought to have been,” Black com-
mented, settling into one of Hagrid's chairs. "The
Door grew to accommodate the Cerberus.”

"It did?" I asked in surprise.

The Animagus nodded. "I watched it happen. You
didn't mean to do that?”

"I wouldn't have known how!”

"How intriguing,” the Headmaster murmured. "You
must write up a report for Alastor.”

"How can I explain something that I didn't do on
purpose?” I asked.

"Good luck,” Severus told me, snidely. "Once Moody
finds out about this new wrinkle, he'll hound you

without mercy. Perhaps I'll owl him and let him know.
Perhaps then, he’ll stop pestering me.”

"Merlin's Beard, Snape! Haven't you finished writ-
ing your report for him yet?" Black asked, incredu-
lously. "How long does it take to write 'I got sick'?”

Snape glared. "If that old madman would be con-
tent with such a terse account, I would have been fin-
ished a long time ago!”

"It's too bad that Filch doesn't have some Door forms
made up. Then all you'd have to do is fill one out,” the
Animagus said, dryly.

I looked at Black in delight. "A form! Why didn't [
think of that? If Moody is going to keep badgering
people into experimenting then having a form all
ready could save me no end of trouble!”

Now they were all looking at me.

“T'll need to ask for their Names, House, Which Door,
Approximate Duration of Journey,” I murmured.

“Are you (check one) First through Seventh Year?
Professor? Animagus®? Other?'" Dumbledore suggested,
cheerfully. "And then you might add a few lines for an
explanation if they've checked '‘Other’”

"Animagi would need to fill out an additional section,
of course,” Black added, grinning. "Noting how many
times they'd already been through the same Door and if
they were able to remain conscious or not.

"And,” he continued brightly, "there could be a section
dealing with subject of nausea! 'On a scale of one to
twenty (twenty being the worst) how sick did you get?’
And then some more lines for additional comments...”
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"Oh, yes!" I said. "And then I could have a section for
my own comments and notes!”

Snape looked from Dumbledore to Black, with a sour
expression. "The pair of you have wasted perfectly good
sarcasm on someone too thickheaded to appreciate it

"They weren't being sarcastic, they were merely
teasing,” I said, with dignity. "There's a difference.
And it's still an excellent idea.”

&0

The few of us who still remained in the Castle had
dinner together at a single table in the center of the
Great Hall. Sirius, in dog form, rested under Hagrid's
chair. He had his own dish of food, which he barely
touched. Nearly everyone felt sorry for him and tried
to tempt him with table-scraps. Poor Black was as for-
lorn as red-and-gold had been earlier today. He was
missing Harry. Severus, whose ribs obviously ached,
did not eat very much either. He left the table early.

After dinner, Minerva and I wandered the corridors
together. We weren't sure if I was seeing her to her room
or if she was seeing me to mine. It did not matter since
neither of us was in a hurry to get anywhere.

"Albus mentioned that you'd had an interesting day,”
she said. Then she added curiously,

"Argus, how did you know that Fluffy would be able to
go through the Door without suffering any harm? I'm
not referring to the matter of his size, or to the way that
you were somehow able to make the Door grow for him.
He's not an ordinary dog. His kind is old and Wild.”

"Fluffy is a simple beast who belongs to Hagrid,” I
said. "I could think of no reason why Godric's Door
would see him as a threat. He's an innocent creature,
untainted by the Dark.”

My voice grew softer. "I didn't want to say that
in front of Severus. That Mark shames him so. I'm
grateful to the Headmaster for not pressing the issue.
I'm sure that he guessed anyhow. He was the one who
spoke about Wild magic to me this afternoon.”

"Most people would automatically consider the
Wild creatures of this world already lost to the Light,”
Minerva said, quietly. "Not Albus, of course. Not me.
And certainly not Hagrid,” she said, with an affec-
tionate smile. "But [ fear that we are in the minority.”

"It was old Pringle who taught me about Wild
magic,” I said, shyly. "It frightened him. He took me
to the Forest's edge and made me swear to him that
[ would never go in there. Said he'd have the skin off
my back if I ever did. The threats weren't necessary. I
could feel what he was talking about. It filled me with
dread. But even then I knew that it wasn't Dark.”

Minerva smiled at me, gently. "Poor Pringle, filling
you up with his fears. Argus, you're so much braver
than you realize.”

[ wanted to protest that the old caretaker had meant
no harm, he'd simply been looking after me, and I
really wasn't brave at all (though it was most kind of
her to think so), but then her left arm was around my
back and her right hand was touching my face. And
then, quite suddenly, she kissed me.
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What a magical thing a kiss can be. It can make
time stand still and the whole world vanish. Nothing
existed except for her. Soft lips against mine, lumi-
nous grey eyes [ wanted to drown in forever. Miinerva
smelled wonderful, warm and sweet and clean. When
my brain finally started functioning again, [ hoped
that she was enjoying this as much as [ was.

The kiss didn't last forever, though I wished it could.
We had to breathe eventually.

When we broke apart, | became aware that there
was a cat mewing shrilly on the floor by our feet. It
wasn't Mrs. Norris. She would never have interrupted
Minerva and me at such a moment. It was Azoth. The
tiny black cat was making the same frantic mew that
his mother uses to warn me of impending disaster,
brewing mischief and incipient mayhem.

"Go away!" I growled, glaring at him. "It's summer!
The brats have all gone! Get someone else! We're busy.”

"Argus, hush,” Minerva said, fondly. She gave me
another swift kiss before focusing her attention on
the small, yowling tomcat.

[love Azoth with all my heart, as I do his brothers and
sisters. Mrs. Norris's kittens had been born into my hands.
I'd seen each one taking their first breath. However, I could
cheerfully have given the little wretch a kick.

"It's Severus,” Minerva said. "Azoth isn't sure what's
wrong, but he's afraid. Severus is in his classroom,
alone. He's shut Azoth out. And there's a terrible cold-

ness inside the room with him.”

I sighed, my annoyance with the scared kitten
fading. Severus had certainly been preoccupied with
something today. What was he up to?

"We'd better go and see,” I said. At least I didn't
have to leave Minerva to take the long way down
to the dungeons. My friend, my comrade, (my love)
assumed her sleek feline form and leaped into my
arms as [ summoned red-and-gold.

Together with Azoth, the two of us stepped into Godric’s
Door and went to see what had happened to Severus.

CHAPTER FIVE

ol Spel

Minerva reverted to her human form as soon as we
emerged from Godric's Door. She remained conscious and
standing, though she did lean on me for a moment or two.

Red-and-gold could not bring us directly into Severus
Snape's classroom. At Snape's request, Professor Flitwick
had used powerful Charms to block entry via my Doors.

The dungeons of Hogwarts Castle are always cool
and damp. But the icy air that emanated from behind
the Potions classroom door went far beyond that.
When we came out of the tapestry, Minerva, Azoth
and [ felt as though we had just stepped into a harsh
night in the dead of winter.

Our breath misted in the air. Minerva's cheeks and
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nose grew rosy with cold. I could almost feel icicles
forming on the end of my own nose. The walls, ceiling
and floor of the dungeon corridor were coated with ice.
Poor Azoth was yowling again. Moving carefully on the
slippery, frozen floor, I picked up the little cat.

Minerva's glasses had frosted over. Tugging them
off, she murmured a heating Charm, dried the glasses
on her sleeve and put them on again.

"Am I correct in assuming that Severus has enough
protective wards on his door to repel several Aurors,
an assortment of hit-wizards and perhaps a Moun-
tain Troll or two?" she asked me.

[ used my senses to ‘feel’ the wards and nodded,
shivering.

"Keep back, Argus. In case I set something off.”

Keep back?! Not likely. I could still shield her with
my body, if necessary. Of course there was no reason to
endanger poor Azoth into the bargain. Turning away,
I went to set the little cat down beside red-and-gold
(which now had a coating of frost forming on it) and
came back to stand stubbornly at Minerva's side.

Minerva gave me a look of exasperation. "All right,
then. But [ don't want to hear another word from you
about how rash and reckless we Gryffindors are.”

With that, Minerva banged on Snape's door.
"Severus! Can you hear me? Say something! Even if
it's only '‘Go away!"”

"Professor Snape!” I shouted, banging on the door as
well. The coldness of the wood under my fist made me
gasp. "Please, answer us!”

There was no reply. At least the mere act of knocking
didn't trigger any defensive reactions from Snape’s wards.

"Argus, can you tell me exactly which spells Severus
has used?” Minerva asked.

I closed my eyes, focusing. Moody has taught me
how to put names to many types of protective wards.

"There's a massive Insidiarum Curse. It's an ambush,

maybe with those porcupine quills he's so fond of
using. A nasty Excutio spell, strong enough to shake
off a fair number of magical attacks. And a Duro
Charm to strengthen the door against more mundane
forms of assault, such as a battering ram..."

"Severus would think of that too,” she muttered.

"He has some hexes as well. A Stupere, which would
knock us silly after the rest of this lot have finished
with us, plus a Torpeo which would have nearly the
same effect, just for good measure..”

Minerva sighed.

"What if [ didn't attack the door all? What if I Trans-
figured the wood into something else, without trying
to get through it?" she said, thoughtfully.

"You'd still set something off," I said.

"Perhaps not. 'm going to use a very small spell. We have
to take the chance. We can't stand here and do nothing.”

Shivering with cold, Minerva raised her wand. I tensed,
ready 1o leap in front of her if she set off any Curses.

"Liquidum,” she whispered.

It certainly was a tiny spell, barely a whisper of
magic, but controlled with pinpoint precision. A fine
mist began to form on the wooden door. Abruptly, the
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door turned into water. Because of the dreadful cold,
the water quickly turned to ice.

[ felt the Insidiarum Curse, the most sensitive of Snape's
wards, a heartbeat before it reacted. Wrapping my arms
around Minerva [ tackled her to the frozen floor.

The Curse didn't shoot porcupine quills, it shot
icicles. Most of them passed over us, shattering glas-
sily against the far wall. Azoth yowled in fear as
the broken pieces rained down around him but he
escaped injury. A few of them slashed across my back,
but I was too numb with cold to feel the pain.

We stayed huddled on the floor until the Curse was
spent. Then, cautiously, we stood.

The ice-door was transparent. We could now see
what was going on inside the Potions classroom. Of
course the ice wasn't as clear as glass, many fine
cracks and pockets of trapped air distorted the view.

Severus was plainly visible, standing in the center
of the room. All of the student tables and chairs had
been moved back to the walls. The only object near the
Professor was a small white cauldron. The cauldron
was resting on a metal stand, placed on the floor over
a very strange looking fire. The ‘flames’ appeared to
be made of ice-shards.

Azoth had communicated to Minerva that Severus was
all alone. Perhaps he had been, but he wasn't now. At the
Potions Master’s side floated a tall, grim ghost with wide
staring eyes and silver bloodstains on his clothes.

We watched as Severus dipped a ladle that appeared
to be made of ice into the white cauldron. Lifting the

ladle, he poured something clear and sparkling into
the frigid air before him.

The deadly cold intensified as the clear substance
floated in mid-air, then thickened and became a crys-
talline globe with silver at the core.

The globe began to spin in mid-air, flattening and
stretching as it did so.

Snape kept his eyes on what was now a floating,
full-length mirror. But the Bloody Baron's gaze fixed
on Minerva and me.

As a series of cracks appeared in the silvery mirror,
the Slytherin ghost moved swiftly, floating through
Snape’'s warded door.

There is much variation in the abilities of wizards.
The same is true of ghosts. Like Albus Dumbledore, the
Bloody Baron seldom finds it necessary to demonstrate
the full range of his strength and power. But now, the
Baron shattered the icy barrier to Snape’s classroom as
he passed through it. "Shield him, Madam! Our experi-
ment goes awry!” he intoned at Minerva.

Minerva was already moving swiftly across the
frozen floor towards Snape. She had shielding spells
in place to deflect the flying hexes and curses.

"Keep down!” she urged me. "Look after Azoth! I
don't think I can shield you, me and Severus!”

The kitten was still crouching by the wall, trembling.
I crawled to him and cradled the little tom in my arms.

There was a surge of even more unbearable cold
and then a loud sound, like the splintering of some-
thing huge, made of glass. Likely it was Snape’s float-
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ing mirror, though it sounded as if the frozen air
itself had shattered. I couldn't see for certain since
my eyes were tightly shut.

When things quieted down, I let go of Azoth and
stood up slowly. Warmth was slowly returning to
the dungeon corridor like spring after winter. Water

dripped from the ceiling and ran down the walls.

Puddles were everywhere.
The immediate vicinity looked like the aftermath

of one of Fred and George Weasley's infamous parties.

The air was hazy with smoke from Snape’s protective
spells. The sharp scent of violent magic lingered in
the air, making me wheeze.

Afraid of what I was going to find, I splashed my
way into the wrecked Potions classroom. Azoth padded
after me. Minerva and Severus were lying very still
on the dungeon floor. The Baron floated beside them.

Minerva's shielding spells had held. She must have

given the lion's share of the protection to Severus.

Flying ice-shards had left her with many small cuts
on her face and arms, while Severus was unmarked.

Minerva's glasses were broken. Taking them off, she
sat up, gingerly. Seeing her cut and bloodied distressed
me, though I was relieved that she didn't appear to have

any other injuries. The professor looked me over as well,

to make sure that I was unhurt.

Then she and I knelt beside poor Severus. The
Potions Master was blue and shivering violently with
cold, despite the rising temperature. Azoth nosed his
wizard anxiously and yowled.

"I shall take my leave. He must be kept warm,” the Baron
said in his sepulchral voice. He vanished before either of us
could ask him what he and Severus had been up to.

@ @

The staff bathroom down in the dungeons has a
copper tub with taps all around it, big enough to
swim in. It's set on a rectangular platform. There are
enough torches set in the wall to keep the place from
looking too gloomy.

Air that was warm and steamy felt like paradise after
the cold. Still shivering, Severus settled deeper into the
warm bath that we'd drawn for him. The bruises on his
ribs were now spectacular shades of black and purple.

Minerva and [ were seated on the stone platform, where
we could keep an eye on Severus while he soaked in the
tub. Azoth was in Minerva's lap. I was gently washing
the cuts on Minerva's face and arms with a damp wash-
cloth. Her glasses, repaired, were resting beside her.

Poor Minerva! She had now joined Black, Snape,
Hagrid and me in the ranks of those who looked as
if they had been through a small war. Her hair had
come loose, and flowed down her back. With her hair
down and her wounds, she looked rather like a child
who had been playing in thorns and brambles.

"Please pardon my disrespect, Professor Snape,” I
said, testily. "What exactly were you doing?"

"I regret very deeply that my actions placed the two
of you in danger,” the Potions Master said in a soft
voice that shook with cold and exhaustion. "It matters
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little what [ was trying to do. The experiment failed.”

"Severus,” Minerva's voice was gentler than mine
had been. "What were you trying to do?” There was a
hint of steel beneath her mild tone. She didn't intend
to let him put her off.

"You saw the mirror,” Severus said, wearily. "If I had
been successful then it would have been a portal, a
gateway. Alchemists can make Doors t0o.”

"It's a perilous business!” I growled.

"Yes, Filch, I am aware of that,” Severus said, too
dispirited even to sneer. "Why do you suppose I
waited until the students had gone for the summer to
make an attempt? There are potions that require cold
as a catalyst, instead of heat. I've been trying to get
this right all day,” he said, with a sigh. "This evening
the Baron was kind enough to assist me. My Fimbul
Charm was strong enough, but maintaining a con-
stant temperature was too difficult even with his aid.
The mirror remained unstable.

"T do apologize for the mess,” he added, without sarcasm.

"Forget the mess!” I snapped. "You could have been
killed!”

The only answer [ received from him was a sneeze,
which clearly hurt his bruised ribs.

"Poor Severus. You've had a bit too much cold today,
[ think,” Minerva said, dryly.

"No, [ haven't,” Snape snarled. He promptly sneezed again.

"Poppy always leaves some Pepperup potion ready
to use up in the hospital wing. Just in case,” I said,
ignoring the scowl on his face. "T'll be right back.”

CHAPTER SIix

Lonely Spivits and Fireside dhats

On the first full day after the students had left
Hogwarts for the summer, I contemplated the long
list of jobs I had to do. The plumbing was foremost.
I would shut off the water supply to the areas of the
Castle that would be unused for the next two months.
Over the next few weeks I'd fix all of the slow drains,
leaky taps and blocked pipes.

Today the house-elves were cleaning out the dormi-
tories. Then they'd be occupied with the laundry. It was
anyone's guess as to who would be able to make it down
to the dungeons first, to see about the damage caused by
Severus's failed experiment. The elves had promised to
clean the wreckage in the Potions classroom as soon as
they could. And I'd promised to get the Professor a new
door for his classroom as quickly as possible.

This morning, the house-elves who weren't working
on either the dormitories or the washing had put a buffet-
style breakfast out in the Great Hall for the few staff
members who still remained at the Castle. It was a serve-
yourself affair with all of us wandering in and out at
different times. But Minerva and [ had arranged to have
breakfast together. She'd been quite well and in excellent
spirits, despite the small cuts on her face and arms.

Usually the thought of a day spent cleaning out
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blocked drains and repairing leaky toilets would not
have put me in a good mood. But I was humming
under my breath and walking with a spring in my
step when I entered the girls’ bathroom that Moan-
ing Myrtle calls home.

Consulting my list (one leaky tap, two slow drains),
I got out my tools.

"Oh, it's all very well for SOME people to be cheer-
ful!” a glum voice said from behind me. "But you don't
have to come bursting in here, bang your things
down and start SINGING!”

Moaning Myrtle usually concludes such statements
by bursting into tears. This time was no exception.
The sight of ghost-brat bawling her eyes out is quite
commonplace. I usually react with either boredom
or annoyance. Not today. Minerva McGonagall had
honored me with a kiss last night and had shared
breakfast with me this morning. The world seemed a
very sweet place indeed.

"My apologies, child,” I said, far less gruffly than
usual. I stopped humming. "I didn't mean to bother
you. I'll just do my work quietly and be on my way.”

The girl ghost wailed even louder.

I sighed. Comiorting people has never really been
my forte. And it would take a Cheering Charm as
strong as an Unforgivable Curse to make a dent in
Moaning Myrtle's gloom.

(Though I do know a wizard who can work a Cheer-
ing Charm that powerful. What would Sirius Black
say if I asked him to cast one of his Unforgivably

Cheerful Curses on Myrtle? I imagined the Animagus
looking at me with wide, mischievous eyes. 'Filch! Are

you saying that Moaning Myrtle is ...unhappy? Next,

you'll be telling me that Peeves is annoying, you're
grouchy and Snape is sarcastic!” Would Cheering
Charms even work on ghosts? I wasn't sure. But Black
would probably know.)

[ watched as Myrtle, still sobbing piteously, drifted
away from me through the door of the last stall. I couldn't
see her any longer but her voice echoed off the walls.

"Peeves told me all about you, last night,” she choked.
"“You and McGonagall! Snogging!”

[ heard her dive into the tank with a splash.

"Students snog,” I said, indignantly. "We kissed.”

My pleasant mood was beginning to fray around
the edges. I opened the stall door and yelled at the

toilet. "Not that it's any of your business! Or Peeves'

business either!”

Sniffling, Myrtle rose back out of the tank. Her eyes,
behind the pearly glasses, were tear-filled and tragic.
"No boy ever kissed me,” she said, wretchedly. "Not one.

I've always told myself that no boy ever would have
kissed me. Not even if I had lived to be a hundred. But
YOU were kissed. YOU! It's not fair. If [ wasn't already
dead then I'd... I'd KILL myself.”

[ nearly snarled something heartless at her. Myrtle is
a damp grey drizzle on any bit of warmth and cheer she
happens to encounter. Then I bit my tongue. Was I any
better? Hadn't I drizzled on enough good cheer in my
time, dampened plenty of bright spirits? Been so choked
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by my own misery and bitterness that anyone else’s
happiness had seemed like a personal affront to me?

I knew that I was ill-favored, surly, unpleasant. All
that, and no magic, too. Yet, Miinerva wanted me. And
I'd been too delighted by the miracle to wonder how
long it would last.

"Professor McGonagall will come to her senses soon
enough, I expect,” I growled, trying to hide the pain-
ful doubt in my heart with anger. "She’ll realize that
she's kissed an ugly old Squib. Perhaps she only did it
out of pity in the first place.”

Myrtle glared at me. "Oooh! You are so THICK!" she
sniffled, rising out of the tank completely to hover at
my eye-level. "She fancies you. She's been fond of you
for ages. There's no accounting for taste, is there? I
noticed months ago. You were in here, bawling, and
she came in to comfort you."

"You're a fine one to talk about bawling!” I snapped,
automatically.

"She’s been fond of me for ages?” I asked in a smaller,
more tentative voice. "Do you really think so?”

"Wasn't that kiss enough of a clue, even for you?”"
the ghost-brat said, annoyed. Myrtle wanted me to
pity her, not myself.

"McGonagall always was one of the pretty ones,” the
ghost continued, glumly. "Olive Hornby was quite jeal-
ous of her. Boys looked at McGonagall. Not that she ever
seemed to notice. Always going about with a serious
expression and her nose in a book.” Her lower lip quiv-
ered. "If you had seen me when [ was alive, you wouldn't

remember me. But surely, you remember McGonagall.
She was a student when you first came.”

‘T'm afraid that I didn't notice the students much in
those days, child. I was too busy trying to learn my way
around.” I spoke without rancor. Myrtle's words had
soothed some of the whispers of doubt and fear in my
heart. But what she said next chilled me to the bone.

"HE noticed her,” the ghost said, darkly. "Handsome
Tom. Followed her with his eyes often enough when
he thought no one could see. I was beneath his notice,
naturally. I don't suppose that HE looked twice at me,
not even after his Basilisk left me lying here, cold and
d-dead. Not that I'd have wanted any part of HIM,” she
said with a shudder as she became a bit more trans-
parent. "Handsome is as handsome does, my Mum
used to say. At any rate, HE's not so handsome any
more by all accounts...”

"Myrtle?” I whispered. "Are you saying that He-
Who-Must-Not-Be-Named took a particular interest
in Minerva?"

The ghost-brat might enjoy the misfortunes of others,
but she hadn't meant to distress me quite so much.

"It was a long time ago,” Myrtle said in the most com-
forting voice she could manage. "She certainly never
cared for HIM at all. Not one to have her head turned by
charm and a handsome face, McGonagall isn't. Aren't
you proof enough of that? And HE has a great deal of
other things on his mind these days, of course.

"Harry's more than HE ever bargained for,” the
ghost-girl continued with satisfaction, even as she
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blushed silver at the thought of Potter. Then Myrtle's
usual glum tone turned wistful. "Harry doesn't know
how handsome he is,” she confided. "He hasn't even
noticed Ginny yet, and she'’s alive!”

"Oh, Myrtle, please do be quiet,” | mumbled, turning
away from the stall and her silly prattle.

My fingers were clumsy when I tried to work. Tools,

pipes and fittings seemed to be continuously slipping
from my hands. I had already been dreadfully worried
about Minerva being harmed by the Dark Lord simply
because she was a powerful servant of the Light. The
knowledge that the Evil One might have a personal

grudge against her, a girl who had once spurned him,

left me numb with fear for my lovely Professor.

When the ghost brat spoke to me again, calling my
name right next to my ear, I yelled in fright. I dropped
a heavy wrench directly onto my right foot.

"Some people are LUCKY they're dead!” I snarled
painfully, hopping about on one foot so I could clutch
at the other. "Because if certain people weren't already
dead, then I'd have to kill 'em!”

Gingerly I wiggled my toes to see if they still
worked. "Oooh! Ow...ow...ow!” Then I yelled again in
shock. Myrtle was holding her icy, transparent hand
over my throbbing foot.

"What a complete prat you are,” she scolded. "I made
a lot less noise when I died!”

"Well, you've more than made up for it since!” I
growled. Her small hand was as good as a cooling
charm. But I was too annoyed with her to admit it.

“You had something that you wanted to say to me, Myrtle?”
[ asked her, gruffly. "Before you made me smash my foot?”

"O-only that you're not really so b-bad. Not much to
look at of course, but McGonagall doesn't seem to mind.”

A realization overwhelmed me, then. Dead, Myrtle
was one of the brats forever. But had she lived, she'd
be a woman now. Only a few years younger than
Minerva and me. Perhaps in time, she would have
learned how to be happy, found herself a friend or
two. Eventually she might have loved someone and
been loved in return. She certainly wouldn't be here,
haunting the gloomiest bathroom in the whole Castle,
the first known victim of the Dark Lord. Poor child.
No wonder she envied me that sweet kiss.

Such thoughts were too painful for me to attempt to
put into words easily. By the time [ found my voice, she
was already gone, vanished back into her u-bend.

“You're not so bad either, Myrtle,” I said, hobbling
over to the empty stall.

There was no reply. Not even the tiniest sob.

I finished fixing the taps and drains in silence.

O—C

I'd made a good start on my plumbing work, but it
was getting late now. And I had promised to see about
Professor Snape's new door. Summoning green-and-
silver into the Prefect's bathroom where I'd just fin-
ished working, I emerged into the dungeon corridor
outside the Potions classroom.

"You're limping, Filch,” Professor Snape observed
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hoarsely, the moment he saw me.

Stating the obvious isn't the Professor’'s usual style.
But I recognized the statement as a gambit meant
to distract me. The Professor’'s eyes were glassy, the
end of his nose was sore and red. It was obvious that
he hadn't taken the Pepperup potion that I'd fetched
from Poppy's stores for him yesterday.

“This is NOT a cold,” he informed me when I glared at
him, refusing to be distracted. T did try to explain mat-
ters to you last night. Shall we try again? Listen carefully.
Cold potions can have an unfortunate ... backlash when
they go wrong. The Pepperup is not going to help.”

Snape concluded his speech with a sneeze that left
him clutching at his ribs.

“Well then, Professor, brew yourself something that
will help. And try to rest. You can leave what's left of
the mess to Gilly, Primrose and me.” Gilly and Prim-
rose were two of the Castle’s elves. They had been help-
ing Snape to restore order in his damaged classroom.
Anything salvageable was back in its proper place. The
things that were beyond saving, mostly broken desks
and chairs, were in a heap by the empty doorway.

"T'll be able to get started on a new door before night-
fall" T said, moving swiftly into the classroom. Taking
an armload of broken desk pieces I dropped them into
the huge wheelbarrow I'd borrowed from Hagrid.

The elves and I made several trips out to the hill
where we burn rubbish. I took the wheelbarrow
through green-and-silver and the elves traveled in
their own swift way.
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Snape met us on the hill when we were finished.

“Incendio!” Severus said, and the pile of wood was
burning.

We dismissed the elves with our thanks. The Profes-
sor stayed to watch the fire. His hands were wrapped
around a large steaming goblet. I noted with concern
that Severus still seemed to be feeling cold. He stood
closer to the fire than most people would care to do on
a warm summer evening.

"More backlash?" I asked, frowning. "Professor, have
you told the Headmaster about this experiment of yours,
with Cold Potions and the Alchemist's Door?”

"The Headmaster is a busy man. [ see no need to
bother him with accounts of my unsuccessful experi-
ments,” the Potions Master said, acidly.

I would take that as a no.

"Professor, I realize that I know very little about
Potions..." I began.

"Really, Filch. Do tell.”

No one should be able to fit so much sarcasm into
four simple words.

"I've never heard of Cold Potions before” 1 said,
plunging on doggedly.

“I'm not surprised. They are very difficult to work
with. Not the sort of thing that even a master should
attempt without years of study and practice. I cer-
tainly do not teach them to my students. Imagine the
mess that would result.”
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"I'd rather not, thank you." I said.

Snape took another sip from the goblet. "The Alche-
mist's Door is among the most dangerous and rarely
attempted of all Cold Potion spells. The precise mea-
surements of the ingredients and the exact procedure
have been lost for nearly a thousand years.” He looked
at me with hooded eyes.

"Lost? Then how were you able to...?”

He smiled. "That is my secret, Filch. But [ will say
that I am in your debt. Yours and Azoth's.”

"Professor, I don't understand!”

"Good,” he murmured, silkily.

I sighed. "Perhaps I should go and see about putting
up your new classroom door,” I said, puzzling over
what he'd just told me. How had the little black tom
and I helped him find the instructions for a potion
that had been lost for a thousand years?

The Potions Master seemed to take a certain plea-
sure in my confusion. A faint smile lingered around
his mouth as he clutched the steaming goblet and
studied the bonfire before us.

"There’s no hurry, Filch,” he said, hoarsely. "My
office is still guarded by its own door and by an
assortment of protective curses. There's nothing sen-
sitive in my classroom at the moment.”

The sky above us was rosy with the setting sun. The
day had been warm, but now a cool breeze fanned the
bonfire's flames. Shivering a bit, Severus took a sip
from the goblet and moved closer to the fire.

"All right. As long as you're not in a rush, I'll get

to it first thing in the morning,” I said. It had been a
long day and I was tired. And my right foot hurt. Sit-
ting down, I unlaced my boot so I could tug it off. The
heavy boot had prevented any serious injury, but my
instep was bruised.

"Moody sent an owl. He wished to speak to me this
evening,” Severus said, still watching the fire. Taking
a handkerchief from his pocket, he blew his nose. "I
sent a reply, telling him to meet me here,” he contin-
ued in a muffled voice.

"Would you like me to stay with you?" I asked, gin-
gerly wiggling my toes. [ realized that I sounded like a
father asking a small child if he wanted some company
at his bedside to keep away ogres and nightmares.

"What [ meant was, may [ stay?” [ amended quickly.

"I have some things that I want to speak to Moody

about too. That is, if you don't mind.”
"No, Filch. I don't mind,” the professor said. Then he
sneezed.

S

The bonfire was blazing merrily when Hagrid and
Sirius Black accompanied Mad-Eye Moody down the
hillside towards us. Their reason for escorting the old
Auror was obvious. Fluffy, freed from his chain for
his evening exercise, was lumbering along behind
them, right at Hagrid's heels.

When the Cerberus saw the Potions Master, the
right and center heads immediately began growling.
And the left head barked angrily.
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"Stop that, Fluffy!" I said, very firmly. "It's all right.
Hagrid's here and so am 1"

The Cerberus obeyed! I was so delighted that I
didn't mind when the beast came close enough for all
three heads to drool on me. But then the center head
licked my face. (Eurgh!)

The monster settled on the ground right behind me,
with a massive thud. Hagrid beamed at both of us, patted
Flufty's heads and gave me a clap on the back that would
have knocked me down if [ wasn't already sitting.

The half giant noticed my bruised foot. He sat beside
me and pulled a bottle out of his pocket. Then he held it
out cheerfully. "Here, Filch. Good fer what ails yeh.”

I shook my head politely.

Sirius, who had sat down on Hagrid's other side,
accepted the bottle when it was offered to him. The
Animagus leaned back against Fluffy.

The two Gryffindors passed the bottle back and forth,
while the two Slytherins stood and glared at each other.

"Snape,” Moody growled, finally. "I was coming
here to pick up that report I asked you for, months
ago. I know you haven't done it. I'm granting you an
extension. Black's just told me that Filch is working on
a form. You're going to fill one out and owl it to me, as
soon as they're ready.”

The Potions Master nodded, coolly. Then he glared
at Sirius Black who was mouthing, "You OWE me,
Snape!” at him.

"Filch. I'm glad you're here,” Moody said, turn-
ing his mismatched gaze on me. "Albus tells me that

you've taken Potter through Godric's Door. And he
didn't get sick.”

The old Auror settled himself on the ground next
to me. "When you get those Door forms finished, you
owl one to Potter too. Along with instructions to send
it to me once he completes it."

[ nodded.

"What? Potter had no reaction? None?" Snape, who
was the only one still standing, stared down at me
incredulously.

"That's right,” I said. "Though it did seem to hurt his
scar a bit."

"Harry didn't tell me about that,” Black murmured.

"Prob’ly didn't want ter upset yeh,” Hagrid said
comfortingly, handing him the bottle.

"It passed quickly enough,” I reassured the Animagus.

"Do you or the Headmaster have any theories
to explain WHY Potter did not react in the usual
manner?” Snape asked Moody, sharply.

“Yep. A few guesses,” Moody said. After a moment of
silence it became clear that Mad-Eye wasn't going to
elaborate further.

"Potter!” the Potions Master snarled the boy's name
as if it was an epithet. "Everyone else his age becomes
desperately sick, but he doesn't so much as gag!
How typical. Even enchanted objects fall at his feet
in celebrity-worshipping adoration.” Snape's voice
trailed off into a barely audible rasp.

"Cranky git, aren't you?" Black observed. The Animagus

had looked very fierce when Snape had started speaking.
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Then his anger had turned to amusement. Poor Severus
sounded too ill and fretful to be provoking.

"Our understanding of the rules governing the
Doors' use is far from complete,” I said, to reassure the
disgruntled Potions Master. "Surely Potter's reaction
will prove to be within the proper guidelines, once we
know what they are.”

Snape paid no attention to me. He was glaring at
Black. The Animagus merely smiled as he handed
Hagrid the bottle. He wasn't in the mood to argue and
he wasn't about to be goaded by a man who could
barely even speak.

Looking amused, both by Snape and Black and
by my abiding faith in Rules, Hagrid passed me the
bottle again. I accepted it and took a sip before I real-
ized what I was doing. Moody had distracted me with
a look of approval. I appreciated my teacher’s regard
but I wasn't sure what I'd done to earn it.

When the old Auror spoke it was to Severus, not me.

"Nasty cold you've got, Snape. You need some Pepperup,”
Moody said.

"Minerva and I tried to get him take some,” I said.
"He told me it's not a cold. He said it's...”

I stopped. Professor Snape was skewering me with
a deadly glare. Clearly he didn't want anyone else to
know about the Alchemist’'s Door.

Hagrid took the bottle from me and offered it to
Snape. "Pour a wee drop in yer goblet, Professor?”

"No. Thank you,” Snape said.

Hagrid shrugged and gave the bottle to Sirius.

"Come on. Join the party, Snape,” Moody said, gruffly.
The old Auror had taken out his hip flask.

‘T'll be leaving in the morning,” Black said coax-
ingly, passing the bottle back to Hagrid. "Surely that
gives you something to celebrate.”

Snape's glower at Black was interrupted by a sneeze,
followed by the inevitable wince and clutch at his ribs.

Turning to me to hide his look of amusement, min-
gled with perhaps a touch of sympathy, the Animagus
said, "['ve spent today working with Mrs. Norris.”

"What?" I asked, confused. "Why?"

"She was recommended to me by Crookshanks,” he
said. "He thinks quite highly of her. In more ways
than one. There's a matter that he and [ both attend to
while we're here. Crookshanks is gone for the summer
with Hermione, and I'm leaving too. Someone needs to
keep a particular eye on the rats around here.”

I wasn't sure what to make of this. In recent months
Black had earned my trust time and again. Still, the
image of him as a youthful trickster was indelibly
etched in my mind. What was he playing at?

Black's voice grew softer and more intense. No
humor showed in his voice or expression. "Worm-
tail could use a glamour to hide that silver paw of
his,” the young wizard explained. "Beaky and I have
been teaching Mrs. Norris the scent of a Transfigured
Animagus, and the scent of a glamour.”

"Pettigrew?” I exclaimed. As grateful as I was to Black
for having the foresight to guard against a threat that I
hadn't considered, I was worried for Mrs. Norris.
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"She mustn't attempt to catch him on her own,” I
said. "It would be much too dangerous. I'll tell her to
come to me at once if she picks up that sort of scent
on any rat.” My voice hardened. "I'm sure that a trip
through red-and-gold wouldn't be much to Master
Wormtail's liking. Hmm. I wonder which will prove
to be stronger, the Black Effect or the Snape Effect?”

The two young wizards exchanged a puzzled look.
They were clever. I supposed that it wouldn't take
either of them long to figure out what I meant.

Moody was regarding me with approval once more.
"My galleons would be on the Snape Effect. Try to cap-
ture Pettigrew alive if you should encounter him.”

"Yes, please do!” the Animagus growled, his hands
curling into fists. Hagrid handed him the bottle and
he took a long drink.

"Try to seal him up in a bottle, like a captive
Djinn,” Moody told me. "Pettigrew might know where
Voldemort is keeping the people he's taken.”

"I have been unable to discover their whereabouts,”
Snape said hoarsely, dabbing at his nose. Bitterness
and shame at his failure were plain in his face.

"Usually Lucius would have been able to learn more.
He might have inadvertantly revealed something to
me. But Lucius is still not himself, and both of us
remain in disgrace.”

"How is he? Still clawing up the furniture and shed-
ding fur on the carpets?®” Black asked, making a vis-
ible effort to turn his thoughts away from Pettigrew.

Snape nodded. The Potions Master had finally

taken a seat on the ground, closest to the fire.

"Doesn't leave Lucius time for much else, 1 expect,’
Moody said, giving the Potions Master a pointed look.

Draco, I thought, realizing that Moody was attempt-
ing to cheer Severus up. Lucius was bound to have
other things on his mind now than Draco’s initiation
into the Dark Lord's service. Hopefully, the tainted
Polyjuice had bought the boy some time.

Snape's expression remained unreadable. Moody
changed the subject. "I'll need to see a preliminary
version of your Door form, Filch. I may want to add a
question or two,” the old Auror said.

“T'll send you what I've got as soon as possible,” I said.
"Good. One more thing. I've been told that you took
Fluffy through Godric’s Door.” The old Auror's beady eye
was filled with curiosity. "I want to see a demonstration.”

O—C

My tongue-in-cheek remark to Minerva about put-
ting a saddle on Snuffles and riding him through
red-and-gold turned out not to be so much of a jest
after all. Though I didn't have the luxury of a saddle
when I rode Fluffy. Hagrid simply picked me up and
put me down on the Cerberus's back, just behind the
massive shoulders. The half-giant hadn't even given
me a moment to put my right boot back on!

I clung to the center neck, not at all happy about this
turn of events. Fluffy did not seem very sure if he liked
this sort of thing either. Still, the huge beast stood qui-
etly enough while Hagrid spoke to him gently.
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"Good boy. Easy now. This won't hurt yeh, an’ it'll
only take a minute.”

I summoned Godric's Door. Once again, I missed
seeing the tapestry enlarge to admit the Cerberus
because it happened just as Fluffy stepped through.
Though I did hear Black say "See?” There were exclama-
tions of surprise from Moody and Snape, and a delighted
shout from Hagrid. A heartbeat later the Cerberus and I
were standing in front of Hagrid's hut.

Fang was asleep on the front steps. Mrs. Norris
was curled beside him. A casual observer might have
thought her relaxed, but her ears were wide and alert
and her tail was fluffed in anxiety.

"I hear that you've had an interesting day, my sweet,”
I said, clambering awkwardly down from Fluffy's
back. "So have [

CHAPTER SEVEN

Sad Javewells and

Hangerous duripsity

"You want me to do what?" Sirius Black gave me an
incredulous look.

"Cast one of those really powerful Cheering Charms
on Moaning Myrtle. Like the one that you put on Pro-
fessor Snape,” I said.

It was very early morning. The sun had not yet risen.

No lights shone in the windows of Hagrid's hut nearby.
I'd been anxious to catch Black before he left the Castle.
When I'd come stumbling out of red-and-gold still wear-
ing my nightshirt with Mrs. Norris padding alongside
me, Black had been looking quite grave. But the young
wizard had smiled when he saw us.

The sleepy-eyed Animagus had a small bundle on his
back which probably contained everything he owned in
the world. He was preparing to fly away on Buckbeak.

After exchanging polite bows with the hippogriff,
I'd made my request.

“You want me to play a prank on Myrtle?” the
Animagus asked, astonished. "No, of course you don't,”
he amended when I blinked at him in confusion.

"“What was I thinking?”

"Well? Would your Cheering Charm work on a
ghost?" I asked him.

“I'm not sure. Even if it works, it may not be the best
way to go about cheering up Myrtle. I wasn't expect-
ing that Charm to be as potent as it turned out to be.
Snape didn't care for the effects very much, did he?
Maybe it would do Myrtle more harm than good.”

A lesser amount of Moaning from Myrtle would
mean a more pleasant summer for me, but Black did
have a point.

"Well, perhaps if you... erm... toned it down a bit?”"
I said.

"Why don't you try to cheer her up instead?” the
Animagus suggested.

"Me?”




“There are ways to do it without casting spells,” Black
said. "That bathroom of hers could certainly do with a
fresh coat of paint. Ask her to help you pick a new color.”

[ didn't bother asking how he knew so much about
the interior of a girls’ bathroom. Black had always
made a habit of being places where he shouldn't.
Instead, I considered his suggestion. "This IS Moan-
ing Myrtle we're discussing. She'll choose something
drab and dingy!”

"Don't offer her any drab colors to choose from. She
might want some new mirrors in there too. And more
torches to make the place brighter and new sinks..."
Black was grinning broadly now, no doubt amused
by the thought of me thumbing through endless cata-
logues of bathroom fittings, offering suggestions for
Myrtle's approval.

“Youre awfully generous with the school's repair
budget, not to mention my time,” I grumbled. "New paint
will have to suffice. And she may not want a change.”

"Even if she doesn't, she might just be glad that you
asked.”

Knowing Myrtle, that was unlikely. Still, I supposed
that I could try.

The Animagus watched my face, guessing at my
thoughts. "She may surprise you.”

"Anything’s possible,” I admitted. "You actually turned
down a chance to cause some trouble and spare yourself
the blame because it would have been my fault for sug-
gesting it. The world's full of surprises.”

"Indeed it is,” Black said, grinning at me.

“I'm obliged for the ideas,” I told him. "I won't keep
you any longer.”

The young wizard knelt to stroke Mrs. Norris. Not
entirely to my surprise, my cat permitted his touch.
Snuffles was considered a kindly uncle to her kittens,
after all. And he was a good friend to Crookshanks.

Then Black stood and stretched. He released Beaky from
his tether and swung himself onto the hippogriff's back.

"Look after yourself, lad,” I said, quietly. "You know the
boy needs you. Don't be too much of a... a Gryffindor.”

Black's pale eyes glittered with mischief. "And here
I thought that you liked Gryffindors, Filch.”

"Not impudent, troublesome young ones like you."

Black laughed, but then his expression grew sober.

"Take care of yourself. And the Castle.” He sighed. "And

tell that greasy git to look after himself a bit better

than he's been doing. He's his own worst enemy.

Inconsiderate of him... makes me feel redundant.”
"T'll tell him,” I said.

S

After watching Black and Beaky fly into the sun-
rise, Mrs. Norris and I wandered around the front of
Hagrid's cabin.

Fluffy, who was on his chain, was lying on his side
near the steps. The three heads were resting on each
other, eyes closed. As soon as the Cerberus caught our
scent, the heads lifted and all six eyes opened. Fluffy's
massive tail thumped happily.

I hadn't had the foresight to bring dog-treats, but

93

=

"
=

-_—




Fluffy seemed glad enough for the company. He really
was a friendly creature to those he knew and liked,
despite his fearsome appearance.

"I hope that the Pup will come back in one piece,”
I said, giving each massive head a rub behind the
ears. "And I hope that the Castle will still be here, safe,
when he does.”

The grass was damp with dew. I sat anyhow, lean-
ing against Fluffy as I'd seen Black do the night
before. Mrs. Norris climbed into my lap and began
to purr. The warmth of the Cerberus’s huge body and
my cat’'s small one comforted me a bit. We watched
the sun finish rising.

&0

Not long afterwards, I was dressed and ready to
start attending to my work. This morning, the plumb-
ing would have to wait. Mrs. Norris and I were in one
of the dungeon workshops, making a new door for the
Potions classroom.

The workshop is one of my favorite places in the
Castle. It's large and roomy, with a floor that I keep
carefully clean of sawdust. Places for the tools on
the shelves and in the drawers are all neatly labeled.
Some labels are written in Apollyon Pringle's spidery
hand and some in my own. Many more notes and
labels were written long ago, by people I can't iden-
tify. It's likely that every caretaker in the history of
Hogwarts has had a chance to label something down
here. I may not know their names or faces but over

the years their handwriting has become nearly as
familiar to me as my own.

I'd finished the door's measurements yesterday
and made certain that everything I needed was here.
Plenty of wood rested in stacks against a wall. Hinges,
knobs, fittings...

"Argus? Here you are working, and the sun's barely
risen. I went to your room and you weren't there. [
asked the elves where to find you.” It was Minerva.
She was dressed for traveling in a long green cloak.

"“Y-you're leaving?" | said, my throat suddenly dry.

"I thought you were staying for another day at least,

maybe two...?"

Minerva shook her head. "We won't be out of touch,”

my lovely professor said, quite firmly.
"Of course not," I said, proud of how steady my voice was.
"Albus will have told you that you can summon any
one of us back here if we are urgently needed,” she said.
I nodded. The Headmaster had given me a stack of
postcards, each one bearing a picture of a ruined castle.
I'd recognized it as a view of Hogwarts as a Muggle
would perceive it, or a Squib who is seeing the place
for the first time. Few proper witches and wizards
were probably familiar with the sight.

"Having a lovely time. Wish you were here!" I said
dryly, quoting the code-phrase that the Headmaster
had told me to write on the postcards if I owled anyone
to come to the Castle at once in an emergency.

Minerva smiled. My heart cracked in two.
I didn't want her to go away. Or, I longed to go with
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her. Foolishness. My duties bound me to the Castle. Her
duties lay elsewhere, at least for the summer. Neither
of us were the sort to neglect our responsibilities.

"T'll be wishing that you were here with me, every
single day,” I said, gruffly.

Minerva's grey eyes grew luminous with unshed
tears. I felt like an absolute pig for distressing her.

"Professor,” I said, in an attempt to be professional
again, "I'm terribly sorry...”

"Argus, you sweet, foolish man,” she said severely,
dabbing at her eyes. "If you apologize to me I shall
Transfigure you into a mouse and pounce on you. You
have nothing to be sorry for. Unless you intend to wait
for an emergency to owl me, because I intend to write
to you as often as I possibly can.” Her tone made me
smile. My fierce one, my lioness.

What would she say to me if I told her 'not to be
such a Gryffindor?' I decided that I wasn't brave
enough to find out.

"Please, Minerva, promise me that you'll be careful,”

I said instead. "Take no foolish chances. And always
watch your back.”

"The chances that I choose to take are rarely foolish
ones,” she said, briskly. "But I will certainly take care.
And you must promise me that you'll do the same.”

[ gave her my word.

We looked at each other for a moment and then
she was in my arms. I kissed the top of her head, she
kissed the tip of my nose. Our lips met and time stood
still for a long, tender moment.

Minerva's kisses are headier than Ogden's Old Firewhis-
key and even sweeter than a refreshing drink of water on
a hot summer’s day. I could drink her kisses like wine.

Quite intoxicated, I almost told her that her hair
was like black silk, her skin was like velvet and the
faint dusting of freckles on her nose were dearer to
me than every golden galleon locked away at Grin-
gotts. Perhaps fortunately, I was too shy to say such
things. I opted for another kiss instead.

Mrs. Norris, who was observing from a quiet corner
of the workshop, flicked an ear at us in amusement.

@ @

Perched on a stool, Minerva lingered to watch me
work on Professor Snape’s door. Her carriage would
not be arriving for a little while yet, she said.

A combination of hard work and proper organiza-
tion can take you far, boy, even without magic, Apollyon
Pringle used to tell me. Failed wizard though he was,
most of the safety spells that he'd put on the saws
and drills to protect me remained strong, even after
SO many years. Pain may be the best teacher, but I won't
get much work out of a one-handed, fingerless apprentice!
the old man had said, gruffly.

There was a time when being observed would have
made me nervous. Being watched can make me feel
self conscious about the way that I must fetch tools by
hand instead of simply using a wand to summon what
I need. I sand, plane and level everything step by step
because I am unable to enchant the tools to continue
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working while I move on to something else. Over the
years there have been professors who have been fasci-
nated by the way that I can work without magic. Per-
haps I ought to have been flattered by their interest,
but I dislike feeling like an amusing curiosity.

Minerva's interest did warm and flatter me. She
did not look as though she was watching a quaint
performance. Instead she observed me carefully,
taking note when a remark would have proved too
distracting. And her conversation held no element of
'Look At That — Aren't You Clever!”

Instead, she gave me some interesting information
about Severus.

"I was able to speak with Irma before she left, yes-
terday evening,” she said. "We located a single book
on Cold Potion spells in the library's Restricted Sec-
tion. It did mention ‘backlash.” However,” Minerva's
lips thinned in annoyance, “"the book did not describe
any backlash effects which resemble a head-cold.
Knowing Severus as I do, I suspect that he simply
didn't want to take his medicine.”

"So, he's just being difficult,” I muttered. "How
unusual.”

Minerva chuckled, dryly.

"After I get his door installed, I'll fetch him another
dose of Pepperup. Then I'll stand over him until he
drinks it,” I said. "If he's going to behave like a brat,
then he’s going to be treated like one.”

&0

Minerva and I didn't use red-and-gold to go out to
her carriage. The walk would have been over much
too quickly.

Dumbledore and Hagrid were waiting by the Castle
gate to see Minerva off. She embraced both of them
tightly, then she gave me a quite unselfconscious kiss
before climbing into the waiting carriage.

The Headmaster looked away politely, but his smile
was pleased. The half-giant grinned broadly. Avoiding
both their eyes, I felt myself blushing like a ripe tomato.

@ @

Embarrassed and already missing Minerva desper-
ately, I retreated to the quiet coolness of the Potions class-
room. Keeping busy is my steadfast answer to heartache.

Poppy had instructed the house-elves to help me as
much as possible with the heavy work. Four of the elves
placed themselves at my disposal, and the door was up
in record time. After thanking the elves and making a
brief stop in the hospital wing to fetch another dose of
Pepperup from Poppy's stores, I stepped through green-
and-silver. A heartbeat later, I emerged in the dungeons,
outside Professor Snape's rooms.

He'd placed protective spells on this door too, but
none that ‘felt’ nasty. It was safe to knock. "Professor!!”
I shouted, as I banged loudly on the door.

After a few minutes the door swung open. I stepped
into a dim sitting room.

Professor Snape, looking paler than usual except
for his red, sore nose, stood in another doorway that
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led into his bedroom. He was wearing his long, grey
nightshirt, clutching a handkerchief in one hand and
his wand in the other. His long black hair, usually
combed back, was a tangled mare’s nest.

"Merlin's TEETH, Filch!” the Potions Master rasped
hoarsely. "What do you want?”

"To tell you that your classroom has a new door.”

He glared, blew his nose, and glared some more.
"You didn't have to disturb me just for that!”

"T didn't, Professor. I also wanted to tell you that Profes-
sor McGonagall and Madam Pince have looked up Cold
Potions in the library. Your story about backlash was a
load of codswallop, meaning no disrespect, Professor.”

[ held up the goblet with the Pepperup in it and
glared back. "You ought to be ashamed of yourself, a
Master of Potions, suffering needlessly,” I scolded him.
"Is it really more dignified to go about sneezing than
to be seen with smoke pouring out of your ears? You
were probably worried about Black catching sight of
you! Well, you needn't concern yourself about that.
He's gone. And he wanted me to tell you to stop being
your own worst enemy. So, drink this!”

Snape continued to glower at me.

"Don't make me fetch the Headmaster to pinch your
nose and force your mouth open while I pour this potion
down your throat! You know he'd do it!" I growled.

Snape's sneer became lethal. | was worried that ['d
gone too far. Maybe he was going to cast a spell on
me to teach me better manners.

But the Potions Master didn't point his wand at me.

Instead, he stumbled forward, grabbed the goblet out
of my hands, turned on his heel and went into the
bedroom with it. When [ heard the slam of another
door, I wandered into the bedroom after him. The
Professor’s sitting room had been neat and orderly,
but his bedroom was a disaster. The bed was a tangled
mass of sheets and blankets. Parchments, scrolls and
books were piled onto his chair, his chest of drawers
and every other available surface.

The poor man was ill, and I was hardly an invited
guest, [ told myself, sternly.

In a corner near the bed, surrounded by an island
of clear floor space, was Azoth's large, sturdy basket.
The little black tom stood up and stretched luxuri-
antly before he emerged. Weaving his way towards
me around the piled books and parchments, he
rubbed against my ankles in greeting.

"Hullo, little lad,” I said, absently. I was staring at
the basket. The old wool basket that Azoth had found
in Helga Hufflepuff's Workroom... as far as I knew,
Helga Hutfleputf's secret cloister had remained empty
for nearly a thousand years.

True, the Lady of Hufflepuff wasn't known for being an
Alchemist. But, she'd created the other Doors, hadn't she?

After a cautious glance at the closed bathroom door, I
moved slowly towards Azoth's basket. Inside, [ saw a black
pillow (real velvet from the look of it, not velveteen) and
the rubber mouse that was Azoth's favorite of the toys
that Ginny Weasley had got for Mrs. Norris's kittens.

Cautiously, I rested a hand on the velvet pillow. The
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basket had seemed harmless and innocent enough
when I'd picked it up in Helga's Room, but Severus
had possessed it for a number of weeks now.

Sensing nothing, I slid my hand under the pillow.
My hand seemed to be going down much deeper than
it ought to be going.

The subtle protective spell wasn't triggered until
I'd submerged my right arm inside the basket, nearly
shoulder deep. By the time I felt the warning surge of
magic, it was too late for me to pull my arm out again.

[ felt my hand being gripped tightly by some pow-
erful force. And then, a sudden burst of pain...

CHAPTER EIGHT

Secret dlambers

Professor Severus Snape had smoke coming out of
his ears. Both literally and figuratively.

“Youre a firm believer in punishment, Filch," he
snarled. "And this serves you right! You had no business
rummaging about inside Azoth's basket! Youre fortu-
nate that I used a relatively innocuous protective spell!”

"It's called the Ferula Curse,” he continued, coolly.
"Azoth is quite safe from its effects. Only a prying
human can trigger the spell.”

Glaring at the Professor, I held my throbbing right
hand under the cold water tap in his bathroom sink.
My hand felt as if it had been beaten across the

knuckles with a heavy wooden stick.

Snape was right. The Ferula Curse wasn't that bad as
far as curses went. Compared to the curses that he usu-
ally favored it was downright benign. The hurt was a
relatively small thing compared to my mortification.

The Professor had caught me snooping. He'd emerged
from the bathroom, having finally taken the Pepperup,
to discover me struggling to extricate my trapped arm
from Azoth's basket and trying not to yelp out loud as
bursts of pain exploded across my knuckles.

At least Snape had removed the curse so I could
get my hand free of the basket. He seemed to feel that
my obvious embarrassment had evened the score
between us, at least temporarily. Otherwise he might
have decided that some additional revenge was neces-
sary. Pepperup potion cures a cold instantly, but the
aftereffects can hardly be called 'dignified’

Severus had spent all of yesterday denying that he
had a cold because he didn't want anyone to see him
with smoking ears. Today, | had quite frankly bullied
him into drinking a dose of the stuff. Under ordinary
circumstances he would have been sure to make me
pay dearly for my nerve.

The cold water was making my hand numb. I
turned off the tap and gingerly flexed my fingers.

"It was you who gave me the hint about the Alche-
mist’s Door in the first place,” I pointed out, sullenly.

"You said that Azoth and I had helped you to find the

instructions. The basket is the only obvious connec-
tion. Did you think that [ wouldn't figure it out?”
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"If you hadn't come barging in here and gone nosing
about in my room would you have seen Azoth's basket and
made the connection?” the Potions Master demanded.

An honest answer would have been "probably not,”
but I was too ashamed and annoyed to give him an
honest answer. And Minerva's leaving had torn my
heart in two. I felt desolate and reckless.

"This is a fine thank you for my help, isn't it!" I
growled. "You admitted that you wouldn't even have
this basket if it wasn't for me!”

"Yes,” he said, his voice soft and dangerous. "I've
been meaning to ask you about that, Filch. Tell me.
Where in the Castle did you find this extremely fas-
cinating relic?” The Pepperup had done its work well.
Snape's voice was as silky as ever, with no trace of
hoarseness remaining.

His dark eyes locked on mine.

Suddenly, the smoky halo around Snape's head
seemed neither humorous nor undignified. Instead,
he looked diabolical. Like a bird or a mouse trapped
by the gaze of a hunting snake, I was frozen, unable
to look away or even move.

He was demanding that [ speak about something I'd
never discussed with anyone, not even the Headmas-
ter. Helga's Workroom was one of the Castle’s Secrets.
Somehow, I'd always known that. Even before I knew
whose haven I'd been welcomed into.

"Where do you suppose I found it?" I heard myself
say, angrily. I didn't want him to know that he was
frightening me. "Don't you have theories?”

Snape's voice was pure black velvet. "Indeed I do.
Can you take me there, Filch? Can you show me
where you found this basket of Azoth's?”

I folded my arms defensively across my chest. "That
would be quite impossible, Professor.”

[ thought he'd be furious. Instead, Snape showed his
teeth in a grim smile. Then he released me from his
gaze. I wanted to slump against the wall, but I decided
not to give him the satisfaction. Instead [ drew myself
up and glared at him.

Again Severus surprised me with a smile. But this
one was approving, quite different from the harsh
expression he'd worn only moments earlier.

“"Well done, Filch. You are one of hers, indeed,” he
observed, not unkindly. "Whether you were actually
Sorted or not.”

My anger began to fade in the face of his praise
and his evident regard for me. Doubtless the professor
would accuse me of being easily manipulated. There
are times when he does not seem to understand what
he's done to earn the esteem that [ have for him.

"How did you know that the basket belonged to Her?" I
asked, giving the Lady of Huffleputf her proper due.

"I have discovered that they worked on the Alche-
mist's Door together. He asked her to keep the details
of their accomplishment hidden in the safest place
that she could think of.”

"He?" I asked, confused.

"Salazar Slytherin,” Severus said, a bit impatiently.

"Among his numerous other gifts and achievements,
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he was a noted Alchemist. And Helga Hufflepuff could
Weave many things.”

Professor Snape sat on the edge of his bed. Azoth,
sensing a lessening of tension in the room, immedi-
ately leaped into his wizard's lap.

"Helga Hufflepuff and Salazar Slytherin?” [ murmured.

"Apparently, they corresponded for a while even
after the rift between Slytherin and the others.” The
Professor rubbed under Azoth's chin. The tiny cat
lifted his head and purred.

"Clever little demon,” Severus said fondly, looking
down at his pet. "Most cats are content to bring their
companions dead mice and birds as tokens of affec-
tion. And Mrs. Norris likes to bring you news of mis-
behaving students.”

The Professor paused to rub the cat’s belly while the
little tom began happily wrestling with his wizard's
hand. "Azoth brings me the long-lost secrets of Salazar
Slytherin. Even though they'd been carefully hidden
away where no one would have ever thought to look for
them. Inside Helga Hufflepuff's old wool-basket, along
with a packet of letters from Slytherin himself.”

"I-I thought it was just a basket,” I said. "There were no
spells around it... none that I could sense, anyhow.”

"A Weaver's spells are extremely subtle, Filch. I
thought it was an ordinary basket for days. Until I
happened to reach inside. I couldn't feel the bottom.
And then I found the letters. As I said, I am in your
debt. Yours and Azoth's.”

I sighed. "Repay your debt to us by being more cau-

tious with your experiments, Professor. Neither Azoth
nor [ wish to see you harmed.”

Severus responded with one of his usual caustic glares.

"Has it occurred to you that Slytherin wanted the
Alchemist’s Door kept secret for a very good reason?”
I continued, undaunted.

"Of course,” Snape said impatiently. "I'm sure that he
had a number of very good reasons. A Slytherin's motives
are always complex. And we have more secrets than
anyone,” he added with a hint of pride in his voice.

"Tust be careful! Don't take foolish risks!” I said, with
a hint of exasperation in mine. "Don't be...”

"My own worst enemy?” Severus hissed, his anger
serving to increase the puffs of smoke that were still
curling from his ears. "The nerve...! The infernal
cheek of that flea-bitten, mangy Grytfindor lout...”

"If you freeze yourself to death or end up with ice-
shards buried in your heart, you'll only be proving him
right,” I pointed out. "Professor, please don't attempt to
create the Alchemist's Door again! At least not until you
understand what you did wrong the first time!”

The Potions Master scowled. "You needn't concern
yourself, Filch. Azoth and I shall be leaving the Castle
tomorrow morning. And this experiment is one that [
would not attempt to do anywhere but here.”

"Alchemists have waited nearly a thousand years for
a Door... surely you can wait a little longer,” I said, to
console him.

With a quiet sigh, Snape nudged Azoth off his lap
and stood up to make his bed. When I noticed that his
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ribs were hurting him, I moved to help. Azoth, who
had started to make himself comfortable among the
tangled blankets, gave both of us a baleful stare and
stalked back to his basket.

&0

That evening, after I'd stopped working for the day,
I was sitting in my office. Notes for my Door forms
were spread out all over my desk, but I was having
difficulty concentrating on them. Professor Snape
has often told me that I'm slow on the uptake, and
I suppose that he must be right. [ hadn't thought of
Helga's welcoming haven as being in any way akin to
Slytherin's legendary, fearsome Chamber of Secrets.

Did all the Founders have Secret places of their own?
Professor Snape’'s manner had seemed to suggest that
he thought it was possible. At least he'd seemed to sus-
pect the existence of the Lady's Chamber...

Well, Salazar's Chamber was a Secret no longer.
And, the Lady’'s Workroom was well-known to me. But
what of Rowena Ravenclaw? And Godric Grytfindor?
If T should ask their Doors to take me to their hidden
chambers what would happen?

Troubled, I stroked Mrs. Norris who was curled up
on my lap. "I know the Rules, my sweet,” I murmured.
"A Caretaker should never presume. The Castle will
reveal Its secrets to me or not, as It pleases.”

Then I sighed. "Oh, well. I suppose it wouldn't hurt
to ask, would it? The Doors can always refuse me if
I'm out of bounds.”

Biting my lip nervously, I summoned blue-and-bronze.
With Mrs. Norris cradled in my arms for moral support,
I approached the tapestry.

"If it is permitted...?" | asked Rowena's Door, my des-
tination an unspoken thought in my mind.

Then we stepped through the tapestry.

DG

Mrs. Norris and I emerged into an unfamiliar
Library. It was a vast, airy chamber, at least three sto-
ries high. Long narrow stained-glass windows rose
all the way from floor to ceiling, bathing the place in
color and light.

The sun had long since set, but I was accustomed to
the way that the Founders seemed to be able to make
time stand still in their Secret Chambers. Bookshelves
filled every available section of the wall, accessible
from balconies, movable stairs and tall rolling ladders.
At the other end of the immense room was an arched
doorway. At intervals in front of the bookshelves,
were comfortable-looking couches and chairs.

Rowena Ravenclaw had protected her books
well against age and dust. Their leather bindings
remained clean and bright. But grime lay thick on
the floor. At first I mistook the pale dust for a deep,
very plain carpet.

“Well. This place could certainly do with a good
sweeping,” I muttered.

Mrs. Norris leaped lightly down from my arms,
leaving her own tiny paw-prints on the dusty floor. I

109

=

a
i

- _‘I-
i, | -

-_—




followed her through the first chamber, through the
arched doorway and into a second chamber as vast
and light and filled with bright books as the other. It
was there that I received a bit of a shock.

Small footprints had disturbed the dust in here.

Human, too big and not the right shape for a house-elf...

perhaps the size of a first or second year's foot. They
started abruptly in the middle of the floor directly in
front of one of the bookshelves, leading across the room
to a shelf on the opposite wall and then back again, to
vanish in the same spot they'd started.

Wandering over to see where the small footprints
led, T noticed several empty spaces on the shelves
there. The titles of the books that remained were all
in a language that I couldn't read.

Obviously there were other paths that led to the Secret
Library of Ravenclaw. I looked around a bit. Gruffly, I called
out "who's there?" a time or two. No-one answered.

In a small alcove beneath a stained glass window
was a couch, curved to fit the shape of the wall. Just
over the couch hung a tapestry filled with Eagles in
various roles, bringers of both storm and fertility.
They were Dwellers on the Tree of Life, breeders of
whirlwinds, mighty Thunderbirds. The Eagle tapestry
was clearly Helga's work, a gift for Rowena.

&0

After some time spent wandering around among
the books (and making note of the small footprints
that had disturbed the dust in other places,) Mrs.

Norris and I returned to my office.

The first thing I did was add "Clean Library floor!”
to my list of Jobs To Do.

Then, taking a deep breath, I summoned red-and-
gold. After a moment Mrs. Norris paused in her bath
and padded over to stand beside me. "If it is permit-
ted...?” I asked Godric's Door. Again, my destination
remained unspoken, hidden in my thoughts.

Mrs. Norris went with me as I stepped through the
tapestry.

@ @

It was a small cheerful room. From the looks of
things, one of the oldest places in the Castle. As Mrs.
Norris and I entered, my eyes were drawn to the
fireplace. A row of bright red and gold tiles over the
mantel spelled out "Godric’s Keep.”

A lively tapestry hung on another wall. It depicted
a pride of lions; a large golden-maned male watching
protectively over small cubs as they tumbled about
in play, a group of lionesses teaching the young to
hunt, the whole family of great Cats dozing peacefully
together in the sun. Another of Helga's gifts.

A large, battered wooden desk stood against
another wall near a sunny window. Someone had
carved a small but complex geometrical pattern onto
the desk's surface with a little knife. Books and scrolls
were stacked haphazardly all over the desk, except for
a mostly cleared space in the center.

Against the wall opposite the desk, a weathered
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wooden door was creaking in a faint breeze. Slowly [
pushed it open. The hinges squeaked noisily. Wishing
I'd brought along some oil, I stepped through.

Godric’'s Keep was on a ground-level floor. It opened
directly onto a wide grassy yard that ['d never seen
before. The yard was surrounded on all four sides by
high stone castle walls.

[ stared. A Secret Room with a Yard? I could not
help but notice that the grass needed cutting.

The sky above was blue and bright with white, soft
looking clouds overhead. Whispers of powerful magic still
lingered faintly in the air. Dueling magic, battle-magic.

Only butterflies lived here now. There was a gentle
breeze, whispering through the grass. But I could almost
hear the clash of long-ago weapons, almost feel the
hot, dry wind of spells. There were faint echoes of the
eager young voices of long-ago students and the deeper,
encouraging shouts of an older wizard, their teacher.

Eyes wide with wonder, I stood still in the practice-
yard for an uncounted length of time, lost in the old
magic while Mrs. Norris stalked through the grass
and chased butterflies.

DA C

Silvery hair and beard bright in the starlight,
Dumbledore sat at the edge of his favorite dock, pad-
dling his feet in the lake.

"Headmaster...!" I gasped, emerging from red-and-
gold to stumble down the dock towards him. Mrs.
Norris padded after me, a good deal more calmly.

"Hello, Argus,” Dumbledore said. "It's a lovely eve-
ning, isn't it?”

“Very nice,” I said, dazed with the power of the
Castle's Secret places. Their magic still clung to me,
along with the Library dust and bits of chaff and
grass seeds from the yard by the Keep. There were
golden butterflies fluttering around my head. I had
never spoken of the Secrets to anyone. Now, I thought
that [ might be crushed by the weight of my silence.

"Headmaster..." I repeated, helplessly.

If Minerva was here, then she would put her arms
around me. She would say something warm and
sharp and clever. She would be able to put my feet
back on the ground again where they ought to be. I
missed her so much.

"Severus seems to be feeling better,” Dumbledore
remarked, quite gently. He tugged me down to sit on
the dock beside him, much as he had done with Potter
when the poor boy was frightened and distraught.

“Yes, though his ribs are still bothering him,” I said.

"At least he took some Pepperup and got over that cold

he insisted he never had in the first place,” I added
with a nervous wave of my hand.

Dumbledore noticed my bruised knuckles. He looked
at me with concern.

"Oh. That's nothing, just Azoth's basket,” I said,
vaguely. Unlacing my boots and putting them on the
dock beside me, I rolled my breeches up and dangled
my feet in the lake as the Headmaster was doing.
The cold water felt good against my sore instep. Mrs.
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Norris stood beside me, peering cautiously over the
edge of the dock, looking for fish. It was hard for me
to stop yawning and I couldn't seem to hold my body
up straight. After a while, when [ grew calmer, I
began to realize that I was very tired.

"If you don't get yourself to bed soon, then Mrs.
Norris and I will have to fish you out of the lake
Dumbledore said, wryly.

"T suppose I'll need an earlier start than ever,” I mur-
mured. "All that grass to cut and that dusty floor, not to
mention all the plumbing I haven't got around to yet.”

[ yawned. "And Snuffles thinks Myrtle's bathroom could
do with some new paint and soon enough Hagrid will
leave and there'll be Flufty for me to clean up after..”

"Argus,” the Headmaster said, quiet and amused. "Relax.
You don't have to do everything all at once. There's plenty
of time. The summer is only just beginning.”

EPiLOGUE

W1 the Hark Paces”

Today, Moaning Myrtle was haunting me instead of her
bathroom. While fixing a broken stall door in her drab
domain this morning, I had just happened to bring up the
subject of redecorating. Sirius Black had been right. Myrtle
had been surprisingly enthusiastic about the idea.

For the next few hours, everywhere I went Myrtle
followed. Down to the kitchens, where I'd replaced a

broken pipe for the house-elves. Up to the boys’ bath-
room on the sixth floor right hand corridor, where I had
cleaned out a blocked drain. And now we were all the
way up in the Astronomy Tower's tiny bathroom, where
I'd just discovered that the leaky old toilet in there
needed to be replaced with an entirely new one.

"Purple walls and stalls?!” 1 said, frowning in
response to a suggestion that the ghost-brat had just
made. My temper was hardly at its best. "You can't be
serious! Isn't your place depressing enough already?”

Myrtle's lip quivered. "Purple happens to be my
favorite color!” Pearly tears began forming at the
corners of her eyes. "I should have known that you
didn't mean it, when you told me that I could choose
whatever colors I liked!” she said, sulkily. "What an
amusing joke! Let's Tease Myrtle, Raise Her Hopes
With False Promises and Then Snatch It All Away!”
Then the ghost-brat began to wail.

I

"Surely, Madam Pomfrey has headache remedies
already prepared!” Professor Snape said, impatiently.
I couldn't blame him for being irked with me. The
Potions Master had been all packed and ready to go
when I'd come to him with my request.

"Of course she does. It's just that... well, you're still
here,” 1 said, plaintively, rubbing my aching temples.

"T'd rather not start depleting Poppy's supplies so soon.

My summer’'s going to be one continuous headache!
Will it take you very long to brew something up?"
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Severus sighed. To my relief, [ saw that he'd decided
to help me. With Azoth draped across his shoulders,
the Professor strode through the dungeons to open up
his Potions Classroom. I followed.

The room was much emptier than usual, thanks
to his failed experiment with the Alchemist’'s Door.
(Ordering new desks for the Potions classroom was on
my list of Jobs to Do’)

While the Potions Master gathered his ingredients, I
sat on one of the few remaining desks and held Azoth on
my lap. The little tom’s soft purring soothed me. It was
pleasant just to sit and watch Severus work. Soon he had a
student-sized cauldron heating slowly over a small fire.

"Treally appreciate this,” I murmured. “It's very kind of you.”

Severus looked disgruntled, as he almost always
does whenever anyone accuses him of being kind.

"It's no bother,” he said, brusquely. "But I shall have to
leave the washing up for you to do. Why do you fore-
see a constant need for headache remedies?”

I told him about my redecorating project in Moan-
ing Myrtle's bathroom.

"And whose idea was this incredibly masochistic
endeavor? Yours or Myrtle's?”

"Neither of us, Professor. It was Sirius Black’s suggestion.”

Severus gave me an incredulous stare.

"He meant no harm!” I said, defensively. "He was
trying to help me.”

Snape’s level of skepticism rose by several degrees. "How?"

"Um... I thought that Myrtle's mood could do with
some brightening. So, I asked Black if he would cast

one of those... erm... Cheering Charms on her..."

If looks could dismember, I would have been lying on
the floor in pieces.

"Well, Black didn't think that it was a very good idea, either!”
I said. "That's why he suggested redecorating instead.”

"Hmm. Imagine that. The lout can actually learn from
his mistakes,” Severus said, dryly.

“It's not his fault that Myrtle has the most appalling
taste,” I grumbled. "Myrtle's favorite color happens to
be this dreadfully dark shade of purple! It will make
that place even gloomier than it was before, and I
didn't think such a thing was possible!”

"Sirius Black is a harbinger of trouble, even when he
means well. You deserve to have a summer filled with
headaches for being foolish enough to take his advice.”

"Don't look at me like that,” Snape said, when I was
crestfallen. "I'm not going to refuse to give you the
potion. It would be a waste of good ingredients.”

Wryly, Severus continued. "Will you take some
advice from me, now?"

I gave him a glum nod.

"You've already started this foolishness, it would be
in your best interests to see it through. Let the ghost-
child have her way if it will please her. That was your
original intention, was it not?”

"But I still have to clean in that bathroom,” I mumbled.

“The purple will make the wretched place so dark that I

won't be able to see my hand in front of my face! I'll fall
over my cleaning bucket and break my neck.”
Snape smiled, wryly. "An old Egyptian blessing
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comes to mind. 'May the gods stand between you and
harm in all the dark places where you must walk’”
"“Very funny,” I said, glowering.

&0

When the headache potion was finished, Severus ladled
it into a goblet for me. "Best to drink it quickly and then lie
down for a while. Drowsiness is one of the side-effects.”

[ nodded.

"Very well then. I shall see you in a week, perhaps
two or even three,” Severus said.

After thanking him, I said earmnestly, "the Door
Forms should be ready by the time you return.”

He sighed. "My classroom door will be locked. Slip
one under the door for me.”

"T will” Awkwardly I added, "please, be very careful
this summer. Look after yourself.”

"I am a careful man, Filch,” Severus said, coolly.

"And I always look after myself.”

With a stern expression that dared me to contradict
him, Snape reached out and took Azoth from me. The
little cat settled onto his wizard's shoulders once more.

By the new Potions classroom door, Snape paused.
Looking back over his shoulder he spoke, quietly. "You
be careful as well, Argus. Black might be a lout, but
his advice about the Rats was sound.”

I nodded again as I followed him from the room.
This summer, every good-bye filled me with fear. I
hoped that Severus would be all right, and that he
would return to us safely.

"Professor?” I said as we stepped into the corridor,
and he stopped to lock the door.

"May the gods stand between you and harm.” My
voice was much graver than his had been.

“In all the Dark Places...” Snape finished for me,
softly. "Thank you, Filch.”

Then, trailing his long, black cloak after him, the
Potions Master headed swiftly down the corridor and
out of sight. Snape did not care for lengthy good-byes.

=@

Rowena's Library was quiet and private. The beauty
of the sun shining through the stained glass win-
dows was balm for my worried soul. The curved
couch beneath the Eagle tapestry was a good place
for a nap. I'd made a quick trip here earlier to drop
off some cleaning supplies; Magical Mess Remover, a
few brooms, several dust mops, wet mops and some
cleaning buckets filled with water.

Giving the floors in both huge rooms a proper,
thorough cleaning would probably take me hours. But
during the summer my time is my own. I could rest
now and work all night if I chose. I drank the head-
ache potion and lay down on the couch.

Then, surrounded by peaceful silence and warm
colors, I slept for a while in the light.
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ProrocUEeE ONE

OpaC The Predators” Party

HE SPHINX sipped daintily on her Créme de
Menthe as she surveyed the occupants of the
human pub known as the Leaky Cauldron. Long
ago, gatherings like this had provided her with amuse-
m I”"”"”I_',Uy ment and sustenance. Then humans had started get-
’ . = ting fussy about being eaten if they lost a riddle contest.
So now all she got here were drinks and the occasional
floor show when some Muggle-born's parents realized
what she was. She smiled to herself and stroked the
breast of her kestrel. Tom the Bartender wasn't happy
about letting her come in, even with assurances that
she wasn't here for food. However, even Tom wasn't
likely to argue with her patron.

) e (©)

The Harpy settled herself into a corner and tried to
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be inconspicuous. She knew that the Sphinx wasn't
hungry; knew that because she knew the Sphinx's
patron did not permit such things. However, the
Sphinx was still part feline and the Harpy was part
avian and the two species would never mingle com-
fortably. Maybe it was time to go. She would have left
except that she was hungry and the Leaky Cauldron
had the best shepherd’s pie in England... even if they
weren't made with real shepherds.

&0

Nagini was hungry. Her master would not let her
feed properly. "The time has not yet come, my pet,” he
hissed. "We'll show those fools not to take us lightly.
Until then, I need you to lay low. Even eating Muggles
might draw too much attention to us, and I am not
ready for a direct confrontation. Nor can I afford to
let you have any of my death eaters.” He'd smiled after
that. "Although, if certain of them don't get in line...
well, some have more than one child. Losing one or
